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PREFACE 

 

Why examine the perpetration of violence? Why study this topic? Different people 

confronted me with these questions on different occasions. Sometimes I engaged in intense 

dialogue in an effort to make sense of this question, but never in my five-year study of 

institutionalised boys, who committed crimes, did I delve into the origins of this project that 

began out of personal curiosity but later turned into an intellectual exploration. Now, with the 

manuscript complete, let me try to describe the roots of my interest in the topic and, thus, the 

roots of this dissertation. 

 

I was born seven days after the Soweto uprising in June 1976, in the coloured 

township of Bonteheuwel. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, my grandparents were forcefully 

removed from the city centre. From the now famous District 6 where they had been living, 

they moved a twenty-minute drive to Bonteheuwel, one of the many townships on the Cape 

Flats where, thanks to the Group Areas Act, ‘non-whites’ were bundled after having been 

chased from areas designated as ‘whites-only’. Like many others, my grandparents and 

parents had to make a new start. There they reared their children, who later reared their own 

children, including me.  

 

Until the age of nine, I lived with my parents, grandparents, aunt and younger brother 

in a detached house on the main road of Bonteheuwel. Opposite, stood a cluster of tiny shops 

owned by local traders. Busy Bee was one such place, a shop I frequented to buy my 

favourite toffee sweets. As it happened, the concrete island on which the shops stood was 

also a popular place for gangsters to hang out, meet and fight, a public stage where they 

displayed their power to each other and to the residents.  

 

Whenever I heard commotion on the other side of the road, I would sneak over to the 

window, hoping not to be caught, to watch gangs loiter and wage war but metres away from 

my home. Only a green flimsy iron-mesh gate stretching around the house kept intruders out 

and us children in. Sometimes we heard loud screams outside – of what, I could only 

imagine. My brother and I would jokingly scream, ‘Gunshot!’ when we heard a loud bang; in 

most cases, fortunately, it was just a run-down car backfiring.  

 

Unlike most of my peers and family, my brother and I were partially sheltered from 

the violence in the community. Our parents had various safety-strategies to distance us from 

the violence that loomed so shamelessly over the streets of Bonteheuwel. We were, for 

instance, never allowed to play in the front of the house. Instead we were told to play in the 

backyard, under the grapevine and hidden from the people on the streets. Nor were we 
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permitted to walk unaccompanied in the streets, not even to the shop a few metres away from 

our home.  

 

At the time, it seemed to me that my friends had more freedom than us, and I felt 

imprisoned. Yet while I was trapped in the house, gangsters across the street robbed children 

and frightened them on their way around the community. In rare moments, I would sneak 

daringly in front of the house while my parents were at work. There I saw how gangs loitered 

around the shops, with young men holding bricks in their hands, or rusted blades, broken 

glass bottles, knives, guns, and using vile language unfamiliar to me then. When we 

witnessed such events, we knew we had to run inside and close the doors. But, on one 

occasion, we were too late.  

 

As we jumped out of the mulberry tree on the side of the house where we were 

playing, a group of young boys appeared at the corner of the street. They were well known as 

the Corner Boys, and were on their way to the shop. Mr Swartz – my grandparents’ 

neighbour – shouted at them. Curious, we ignored the instructions of our parents and 

grandparents and froze to watch. The Corner Boys walked over to Mr Swartz and whispered 

something to him. In his drunkenness, he retaliated and one of the boys hit him. Mr Swartz 

fell on the pavement. Another Corner Boy picked up a huge, broken slab of concrete and 

began pounding him on the head. The old man was bleeding profusely. We panicked and ran 

inside the house, watching through the window until my aunt shouted for us to move away. 

But we had already seen what was there to be seen. 

 

I recount this event not because I want to parade a childhood trauma but because it 

stirred up ambivalent emotions in me. Yes, we were terrified of the gangsters: they threatened 

our safety. But they were not complete strangers to us; they were not as distant as imagined. 

Growing up in the community, my parents formed relationships with various neighbours, 

including youth involved in criminal and gang activity. It was no different for my generation. 

Sometimes gangsters, or anyone involved in whatever form of violence, would come seeking 

shelter and run into the homes of families known to them, my grandparents’ house included.  

 

For me as a child, the label of the violent criminal that was so effortlessly and 

permanently attached to them did not fully stick. I, too, knew them as friends, uncles, 

brothers, protectors, providers and fathers. As I grew up in the community, I watched them 

shift incessantly from stigmatised to humanised individuals; being violent was just one aspect 

of a complex identity. This, then, may be at the root of my curiosity. Why do otherwise kind 

and friendly men join gangs? How are they able to be so aggressive at times but yet, at others, 

so caring? How are their complex and shifting identities to be understood? 

 

For years these questions invaded my thinking, especially whenever I was confronted 

with stories in the media about violence or discussions about South Africa’s high levels of 
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violence; it was only during my postgraduate studies that I decided to examine them 

systematically through research..  

 

My Honours research, conducted in Cape Town in 1997, aimed to explore criminals’ 

own perceptions of their criminal acts and intentions and to investigate the leading factors in 

the decision-making process that had led them into criminal behaviour. Doing so gave me the 

chance to interview 100 incarcerated young men and women in Pollsmoor Correctional 

Facility.  

 

For my Masters, in 1999, I undertook an ethnographic study on the Cape Flats with 

gangsters in Manenberg, a suburb known to locals and residents as Murderberg.1 Violence 

and gangsterism were so rife there that shortly before starting my one year of fieldwork, it 

was declared a ‘no-go zone’. Yet, while ‘hanging out’2 with these dangerous men, I 

immersed myself in their everyday lives. Like them I shifted contexts, from meeting their 

families and playing with their children in their homes to sitting on brown, plastic boxes 

where the quarts3 were neatly packed, making it easier for me to grab a beer and pour the 

men a glass as they told me tales and cleaned their dagga pitjies.4  

 

One afternoon in Manenberg, I was talking to Gaza, the leader of an influential gang, 

as we sat on the stoep5 of his home. In the middle of our discussion, a group of boys aged 9–

13 years shouted down the road. Gaza asked me to look closely at them: they were all 

carrying guns. He explained that they, too, were gangsters, on their way to kill members of a 

rival gang who had murdered members of their own gang. It was then that I realised that the 

number of pre-adolescent and early adolescent boys in gangs was on the rise.  

 

At the time, I was coincidentally involved in a project with the Department of 

Psychiatry at the University of Cape Town, one under the supervision of Professor James 

Garbarino, the American psychologist whose main interest then was to understand why some 

boys turn violent whereas others, even though growing up in the same environment, do not 

(Garbarino 1999). 

 

                                                           
1
 ‘Murderberg’ is a nickname given to Manenberg due to its high levels of violence and gangsterism. My study 

took place in a period (1995- 2002) when it experienced even higher levels of violence than usual as a result of 
conflict between the various gangs in the community.  
2
 ‘Hanging out’ is used loosely here. It refers to my research practice of spending time with the gangsters in the 

area. I would participate in daily activities of theirs such as standing around on the corners in the community, 
socialising with their friends in shebeens, sitting in back yards and drinking beer, etc. 
3
 A quart is a 750ml bottle of beer. The men would usually buy a case consisting of 12 such beers.  

4
 Dagga pitjies are marijuana seeds. Smokers have to clean the dagga of its seeds before they can smoke it.  

5
 Stoep is the Afrikaans word for porch, patio or veranda. 
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The multidisciplinary study in Cape Town aimed at developing a risk model of young 

boys who committed serious violent crimes. It introduced me to a secure care facility where 

young boys between 14 and 16 were temporarily incarcerated, and as result my initial 

fascination with, and puzzlement about, the complexity of violence and gangsterism as a part 

of people’s daily life developed into an academic project initially entitled, Young boys 

behind bars: An ethnographic study of violence and care in South Africa. The ambition 

underlying that project – one taken up in the present study – was to examine why young boys 

find themselves involved in violence, not only as perpetrators but victims. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This thesis is the result of an ethnographic study which had as its topic young boys 

who were awaiting trial for criminal activities behind bars in a secure care facility in South 

Africa. The chapters introduce some of the boys to the reader through case studies providing 

information about, who they are where they come from, why they were institutionalised and 

glimpses of what they endured in their daily lives outside the institution. The core of the 

thesis describes the social composition of a secure care facility and the daily activities and 

interactions that take place within its walls. We follow the boys in the trajectories they took 

inside and outside the criminal justice system, obtaining glimpses of the families, 

communities and staff with whom they come into contact.  

 

Overall, the study was guided by three main research questions. How are socio-

cultural and legal-political perceptions of violent children reflected in the infrastructural 

arrangements and regulations of places of safety (secure care facilities)? How are boys’ daily 

lives in places of safety enacted? And how do institutionalised boys perceive themselves 

inside and outside the institution?  

 

The methodology of the study was steered by the structures of confinement of the 

secure care facility in which it was conducted. This type of institution functions 

simultaneously as a setting geared towards the safekeeping, caring and betterment of inmates 

and as a place of incarceration for keeping society at large safe from them. The emphasis of 

the study was on providing the reader with an in-depth understanding of these boys and the 

micro-world of the institution in which they find themselves. Central to the project were 

boys’ own accounts of their lives, experiences, perceptions, aspirations and the reasons why 

they followed various strategies in navigating their social relations with staff and peers. 

Adopting this ethnographic perspective allowed for a thick description of day-to-day 

interactions in the institution. 

 

We start off with a description of the heavily bounded institution and how the mere 

process of gaining access to the boys and the institution was governed by strict rules and 

mediated by gatekeepers. Physically, the institution looked closed, imprisoning insiders and 

controlling access by outsiders; socially, its anatomy seemed fixed and hierarchical. 

However, the more data one acquires, the greater the number of cracks appeared in this image 

of inflexibility. 

The thesis then describes what happens when a new boy is admitted to the institution, 

the daily negotiations he is involved in during the early period of his incarceration, and the 

intricate social dynamics between the new and seasoned boys. Here, I highlighted the 

emotional turmoil that new boys frequently experience when having to transition from their 

communities and enter the facility. The process of being admitted and settling into the 

institution is intricate and volatile. The potential risks these new admissions are exposed to 
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include verbal, physical and sexual abuse by their peers. What is commonly perceived as 

bullying, unnecessary violence and intimidation by others is a complex negotiation process 

for currency of power and the forging of hierarchical relationships between the incarcerated 

boys; of which new and seasoned boys are vulnerable. In the facility, it also became clear 

how power is fluid and ever-changing. Boys are found to constantly reflect upon their own 

positions in the hierarchy and institution and actively negotiate their status by acting upon 

other boys and staff. However, in the end power inequalities between boys and staff restrict 

their negotiating power.  

 

It is then revealed that once a boy is incarcerated, he is not permanently labelled a 

criminal. Rather, we see how perceiving and labelling (making and unmaking) incarcerated 

children as criminals or non-criminals is a fluid and negotiable process. It is the daily 

interactions among boys and staff in the institution that determines a boy’s criminal status. 

These interactions are heavily influenced by subjective, moral appraisals by staff of a boy’s 

behaviour. Daily interactions that determine boys’ identities are also heavily dependent on 

the conditions (such as resources and competences) and contexts in which these interactions 

take place. Overall, the production and reproduction of labels related to a boy being a 

criminal or not influences and determines the management and experiences of the child in 

and outside the institution. It also influences the manner in which the boys respond to others 

and their environment. Such labelling of boys does not only influence how they are dealt with 

inside the institution but also the future decisions that either result in longer imprisonment or 

discharge from the institution.  

 

Yet, what appeared to be a distinct difference between the staff members who were 

assumed to possess power with clearly assigned roles compared to the boys, who were 

perceived as children, in need of adult care and supervision, in practice, it was evident that 

staff members use their power and interact with the boys very differently. This was clearly 

highlighted in the example of two staff members, reared in different ethnic groups, and their 

interaction with the boys. It was also interesting to witness how the different staff members’ 

interaction developed and affected the boys. Here, I was able to explore the multiple 

dimensions that are at stake in the institutional interactions between staff and inmates on the 

ground, allowing for a fluidity of roles not covered by the classical picture of a clear 

distinction between staff members and inmates. How the staff members have been socialised 

in their own communities, what they expect of boys’ behaviour, and what boys expect of 

them, do play a role in the interactions I observed. Factors such as the level of education, 

personal background and personality traits also influenced the interaction between the staff 

members and boys. I have shown how these differences are acted out in specific contexts 

within the daily life of the institution and how it leads to widely differing restrictions and 

opportunities for boys to act and express themselves, sometimes varying over the day, when 

shifts of caretakers replace one another. In contrast to the image of a total institution where 

rigid rules determine the relations between staff and inmates, this study displays the fluidity 

of the roles and positions of the boys and staff and how the various individuals enact and play 

out a particular image in particular interactions. 
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Likewise, the study illustrates that there is a variety of ways that boys respond to their 

assigned position, of powerless children, in need of care. Occasionally, as we have seen, there 

is a relatively strong blurring of presupposed institutional identities. A striking example is the 

role-reversal in terms of caring. In the pre-institutional lives of the boys, in many ways, they 

exerted violence from a certain position of power, and many of them do not give up that 

position entirely within the institution. It is possible that it might also be the caring role the 

boys performed in their pre-institutional life (for instance, for their mother and other close 

family members) that influenced their role-playing in terms of care for certain staff members 

and for their peers. Caring for others, especially women, is related to the boys’ perceptions of 

masculinity and their social roles as men, and taking up caring roles in the institution is what 

from their perspective, males are supposed to do.  

 

In short, staff and boys act and interact in the institution based on social dispositions, 

cultural backgrounds, educational levels and personality structures that they also displayed in 

their lives outside the institution. How strict or permeable the boundaries between social life 

inside and outside the institution, and between the roles and positions officially assigned to 

staff and boys, prove to be are context specific.  

 

Abscondment also emerged as another aspect of the permeability of the institution. 

Boys frequently absconded with an explicit intent to return, regardless of the consequences 

they might have to face, using the community near the institution as a place to be at large. 

Thus, in practice, until the more restrictive policy was introduced, the boundaries of the 

institution were fluid to the extent of incorporating the community. Staff’s decision to also 

not always chase after the boys, in anticipation of their return, revealed that staff members 

may be implicated in maintaining a flow between the institution and the community, either 

for the entire dorm or an individual. Data also revealed that the boys who abscond have a 

clear understanding of why, how and when they should run away. Abscondment therefore 

reflects boys’ decision-making process and intentional agency: through abscondment they 

intentionally act upon their situation and environment. Analysis of policy documents, 

observations in the institute and interviews with staff indicated that abscondment is generally 

understood and managed as a strategy of resistance on the part of the children, or less so as a 

form resistance to an unjust system.  

 

Nearer to the closing of this thesis, we see how boys’ tactics to ensure well-being for 

themselves and the ones they care for in their environments outside are often diametrically 

opposed to what a panel, deciding their fate, would consider positive or promising behaviour. 

The panel assessments clearly show that the outside environment plays a critical role in the 

abandonment or extension of a boy’s experience of incarceration. Such panels are aware that 

the boys have to return to their families but they also have to be reintegrated into the general 

population that is ridden with unemployment, substance abuse, gangsterism and violence. 

The data also revealed that the majority of the boys experienced the same toxic environment 

within the institution as they did outside, before they entered the secure care facility. Social 

issues, concerns types of peer relationships that boys engage in outside the institution are also 

present within the institution.  
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For some boys violence was a means of ensuring their safety. For other boys who 

come from better functioning families, a secure care facility may be more risky and toxic 

since they are at higher risk of being exposed to different forms of violence inside the 

institution, and they may acquire behavioural skills that they were not exposed to before 

incarceration. But neither the toxic environment many boys grow up in, nor the resulting 

tactical behaviour of such boys to survive or keep safe, complies with how children are 

conventionally perceived. The panel assessment revealed that clear ideas exist as to what a 

stable and safe environment is, what type of parenting is expected, what ‘healthy’ behaviour 

is, and how undesirable behaviour points to problems in the psychological status of a boy, 

and finally, how this can be weighed up to determine a boy’s future trajectory. However, the 

cases in this chapter show how muddled and sometimes erroneous such reasoning is, in the 

light of the boys’ daily lives, both outside and inside the institution. Undesirable behaviour, 

such as enacting violence in peer relations, may or may not point to a boy’s psychological or 

personality problems. That these problems can be expected when taking into account the 

sometimes toxic environments they came from is without question. Here we stumble upon 

what is recognised as the vicious circles involved in cultures of violence. How boys learn to 

use violence for maintaining their boundaries and safety in fundamentally unsafe, violent life-

worlds, both outside and inside the institution, blurs the boundaries between victim and 

perpetrator.  

 

However, these young boys are not simply blank slates onto which the violent 

environment inevitably and sadly imprints itself. There is an actor between the observed 

behaviour and the perceived emotional difficulties making the best of what is available to 

survive in adverse environments.  
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SAMENVATTING  

 

Dit proefschrift is het resultaat van een etnografische studie van jonge jongens in Zuid 

Afrika die achter de tralies zitten in een gesloten zorginstelling (een zogenaamde ‘veilige 

plek’) in afwachting van een rechtszaak voor criminele activiteiten. De hoofdstukken 

introduceren enkele van deze jongens aan de lezer middels case studies van de herkomst van 

de jongens, de reden waarom ze in de gesloten zorginstelling zitten, en hetgeen ze in hun 

dagelijks leven buiten de instelling moesten ondergaan. De kern van het proefschrift 

beschrijft de sociale relaties binnen een gesloten zorginstelling en de dagelijkse activiteiten 

en interacties die binnen de muren plaatsvinden. Het pad dat deze jongens volgen binnen en 

buiten het justitiële systeem wordt beschreven, waarbij geraakt wordt aan de families, 

gemeenschappen, en medewerkers waarmee ze in contact komen. 

 

Drie onderzoeksvragen stuurden het onderzoek: hoe zijn de sociaal-culturele en 

politiek-juridische percepties van gewelddadige kinderen terug te zien in de infrastructuur en 

regulering van ‘veilige plekken’? Hoe leven de jongens hun dagelijks leven in ‘veilige 

plekken’? En hoe zien deze jongens zichzelf binnen en buiten de instelling? 

 

De methodologie van deze studie werd gedreven door de opsluitingsstructuren van de 

gesloten zorginstelling waarin deze werd uitgevoerd. Dit soort instellingen hebben een 

dubbele functie: ze zijn een plek waar gewerkt wordt aan het beschermen, zorgen voor en 

beteren van het leven van geïnterneerden. Maar ze zijn ook een plek waar diezelfde 

geïnterneerden opgesloten worden om de samenleving tegen ze te beschermen. De nadruk in 

deze studie ligt op het geven van dieper inzicht in deze jongens en de microkosmos van de 

instelling waarin ze zichzelf vinden. Centraal staan daarom de eigen verhalen van de jongens 

over hun leven, hun ervaringen, percepties, aspiraties, en redenen voor het volgen van 

verschillende strategieën in hun sociale relaties met medewerkers en lotgenoten. Door dit 

etnografische perspectief te kiezen is het mogelijk een thick description te geven van de 

dagelijkse sociale interacties in de instelling. 

 

Om te beginnen wordt de zeer restrictieve instelling beschreven. Enkel het toegang 

krijgen tot de jongens en de instelling is al strikt gereguleerd en wordt beperkt door 

‘poortwachters’. De fysieke uitstaling van de instelling is gesloten, om degenen binnen 

gevangen te houden en toegang door buitenstaanders onder controle te houden. De sociale 

verhoudingen van de instellingen lijken rigide en hiërarchisch. Echter, hoe meer data 

verzameld werd, hoe meer scheurtjes zichtbaar werden in dit beeld van rigiditeit. 

 

Vervolgens wordt beschreven wat er gebeurt als een nieuwe jongen opgenomen wordt 

in de instelling: de dagelijkse onderhandelingen die hij moet voeren in het begin van zijn 
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gevangenneming en de gevoelige sociale dynamiek tussen nieuwe en ‘ervaren’ jongens. 

Hierbij wordt nadrukkelijk gekeken naar de heftige emotionele ervaringen van de nieuwe 

jongens als ze uit hun gemeenschap naar de instelling overgeplaatst worden. Het proces van 

opgenomen worden in en wennen aan de instelling is heftig en complex. De potentiele 

risico’s die deze nieuw opgenomen jongens lopen zijn onder andere verbaal, fysiek, en 

seksueel misbruik door hun lotgenoten. Wat door anderen vaak gezien wordt als pesten, 

onnodig geweld en intimidatie is een complex onderhandelingsproces om macht en de status 

in hiërarchische relaties tussen de opgesloten jongens. Zowel nieuwe als al langer opgesloten 

jongens zijn kwetsbaar in dit onderhandelingsproces. Hierbij wordt duidelijk hoe fluïde en 

veranderlijk macht in de instelling is. De jongens reflecteren voortdurend op hun eigen 

positie in de hiërarchie en in de instelling, en proberen hun status te beïnvloeden door hun 

interacties met andere jongens en de medewerkers. Uiteindelijk worden hun 

onderhandelingsmogelijkheden echter ingeperkt door de machtsongelijkheid tussen de 

jongens en de medewerkers van de instelling. 

 

In de volgende stap wordt blootgelegd dat jongens nog niet permanent tot crimineel 

gelabeld worden als ze eenmaal opgesloten zijn. In plaats daarvan blijkt de perceptie en het 

labelen van opgesloten kinderen als crimineel of niet-crimineel een fluïde proces open voor 

onderhandeling. Het zijn de dagelijkse interacties tussen jongens en medewerkers in de 

instelling die de status van een jongen als crimineel of niet-crimineel bepalen. Deze 

interacties worden sterk beïnvloed door de subjectieve morele oordelen van medewerkers 

over het gedrag van de jongens. Daarnaast zijn de dagelijkse interacties die de identiteit van 

de jongens bepalen ook sterk afhankelijk van de condities (zoals de middelen en 

competenties) en contexten waarin ze plaatsvinden. De productie en reproductie van labels 

als crimineel of niet-crimineel  beïnvloeden en bepalen de ervaringen van een jongen binnen 

en buiten de instelling. Dit labelen beïnvloedt de manier waarop jongens  reageren op 

anderen en op hun omgeving, en daarmee niet alleen hoe de jongens behandeld worden 

binnen de instelling, maar ook de beslissingen die kunnen resulteren in lange gevangenschap 

of ontslag uit de instelling. 

 

Er lijkt een duidelijk verschil tussen de medewerkers – met duidelijk omschreven 

rollen met macht - en de jongens die gezien worden als kinderen die toezicht en zorg van 

volwassenen nodig hebben. In de praktijk is het echter duidelijk dat medewerkers hun macht 

op verschillende manieren uitoefenen en heel verschillend met de jongens interacteren. Dit 

wordt duidelijk uit de beschrijving van het verschil in interacties die twee medewerkers met 

een verschillende etnische achtergrond hebben. Interessant hierbij is hoe de verschillende 

vormen van interactie met medewerkers de jongens ontwikkelde en beïnvloedde. Door de 

verschillende dimensies die een rol spelen bij de institutionele interactie tussen medewerkers 

en geïnterneerden nader te onderzoeken wordt een meer fluïde begrip van rollen ontwikkeld 

dat niet past in het klassieke beeld van een duidelijk onderscheid tussen medewerkers en 

geïnterneerden. Hoe de medewerkers gesocialiseerd zijn in hun eigen gemeenschap, wat ze 

verwachten van het gedrag van de jongens, en wat de jongens van hen verwachten spelen 

allen een rol in de interacties die ik observeerde. Daarnaast beïnvloeden factoren zoals 

opleidingsniveau, persoonlijke achtergrond, en persoonlijkheidskenmerken de interactie 
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tussen medewerkers en jongens. Ik laat zien hoe deze verschillen uitspelen in specifieke 

contexten in het dagelijks leven in de instelling en hoe dit leidt tot heel verschillende 

beperkingen aan en mogelijkheden voor de jongens om te handelen en zichzelf te uiten. Deze 

verschillen treden soms zelfs gedurende de dag op, wanneer dienstrondes van medewerkers 

elkaar afwisselen. Dus in tegenstelling tot het beeld van een instelling met rigide regels die de 

relatie tussen medewerkers en gevangenen bepalen, laat deze studie zien dat er een fluïditeit 

in de rollen en status van de jongens en de staf zit, en dat verschillende individuen bepaalde 

beeld laten zien in specifieke interacties. 

 

De studie laat tevens zien dat er verschillende manieren zijn waarop de jongens 

reageren op de hun toebedeelde status van machteloze kinderen die zorg nodig hebben. Af en 

toe vervagen deze veronderstelde identiteiten binnen de instelling. Een kenmerkend 

voorbeeld is de omdraaiing van rollen. In het leven van de jongens voor opname in de 

instelling oefenden ze geweld uit vanuit een zekere machtspositie, en velen van hen geven die 

positie niet volledig op in de instelling. Het is ook mogelijk dat de zorgende rol die de 

jongens hadden voor opname in de instelling (bijvoorbeeld voor hun moeder en andere naaste 

familieleden) hun zorgende rol in de instelling (bijvoorbeeld voor sommige medewerkers en 

voor lotgenoten) beïnvloed. Het zorgen voor anderen, in het bijzonder vrouwen, is 

gerelateerd aan het beeld dat de jongens hebben van mannelijkheid en hun rol als man. Het 

op zich nemen van zorgende rollen in de instelling is daarom in hun ogen wat mannen 

moeten doen. 

 

Samenvattend handelen en interacteren medewerkers en jongens in de instelling 

gebaseerd op sociale voorkeuren, culturele achtergronden, opleidingsniveaus en 

persoonlijkheidskenmerken die ze ook laten zien in hun leven buiten de instelling. Hoe strikt 

de scheiding tussen het leven binnen en buiten de instelling is, en die tussen de officieel 

toegekende rollen en posities van medewerkers en jongens, bleek afhankelijk van de context. 

 

Een ander aspect dat de scheiding tussen leven binnen en buiten de instelling minder 

strikt maakt is de praktijk van er tussenuit knijpen. Jongens liepen vaak weg met de expliciete 

bedoeling terug te keren, ongeacht de consequenties die dat voor ze zou hebben. De 

gemeenschap in de buurt van de instelling werd gebruikt als een plek om te verstoppen. 

Daarmee was er in de praktijk slechts een vage grens tussen de instelling en de naburige 

gemeenschap, tenminste tot er een strenger beleid ingevoerd werd. De medewerkers kozen 

ervoor om niet altijd achter de jongens aan te gaan, in de verwachting dat ze terug zouden 

keren. Dit laat zien dat medewerkers medeplichtig zijn aan het bestaan van deze uitwisseling 

tussen de naburige gemeenschap en de instelling, voor individuele jongens of zelfs een hele 

eenheid. De jongens die er tussenuit knijpen begrijpen duidelijk waarom, hoe, en wanneer ze 

weg moesten lopen. Weglopen is daarom een reflectie van de besluitvorming en het 

handelingsvermogen van de jongens: door weg te lopen reageren ze bewust op hun situatie en 

de omgeving. Een analyse van beleidsdocumenten, observaties in de instelling, en interviews 

met medewerkers laat zien dat weglopen in eerste instantie gezien en behandeld wordt als een 
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verzetsstrategie van de kinderen, en in mindere mate als een vorm van verzet tegen een 

oneerlijk systeem. 

 

Vervolgens laat ik zien hoe de tactieken van de jongens om het welzijn van henzelf en 

van degenen waarvoor ze zorgen buiten de instelling te waarborgen vaak omgekeerd zijn aan 

het gedrag dat het panel dat hun lot beslist als positief of veelbelovend ziet. De beoordelingen 

van de panels laten duidelijk zien dat de omgeving buiten de instelling een kritieke rol speelt 

in het opheffen of de verlenging van de in bewaring stelling van de jongens. De panels zijn 

zich ervan bewust dat de jongens terug moeten keren bij hun families, maar ook dat ze 

moeten re-integreren in een bevolking die geplaagd wordt door werkloosheid, drugsgebruik, 

criminaliteit, en geweld. De meerderheid van de jongens ervaart eenzelfde verziekte 

omgeving binnen de instelling als ze erbuiten ervoeren voor de periode van opname in de 

gesloten zorginstelling. Het type relaties met lotgenoten waarin de jongens buiten de 

instelling zitten, zijn ook aanwezig binnen de instelling. 

 

Voor sommige jongens is geweld een vorm om hun veiligheid zeker te stellen. Voor 

andere jongens die uit beter functionerende families kwamen kan de gesloten zorginstelling 

meer risicovol en verziekt zijn, omdat ze meer risico lopen om blootgesteld te worden aan 

verschillende vormen van geweld binnen de instelling. Zij pikken mogelijk gedrag op dat zij 

niet ervoeren in de periode voor hun in bewaring stelling. Maar noch het verziekte milieu 

waarin veel jongens opgroeien, noch het resulterende tactische gedrag om te overleven of 

veilig te blijven, stemt overeen met hoe deze kinderen gebruikelijk gezien worden. De 

beoordelingen van de panels laten zien dat er duidelijke ideeën bestaan over wat een stabiele 

en veilige omgeving is, wat voor ouderschap verwacht wordt, wat ‘gezond’ gedrag is, hoe 

ongewenst gedrag wijst op problemen met de psychische gesteldheid van een jongen, en tot 

slot hoe deze factoren wegen om de toekomst van een jongen te bepalen. Echter, de 

besproken cases laten zien hoe ondoorzichtig en soms ronduit fout dit soort ideeën zijn in 

vergelijking tot het dagelijks leven van de jongens binnen en buiten de instelling. 

Onwenselijk gedrag, zoals het uitoefenen van geweld op lotgenoten, kan wijzen op 

psychische of persoonlijkheidsproblemen van een jongen, maar dat hoeft niet. Dat vormen 

van ongewenst gedrag verwacht kunnen worden in het licht van de soms verziekte omgeving 

waar deze jongens uit komen staat buiten kijf. Dit wijst op wat wel de vicieuze cirkel van een 

geweldscultuur wordt genoemd. Jongens leren om geweld te gebruiken om hun eigen grenzen 

en veiligheid te bewaken in een fundamenteel onveilige, gewelddadige levenswereld. Dat dit 

zowel binnen als buiten de instelling het geval is vervaagt de grens tussen slachtoffer en 

dader. 

 

De belangrijkste conclusie die we uit dit onderzoek kunnen trekken is het besef dat 

deze jongen jongens geen onbeschreven blad zijn waarop een gewelddadige omgeving zijn 

onvermijdelijke en trieste sporen nalaat. Er staat een actor tussen het geobserveerde gedrag en 

de veronderstelde emotionele problemen; een actor die het beste gebruik probeert te maken 

van zijn beschikbare middelen om te overleven in een zeer moeilijke omgeving. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

 

This chapter contextualises the topic of the dissertation within the history of South 

Africa as well as present-day concerns about children involved in criminal activity and policy 

responses thereto. Against this background, I formulate the study’s hypotheses, objectives 

and research questions, and introduce its main theoretical concepts. The chapter concludes 

with an outline summarising the content of the body of this dissertation. 

 

1.1. Background  

1.1.1. From heroes to villains:
1
 youth in post-apartheid South Africa  

In the 1980s the dominant theme in literature related to youth in South Africa was 

their involvement in the social and political struggles of the period (Seekings 2006). Many 

youth forcefully asserted their agency in these revolts, often taking spontaneous political 

action without adult stimulus (Ennew 2003). After the political transformation, however, 

these once-celebrated youth encountered difficulties because they had failed at school, were 

involved in conflicts with security forces in the townships, and challenged parents and other 

authority figures. They became known as the ‘lost generation’, their image shifting from that 

of ‘heroes’ to ‘villains’ (Seekings 2006). In the eyes of policy-makers and the general public, 

being young has come to be seen as a liability.  

Post-apartheid South Africa brought with it a mixture of opportunities and 

disappointments (Meintjies and Hall 2008). While it raised hopes for equal opportunities, the 

reality is that, whereas some South African children live in extraordinary wealth, the majority 

subsist in poverty and lack basic needs and services (Gooskens et al. 2010). As such, some 

children create opportunities for themselves by engaging in criminal activities that range from 

petty theft to murder; in the process becoming perpetrators, as much as, victims of social 

circumstance. A subset of these children is the main actors in this thesis. 

In present-day South Africa, there is great concern about children involved in criminal 

activity, especially about those who sexually abuse or kill other children.2 Data reports from 

other countries, including the Netherlands, United Kingdom and United States, on children 

involved in murders, school shootings and gang rape, show that South Africa is not alone in 

its concern. Whereas people’s involvement in violence has been a core topic for enquiry 

throughout the history of the social and behavioural sciences, research traditionally focused 

on adult men and, later, on adolescents committing violence. Children’s involvement in 

violence and crime has only over the last 15 years been recognized as a concern for scientific 

                                                           
1
 Inspired by Jeremy Seekings’ article, ‘Beyond heroes and villains: The rediscovery of the ordinary in the study 

of childhood and adolescence in South Africa’ (2006).  
2
 According to the Child Alliance’s conference report (August 2006), entitled ‘Child Justice in South Africa: 

Children’s Rights Under Construction’, in May 2005, 2,047 children were awaiting trial in secure care facilities, 
occupying almost all of the secure care beds available in these institutions. 
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study. Child soldiers in particular gave, at an international level, a high profile to these issues 

(De Boeck and Honwana 2005; Jok 2005; McIntyre 2005). 

 

In South Africa, most children involved in criminal behaviour belong to socially 

disadvantaged groups. Consequently, explanations of these children’s behaviour focus on 

their everyday encounters with violence on the street, at school and in the home (Lockhat & 

Van Niekerk 2000; cf. Reynolds 1989). However, the processes by which the country’s past 

and current social problems are expressed in children’s behaviour are little understood (cf. 

Abbink 2005: 18). I have tried to understand these processes by viewing the youngsters who 

participated in this study as social actors actively coping with violence and making sense of 

it. A particular aim of the study is to allow child perpetrators to speak about their experiences 

of violence and incarceration. 

 

1.1.2. The South African policy climate 

The fieldwork for the study took place in 2007–2008, against the backdrop of South 

Africa’s constitutional recognition of children’s rights. Of the many legislative developments 

that flowed from the Constitution, two are especially pertinent to this study, namely, the 

Child Justice Bill and the Children’s Amendment Bill. During the period of this study, these 

policies were both in the process of being amended. Eventually, the Child Justice Bill was 

signed by the President and gazetted in May 2009 as the Child Justice Act. The Children’s 

Amendment Bill came into effect as the Children’s Act on 1 April 2010. The fieldwork for 

this study thus took place in the transitional period before these crucial policies for children 

came into effect. It is within this liminal phase that this thesis set its roots. For the sake of 

clarity, the policies will be referred to the Child Justice Act and Children’s Act in this section. 

The South African socio-political system has been struggling with the question of 

how to deal with children involved in criminal activities, in particular those involved in acts 

of extreme violence. The South African Constitution of 1996 dedicates a section to children’s 

rights. Section 28 constitutes a ‘mini-charter’ of these rights and covers diverse issues, 

including civil and political rights, socio-economic rights, shelter and basic health care. Sub-

section 28(1)(g) presents principles that relate to the detention of children, including the 

principle that detention should be considered only as a last resort and then used for the 

shortest period necessary. It also stipulates that children should be detained separately from 

adults as well as treated in ways, and detained in conditions that take into account the child’s 

age. In addition, section 28(2) requires that the best interests of the child be of paramount 

importance in every decision taken in relation to the child. 

Regarding children in trouble with the law, the Child Justice Act of 2008 (Act No. 75 

of 2008) was promulgated in order to give effect to the relevant principles in Section 28 and 

is therefore also important. This Act has a long and tumultuous history (Gallinetti 2009). The 

process that inspired it began in late 1996 with the appointment of the South African Law 

Commission – previously referred to as a Project Committee of the South African Law 

Commission – that sought to investigate juvenile justice. In 2000, the Committee finalised its 

Report on Juvenile Justice together with a draft of the Child Justice Bill. The draft Bill was 

presented to the Department of Justice and in 2002 introduced to Parliament as Bill 49 of 

2002. This Bill was adopted by the National Assembly on 25 June 2008 and passed by the 
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Assembly in November 2008. It was subsequently signed into law in May 2009 and 

published as the Child Justice Act in Government Gazette number 32225 on 11 May 2009. 

Finally, on 1 April 2010, after more than a decade of advocacy, deliberation, drafting and re-

drafting, the Child Justice Act was officially launched and implemented throughout the 

country.  

The Act created a new procedure for dealing with children afoul of the law, and it 

represents a rights-based approach to children accused of committing crimes. Furthermore, it 

aims to ensure children’s accountability and respect for others by handing down, in the spirit 

of restorative justice, alternative sentences to those used in the mainstream criminal justice 

system (Gallinetti 2009). According to the Child Justice Act, children – defined as those 

under 18 years – can no longer be held in prisons or police cells while awaiting trial, and 

detention is applied only as a measure of last resort. During the fieldwork for this study 

(2007-8), concerted efforts were made to get children released from prison, but I still 

encountered young children being imprisoned. 

Rather than imprison children with adult offenders, the South African government 

established institutions such as secure care facilities for children awaiting trial or the 

opportunity to hear the outcome of their court case. In terms of the Child Justice Act (part 2, 

section 29), a presiding officer can order the detention of a child who is alleged to have 

committed any offence in a specified facility. Both convicted offenders and children awaiting 

trial can be detained in child and youth care centres that are registered to provide secure care. 

These centres are not generic child and youth care centres, though, as there are specific norms 

and standards regarding secure care facilities. For example, such facilities must have 

containment facilities. 

The Child Justice Act states that children who are not released into the care of their 

parents or caregivers may be placed in secure care facilities (currently named child and youth 

care facilities).3 The Act also provides for the sentencing of children to compulsory residence 

in a child and youth care centre (see section 76). These facilities are officially registered as 

child and youth care centres, but during the period of my fieldwork were referred to as 

‘places of safety’. The term I use throughout the thesis is ‘secure care facility’. Placement of 

young offenders in these facilities, which officially aim at correction and rehabilitation, can 

only happen by order of a criminal court. Secure care facilities are managed by the 

Department of Social Development. The Annual Report (2011) on the implementation of the 

Child Justice Act refers to 28 such facilities countrywide. At the time of writing, three 

additional facilities – in De Aar, Rustenburg and Newcastle – have been completed.  

The Child Justice Act aims to provide clear rulings on how to manage child offenders, 

but there remain grey areas in some of its provisions. For instance, the Act changed the 

minimum age of a child’s presumed capacity for criminality from 7 to 10 years. Thus, 

children younger than 10 cannot be prosecuted as they are understood to have a limited 

ability to form intent; therefore, their accountability is considered limited as well. In addition, 

for children younger than 10, the prosecution is expected to prove beyond a reasonable doubt 

that the child had criminal capacity at the time the offence was committed (see section 11 of 

the Act). However, exceptions are made in the case of children between the ages of 10 and 14 

years when it can be proven without reasonable doubt that the child had the cognitive ability 

to understand the consequences of his or her actions. 

                                                           
3
 The change of names from secure care facility to child and youth care centre (CYCC) took place when the 

Children's Act was implemented on 1 April 2010. 
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1.2. Hypotheses, objectives and research questions 

 

The research for this project began with the hypothesis that social-cultural conditions 

and legal ambiguities concerning child perpetrators are translated into the daily and 

disciplinary routines of secure care facilities, and that these institutional dynamics may 

contribute to perpetuating violence among children. This working hypothesis required the 

collection of a range of data: individual histories of institutionalised children; the day-to-day 

social construction and enactment of their lives in these institutions; their perspectives on 

violence in and outside the institution; and their strategies for coping with violence. I decided 

to focus this study on boys younger than 15 who committed criminal acts and are 

institutionalised in secure care facilities in Cape Town. Compared to older adolescents and 

young adults, age groups of pre and young adolescents are under-researched in South Africa. 

 

1.2. 1. Hypotheses  

As the study evolved it became premised on the following three hypotheses:  

1. South African socio-cultural and legal-political perceptions concerning children and 

violence are reflected in and can be studied’ through the design and programming of 

institutions for violent children.  

2. On the basis of this ‘ground plan’ of infra-structural arrangements and regulations, 

secure care facilities are socially constructed and enacted through the day-to-day 

actions of children and their caretakers, as well as interactions between children and 

caretakers and among children themselves in these institutions. 

3. Children play an active role in making sense of and coping with their own and others’ 

violent deeds outside and inside the institution.  

 

1.2. 2. Main objectives 

Proceeding from these hypotheses, this study has three specific objectives:  

1. To explore socio-political and legal-political perceptions of violent children and their 

enactment in a secure care facility; 

2. To study the day-to-day life of children in a secure care facility; and 

3. To gain insight into children’s experiences, perceptions and strategies regarding 

violence outside and inside the institution. 
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1.2. 3. Research questions and themes 

Based on the objectives, three research questions were developed to guide the fieldwork for 

this study. 

1. How are socio-cultural and legal-political perceptions of violent children reflected in 

the infra-structural arrangements and regulations of a secure care facility?  

The themes related to this question include: how the institution is embedded in the 

legal-political system; the institution’s mission and design; definitions of childhood in 

the delimitation of the service; and the programmatic translation of the aims of 

correction and rehabilitation into contact regulation between the institution and the 

community. 

2. What are boys’ everyday lives like in a secure care facility? 

The focal points here are: the boys’ day-to-day activities; the responsibilities and 

resources of staff members and inmates; opportunities for boys to create their own 

social space; the development of power differences and hierarchies among the boys, 

and the role of caretakers in this process; and the forms of violence the boys are 

exposed to in the institution. 

3. How do institutionalised boys experience, perceive and exercise violence in and 

outside the institution? 

This question will be answered by focusing on boys’ life experiences before they 

were institutionalised; their experiences as perpetrators and/or victims of different 

forms of violence; and their perceptions and explanations of these experiences. 

 

1.3. Theoretical framework 

1.3.1. The total institution and its permeability  

As explained above, secure care facilities are compulsory residence facilities for 

children who are suspected of criminal activities, children awaiting trial or finalisation of 

their court cases, and children who have been sentenced to correction and rehabilitation. At 

first sight, the secure care facility where I conducted my research is secluded from society by 

its geographical location and the barbed-wire fencing and steel gates that secure its perimeter 

(see chapter 1). My early encounters with the institution confirmed my first impressions of 

secure care facilities as ‘total institutions’, as conceived by the sociologist Erving Goffman in 

Asylums (1961).  

According to Goffman, a total institution ‘may be defined as a place of residence and 

work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an 

appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life’ (p. 

xiii). The encompassing character of total institutions is ‘symbolised by the barrier to social 

intercourse with the outside and to departure that is often built right into the physical plant, 

such as locked doors, high walls, barbed wire, cliffs, waters, forests or moors’ (p. 4). It was 

these features that made me think of secure care facilities in South Africa as total institutions.  
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Soon after I began my fieldwork, however, I came to realize that the secure care 

facility I had chosen as my fieldwork location is a much more permeable institution than I 

first thought. Nevertheless, in the course of my research I kept in mind Goffman’s concept of 

a total institution, using it as a reference point against which to examine the permeability of 

the structure of the secure care facility and the social life within this structure as well as the 

permeability of the walls separating the world within and beyond the secure care facility. 

Goffman conceived of the total institution as an ideal type. Even though the type was 

constructed from observations of reality, it was not intended to correspond to any single case. 

Instead, it was meant, in the words of Quirk et al. (2006: 2107) as ‘a conceptual device to be 

used as a tool for examining formal organisations’. According to Goffman, what is distinctive 

about total institutions is that each exhibits many of the same general features. One central 

feature is a breakdown of the barriers ordinarily separating the three basic spheres of life: 

sleep, play, work. In modern societies ‘the individual tends to sleep, play and work in 

different places with different co-participants, under different authorities, and without an 

over-all rational plan’ (5-6). In total institutions individuals are collectively regimented and 

march through the day’s activities in the company of a batch of similar others. Among the 

further general characteristics which Goffman identifies are: a basic split between a large 

managed group comprised of conveniently-named inmates and a small supervisory staff (7-

9); restrictions on the inmates’ contact with outside society (9-12); and the mortification of a 

person’s self (14-35).  

Goffman’s conception of the total institution has been widely used to describe 

features of all kinds of institutions in Western societies as well as other parts of the world. 

However, the adequacy of the concept has been challenged. Davies (1989), for instance, 

states that while total institutions are presented as unified organisations, in reality they are a 

much less homogeneous cluster of organisations. According to Davies, Goffman fails to spell 

out the implications of the variations among total institutions, such as ‘the amount of role 

differentiation found within the staff and inmate groupings and the clarity of the line between 

the two strata’ (Goffman 1961: 110). Referring to a range of institutions characterised by 

features of totality – Soviet labour camps, monasteries, re-education camps and old-fashioned 

boarding schools – Davies observes that the assemblage of characteristics that Goffman 

regards as typical of total institutions manifest in very different ways in these institutions. 

Some institutions prove to be more total than others. For Davies, the challenge is to tease out 

the differences in these assemblages with greater clarity and precision. 

Authors such as Quirk et al. (2006) have declared Goffman’s model outdated. They 

argue that, given the process of institutional openings in Western societies in the past 

decades, the concept of ‘permeability’ might be a more helpful reference point or ideal type 

against which to examine and compare empirical cases. This argument is illustrated with 

empirical studies of mostly prisons and mental hospitals, the two institutions that Goffman 

presented as clear examples of a total institution. For instance, Quirk et al. (2006) found 

evidence of a high degree of permeability in the three acute psychiatric wards in England 

they studied. In their findings they highlight three dimensions of permeability: ward 

membership of patients as well as staff changes regularly; patients maintain contact with the 

outside world during their stay; and the institutional identities of patients and staff are 

blurred. This permeability has positive and negative effects. One positive result is a reduced 

risk of institutionalisation; a negative consequence is an increased risk of outsiders entering 

the hospital and causing trouble, for instance, by encouraging illicit drug-use among patients. 
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The inevitable opening of institutions to outside social influence poses the challenge of 

identifying and developing strategies to manage permeability better. 

Similarly, recent prison studies from around the world point to the need to reconsider 

the theoretical status of a total institution and re-examine the boundary separating that 

institution from the outside world. To do be fair to Goffman, he does discuss permeability as 

one of the dimensions of variation among total institutions (1961: 111-114), defining it as 

‘the degree to which the social standards maintained within the institution and the social 

standards maintained in the surrounding society have influenced one another’ (1961: 119). 

However, his overall account stresses the impermeable aspects of the institution.  

In an overview article, Byrne and Stowell (2007) argue strongly for considering 

prison and community culture as reciprocal and co-constitutive. An example in the South 

African context is gang culture as described by Steinberg (2004) and Lindegaard 

(forthcoming). Many others have urged the need to focus on the nature of the prison-society 

relationship – what Da Cunha (2008: 345) terms the ‘swamping of prison boundaries’ – and 

highlighted various aspects of these boundaries. Jefferson (2010), for instance, in his study of 

post-prison survival in Sierra Leone, points to the continuity of pre-prison, prison and post-

prison life. Those young men caught in the cycle of exchange between prison and ghetto or 

slum move back and forth between one form of confinement and another. 

Another aspect of permeability that Goffman neglects is the possibility of blurring of 

institutional identities of inmates and staff and the variations of this blurring across different 

total institutions. For Goffman, the social distance between supervisory staff and inmates is 

typically great and often formally prescribed. Inmates survive through forming contacts and 

strategies which facilitate the stay but do not challenge it. Yet there is an underlying reference 

in Goffman’s work to individuals creating alternatives and exercising some freedom within 

structured institutions. He refers to this as ‘secondary adjustments’ to the social order, 

explaining it as ‘any habitual arrangement by which a member of an organisation employs 

unauthorised means, or obtains unauthorised ends, or both, thus getting around the 

organisation’s assumptions as to what he should do and get and hence, what he should be’ 

(1961: 189). Secondary adjustments, in contrast to primary ones, ‘represent ways in which 

the individual stands apart from the role and the self that were taken for granted for him by 

the institution’ (idem). Goffman mainly discusses techniques that do not directly confront the 

staff in the institutions but which allow inmates to challenge them indirectly, that is, through 

satisfying forbidden desires or accepted desires by forbidden means. Thus, Goffman 

concentrates on relatively safe forms of secondary adjustments – what he calls ‘contained 

secondary adjustments’ (1961: 200) – instead of adjustments of the disruptive kind.  

As stated above, despite the critical reception of Goffman’s concept of total institution 

I will use it as a reference point for my analysis of my study findings, specifically for 

examining the various dimensions of permeability of the secure care facility. A major focus 

of my research is children’s lives within the structures of confinement of the secure care 

facility, which includes the ways they survive, act, adjust, resist and interact within the 

institution. The concept of agency, which I introduce next, helps to identify and explain how 

children shape their lives within the structures of confinement and create openings in the 

expected strict compliance with official regulations dictated by the structures. In this vein, the 

concept of agency also helps us to examine whether and to what extent the ‘mortification of 

selves’, which Goffman identifies as one of the general characteristics of total institutions, 

applies to Middletown, the secure care facility where the fieldwork took place. 
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1.3.2. Agency and children 

Conceptualising agency in the context of a study involving children confined in rigid 

institutions has been challenging, not only in relation to ongoing debates in the social 

sciences about the relationship between ‘agency’ and ‘structure’, but also in relation to the 

question of how to conceptualise children as actors and, therefore, children’s agency. I will 

briefly discuss some concerns.  

In his Structuration Theory (1984) Giddens states that social life entails more than 

random individual acts, nor is it merely determined by social forces. All human action is 

performed within the context of a pre-existing social structure that is regulated by norms and 

distinct from other structures. However, these structures and rules are not permanent but 

reproduced and modified by human action. According to Giddens, structure has no existence 

independent of the knowledge that agents have about what they do in their day-to-day 

activity; structure only exists through individual actions. Social structures provide the means 

through which people act, but the form these structures take is a result of their actions (James 

and James 2008). Individuals can and do have the power to transform social structures and 

institutions through their actions, even under the most extreme forms of coercion. From this 

perspective, ‘[a]gency concerns events of which an individual is the perpetrator, in the sense 

that the individual could, at any phase in a given sequence of conduct, have acted differently. 

Whatever happened would not have happened if that individual had not intervened’ (Giddens 

1984: 9). Giddens states that agents possess knowledge of their society which informs their 

action, which in turn reproduces and possibly transforms social structures. Thus, agents 

understand, to a certain degree, their social and physical environment. They are aware how 

certain structural properties limit their lives, and can take strategic advantage of specific 

structural properties to fulfil their needs. 

Giddens’ conceptualisation of agency as a capability to intervene consciously for 

one’s own benefit and in the lives of others, as well as on structures themselves (even under 

extreme circumstances), has helped me focus on confined boys’ motivations and strategic 

actions in their daily lives in secure care facilities. Understanding structure and agency as 

reciprocally constitutive helped me frame questions and gain insight into the processes 

whereby children interact with their caretakers and, in so doing, re-create the secure care 

facility as a daily environment.  

A fundamental debate in social theory concerns the extent to which it is possible to 

distinguish between semi-unconscious routine acts and the type of conscious acts that 

Giddens and many others are interested in. It is beyond the scope of this study to explore the 

extent of intentionality in the actions of incarcerated boys in Middletown. I concur with 

Ortner (2006: 136), who argues that there is a continuum between routine practices that 

proceed with little reflection or planning and calculated acts that intervene in the world with 

an outcome in mind. By approaching even young boys as active agents, my aim was exactly 

that: to understand their actions and interactions and their consequences by exploring their 

thoughts and desires.  

Honwana’s (2005: 49) concept of ‘tactical agency’ is helpful in the context of 

confinement and relative lack of social space for strategic action that characterises situations 

of confinement such as a secure care facility. She developed the concept from de Certeau’s 

The practice of everyday life (1984). Tactics are the art of the weak, who must constantly 
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manipulate events in order to turn them into ‘opportunities’. Tactical agency is thus 

awakened ‘blow by blow’. Individuals employing tactical agency have the mobility to seize 

the openings offered at any given moment. The child soldiers that Honwana worked with had 

few opportunities to set long-term goals and develop strategies to achieve them in the 

extremely volatile circumstances of their lives. She explored their tactical agency as a 

specific type of agency to cope with the immediate, concrete conditions of their lives, turning 

difficult circumstances into opportunities of escape.  

There is a caveat here when we think of children, agency and violence. Anthropology 

originally focused on how violence obeys rules, is part of culture and fulfils certain functions. 

It found violence to be collective, rather than individual, social rather than anti-social (Riches 

1986). More recently, anthropologists have reported the interpretation of violence from the 

perspectives of violent actors (Das 1990; Feldman 1991). In this light, violence can be seen 

as the sign of a capacity to process social experience and consciously influence the world and 

others (Giddens 1984).  

However, with ‘intentionality’ and ‘power’ at the core of definitions of violence, the 

application of this perspective to children seems problematic. The writings of social theorists 

such as Goffman, Giddens and Ortner clearly have adult actors at the core. Agentive action 

seems to refer to a capacity attributed mainly to adults. This is underpinned by the claim of 

widely accepted psychological models that maintain that conscious intent, and therefore 

agency and accountability, gradually develop as part of growing up. In relation to children, 

social theorising has been implicated in the construction of a Western stereotype of children 

as pre-social, pre-cultural, passive, dependent and innocent, and childhood as a temporary 

state, with efforts directed solely at the termination of this state in becoming an adult 

(Berman 2003; Caputo 1995; Christensen 2000; Christensen & James 2000; Hardman 1973, 

Jenks 1996; Reis 2000: 67-8). Whereas gender has become a constant point of reflection, 

mainstream social theory seldom asks to what extent its arguments apply across age 

differences: that is, also apply to children. However, in the fast-developing field of child-

actor research, empirical research with rather than on children shows that even very young 

children make sense of and act intentionally upon others in the here-and-now, and that 

therefore they should be considered social actors with agency in their own right. The question 

driving research with children is thus not whether children are capable of demonstrating 

agency, but how their agency is constituted through actions and interactions in specific 

environments (Akello 2010; Akello et al. 2006 Christensen 1998 Helleiner 2000; Lee 1999; 

Mayall 2000; Reis 2013; Reis & Dedding 2004; Van Reeuwijk 2010; Woodhead & Faulkner 

2000).  

Acknowledging children’s agency invokes the issue of children’s accountability for 

their actions, and nowhere is this more problematic than in relation to children who commit 

violence. Children are usually conceived of as relatively innocent actors displaying ‘positive’ 

rather than ‘negative’ agency. In most societies, a young child who intentionally inflicts 

serious harm or imposes its power on the bodies of others is viewed as an anomaly. Children 

who murder others unsettle dichotomies basic to modern morality, such as innocence versus 

guilt, victim versus perpetrator (Honwana 2005). In studies of violence, children are mainly 

conceptualised as victims of violence (Korbin 2003: 433) and violence enacted by children 

commonly seen as a symptom of a moral crisis in society. Children’s own violent behaviour 

is explained in psychological models by pointing out the effects of socialization, child-raising 

practices and individual, collective and structural violence on individual children’s behaviour 

(Garbarino 1999; Garbarino & Kostelny 1996; Govender & Killian 2001; La Greca et al. 
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2002; Richman 1993; Stichick 2001). The media are often accused of ‘feeding’ children with 

violent images. More sophisticated socio-political and historical-cultural explanations focus 

on violence as part of complex social processes that reflect, produce and reproduce social 

conditions and relations constituting children’s lives (Das 1990; Richters 2004; Scheper-

Hughes & Sargent 1998). Most research in this area neglects the voices of children who 

themselves perpetrate violence (De Boeck & Honwana 2005; Feldman 2002). This study 

aims to fill this gap.  

 

1.3.3. Violence and resilience  

In preparation for this study, I investigated the concept of violence extensively in 

order to define it in a way that could, be applied to the lives of children confined in secure 

care facilities after having been accused of violent deeds. My conclusion is in agreement with 

Scheper-Hughes (2004: 2), who argues that violence is a ‘slippery concept’ as it is difficult to 

define and the emphasis on physicality overlooks its social context. In general I follow the 

World Health Organisation’s (WHO) definition of violence as ‘the intentional use of physical 

force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or 

community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 

psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation’ (Krug et al. 2002: 5). However, it is 

worth noting two points regarding my use of this definition. 

First, within the bounds of this rather broad definition, in this thesis I treat violence as 

an empirical question rather than a pre-defined social phenomenon. Violence as defined by 

the WHO will be used as a heuristic concept, allowing for emic definitions of what 

constitutes violence in different contexts, relations and interactions. In the chapters of this 

thesis the issue of violence will arise in different forms. In the conclusion I return to the 

multiplicity of violence as it emerged from my empirical findings. 

Secondly, I will not abide by the normative content of the WHO’s definition of violence. In 

the definition there is clear reference to the negative consequences of violence: the likelihood 

of ‘injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation (Krug et al. 2002: 5). 

In the anthropology of violence, questions have been raised about the normativity underlying 

this definition; most often this is paradoxically articulated in relation to those able to 

counteract or overcome these consequences, those who show ‘resilience’. 

From the mid to late 1900s, researchers of psychopathology identified youth, who 

were able to excel despite being exposed to risk factors that adversely affected their peers. As 

a result, pioneers shifted their focus to the specific group that thrived. Normative positive 

development under stress came to be known as resilience (Ungar 2007). Researchers 

attempted to define the concept of resilience as a particular set of outcomes, behaviours and 

processes suggestive of well-being (Ungar 2004). One of the pioneers in the field, Ann 

Masten, defines resilience as a ‘class of phenomena characterised by good outcomes in spite 

of serious threats to adaptation or development’ (2001: 228). The term ‘resilience’ can be 

used when referring to the state of well-being achieved by an at-risk individual or to the 

characteristics and means by which that well-being is achieved. But how do we define good 

outcomes? What are considered good results? And how do we understand adaptation and 

development? Questions such as these prompted discussions around the definition of 

resilience. These questions are of particular importance given that social norms and 

understandings of behaviour are not constant. What if children have other ways of 
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understanding and defining their behaviour that is too commonly and simply referred to as 

deviant, resistant, inappropriate?  

According to Ungar (2008), over the last few decades the literature dealing with the 

idea of resilience analysed positive development in children who were confronted with 

adversity. At the outset, researchers explored individual traits that predicted variable results. 

Yet, shortly thereafter, a more contextualised understanding of resilience was explored. This 

came about at the same time that ecological theory – such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) in 

psychology and Meyer’s (1983) in social work – began to concentrate on the individual in 

context. Ungar criticises resilience researchers for their Eurocentric and normative 

perspectives. First, they focus on outcomes that are Western-based, with an emphasis on 

individual and relational factors typical of mainstream populations and their definitions of 

healthy functioning. Secondly, these definitions are lacking in sensitivity to community and 

cultural factors that contextualise how resilience is defined by diverse populations and 

expressed in everyday practices (Ungar 2004, 2005; Boyden and Mann 2005). According to 

Ungar, the meanings of resilience in non-Western populations and marginalised groups were 

not known. Ungar aims to link the theory of resilience to an emerging discourse among high-

risk youth that shows the multiplicity of pathways to health, some of which are conventional 

and accepted and others, marginal and rejected (Ungar 2004). 

Kirby and Fraser (1997) have already suggested that the concept of resilience has 

numerous applications. First, it may describe a constellation of characteristics children have 

when, regardless of being raised in disadvantaged circumstances, they grow up successfully. 

In other words, resilience refers to ‘better than expected developmental outcomes’ (Ungar 

2008: 220). Secondly, resilience can refer to competence when under stress; and, thirdly, 

resilience may be positive functioning indicating recovery from trauma. Ungar states that the 

commonality in these explanations suggests that resilience occurs in the presence of 

adversity. Still, identifying children as good or bad, violent or non-violent, vulnerable or 

resilient has changed over recent decades from speculative reflections by agents of social 

control to a codified system of assessment and categorisation in which professionals have 

become powerful promoters (Blundo 2001; Ungar 2004). As children, who face adversity, 

become more categorised, the meaning that the children themselves construct for their 

behaviour and the context in which it happens goes unobserved. 

Therefore, Ungar suggests, the way forward is to think about resilience as context-dependent. 

Given these challenges in the definition and understanding of resilience, Ungar offers a more 

culturally and contextually relevant definition: 

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, whether psychological, 

environmental, or both, resilience is both the capacity of individuals to navigate their 

way to health-sustaining resources, including opportunities to experience feelings of 

well-being, and a condition of the individual’s family, community and culture to 

provide these health resources and experiences in culturally meaningful ways (Ungar 

2008: 225).  

Thus, behaviour that is experienced by others as socially negative and that intuitively may be 

seen as a vulnerability and a threat to successful outcomes may paradoxically also be viewed 

as leading to resilience. Children lacking other resources may present troubling behaviour – 

such as drug abuse, self-harm, truancy, and delinquency – which may constitute an 

overlooked or ‘hidden resilience’ (Ungar 2004). 
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In my study I consider boys’ agency in a non-normative way, even if the agency 

enacted is violent. Ungar’s description of resilience will act as a sensitizing concept to study 

boys’ agency, and possibly their ‘hidden resilience’, in the context of their daily lives. This 

will allow an exploration of the boys’ perspectives on the violence they undergo and engage 

in.  

 

1.3.4. A map of the thesis 

After a year of intensive and challenging fieldwork, the following chapters were developed in 

order to engage with the main research questions presented above.  

Chapter Two presents an overview of the context in which the fieldwork took place. It 

first adds detail to the policies, introduced in the above section 1.2., that govern and 

embed the secure care facility Middletown where I conducted my ethnographic study; 

thereafter, the chapter provides a geographical account of this facility, describes its 

physical and social milieu, and introduces the social actors who populate this space: 

boys and staff.  

Chapter Three presents the methodological approach to the study, starting with a 

description of the process that gave me access to the field and ending with the data 

analysis and writing-process at my desk. In between these points, the chapter 

describes the selection of the specific research location and the study participants, the 

methods I used to collect data, how I positioned myself in the field, and issues related 

to ethics, safety and emotions in the field.  

Chapter Four focuses on the distressing experience of shifting from the outside world 

to a site of confinement and undergoing the early stages of incarceration. The chapter 

deals with the formal and informal procedures newly admitted boys endure from the 

day of admission, with the emphasis falling on issues of power and hierarchy among 

incarcerated boys. The new admissions are also exposed to verbal, physical and 

sexual violence in the ongoing power negotiations. After a 14-day transitional period, 

social positions usually appear to have been worked out, but the ensuing chapters 

demonstrate that boys nevertheless continue to negotiate their status by acting upon 

staff members and one another; in turn, the staff contributes to the fluidity of the 

positions which the boys have in the institution.  

Chapter Five describes a specific aspect of the positioning of the boys in the secure 

care facility: the ways in which they are perceived as criminal or non-criminal by staff 

and peers. Three cases are presented to illustrate this process, to highlight its fluidity, 

and to tease out the factors that underlie the child’s construction and deconstruction as 

a criminal.  

Chapter Six addresses an additional kind of fluidity within the institution, the 

permeability between the strata of staff and inmates; the fluidity of these relationships 

can even lead to role reversal. One of the factors contributing to this permeability in 

the officially assigned institutional hierarchy is the interplay that exists between the 

social environments inside and outside the institution, an interplay which is evident in 

the manner in which community culture and external social standards influence day-
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to-day interactions in the facility. As in other chapters, case studies serve to illustrate 

the main argument.  

Chapter Seven deals with the permeability of the institution in terms of physical 

movement across the walls of the institution. Here, the focus is on abscondment and 

boys’ subsequent return to the institution. The chapter examines how abscondment is 

enacted; the reasons boys give for running away as well as returning; and staff 

responses and institutional sanctions in cases of abscondment. 

Chapter Eight describes and discusses inmates’ discharge from the institution. A 

panel, usually comprised of individuals involved in a boy’s life inside and outside the 

institution, decides whether his trajectory is to return to the community or move 

deeper into the criminal justice system. Pivotal to the chapter is the contrast between 

what the panel considers a safe and stable future environment for boys and the boys’ 

own understanding of what the best strategies are for survival and well-being. For 

boys, the use of violence helps them to find safety in fundamentally unsafe 

environments inside and outside the institution. 

Chapter Nine summarises the main findings of the study, reflects on them in terms of 

the three core concepts that guide the analysis – total institutions, agency and violence 

– and discusses the implications of the analysis for answering the three main research 

questions. The chapter concludes with recommendations based on the study findings. 
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2 THE INSTITUTION, BOYS AND STAFF  
 

To understand the dynamics and processes described in this book, we have to be acquainted 

with the physical building of the facility, its location and ground plan and the different social 

actors that populate it: boys and staff. This chapter will provide such an introduction, but first 

the policies that govern and embed the institution will be described. 

 

2.1. Government approaches to the institutionalisation of children 

Like the United States and UK, South Africa has seen an alarming increase in the 

number of children who find themselves in trouble with the law (Goldson 2002). The 

criminal activities perpetrated by these children range from theft to more serious violent 

crimes such as rape or murder (Garbarino 1999; Hagel and Jeyarajah-Dent 2006). Once a 

child is apprehended, he or she will enter the judicial system and be institutionalised while 

awaiting trial, until the state has decided his or her fate. Ideally, when an accusation is made, 

the child is assessed by a social worker, who then recommends to the court the type of 

custody the child will be subjected to in the waiting period.  

Theoretically, the process of deciding the type of custody to implement is rational and 

depends on objective, mostly measurable data such as the category of the offence, age of the 

child, and whether the child is a first-time or multiple offender. Once this process has taken 

place and the child has appeared in court, two main trajectories are possible. While awaiting 

trial, the child is either placed in a correctional institution (henceforward referred to as a 

prison) or a secure care facility. These institutions are managed by different government 

departments. Prisons are administered by the Department of Correctional Services and secure 

care facilities1 by the Department of Social Development (DSD). The Department of Social 

Development is also the main department responsible for the care and protection of children 

in South Africa.   

A secure care facility is defined to be a temporary home where children can stay if 

they have no one to look after them, and the state has not finally decided where they should 

be placed (see Child Justice Act for more detailed information). Although the government 

emphasises the need for children in trouble with the law not to be dealt with by the 

mainstream justice system but also aims to “prevent children from being exposed to the 

adverse effects of the formal criminal justice system by using, where appropriate, processes, 

procedures, mechanisms, services and options more suitable to the needs of children…”, in 

reality children are still being incarcerated in prisons. The time-frame for the length of 

incarceration can range from a month to years (Muntingh 2005; Odongo and Gallineti 2005). 

                                                           
1
 Secure care facilities have recently been renamed Child and Youth Care Centres. All boys previously managed 

by the Department of Education are now managed by the Department of Social Development. The only youths 

still managed by Correctional Services are the youth in prison.  
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During my work at a correctional institution in Cape Town, I was introduced to children as 

young as 14 who had been incarcerated for months already. In prisons, children are under 

harsher surveillance than in secure care facilities, allowed less communication with the 

outside community and are supervised by armed wardens.  

Thus, different government departments enforce different regimes that shape 

children’s daily lives in fundamentally different ways. These regimes include the spatial 

organisation and physical structure of the institutions, the roles and expectations of the staff 

members, as well as the children’s daily activities. Once the child is within either of these 

institutions, further decisions are made about the type of management the children will be 

subjected to (for example, the strictness of the regimen is determined by age group). 

Management of the children may also differ by institution.  

Although statistical information is scarce on this particular age group (younger than 

15 years old), we know from experiences elsewhere that the choice of institutionalisation has 

a tremendous impact on the course of a child’s life (Goldson 2002, 2005; Lapornik et al. 

1996; Rhodes 2004; Zimbardo 2007). This study does not aim to compare these different 

trajectories, but to study the impact of institutionalisation in secure care facilities. Below I 

describe the secure care facility where I did most of my ethnographic work.  

 

2.2. The geographical location of the secure care facility Middletown  

Before visiting Middletown, I had to search high and low for the directions to the 

facility on various city maps. When my searches proved fruitless, I consulted a road map of a 

larger region of the Western Cape: still nothing. I had already visited the facility but struggled 

to remember the exact location. Various facilities such as hospitals, monuments and schools 

are clearly demarcated on the maps but there was no sign of Middletown. It was as if it did 

not exist.  

I decided to phone the institution to get the directions. The receptionist guided me out 

of Cape Town’s city centre onto one of the freeways that takes tourists to scenic places. To 

most locals, this road leads to places and people of wealth and prestige, or so I thought. As I 

drove along the national road, the suburbs on either side of the freeway became less 

congested compared to the areas closer to the city centre. My trip began at the picturesque 

city-bowl, beautified by Table Mountain and the Atlantic seaboard, and rapidly moved into 

areas of dry, sun-burned land. After driving for half an hour, I reached the exit that led me off 

the freeway and guided me to a little town. I noticed a place that looked like a school, with a 

colourful park on the grounds and a road sign signalling the name of the place. This was an 

institution for young people, what was called a ‘Place of Safety’ for youth needing care but 

still not the secure care facility I was searching for. So I continued to drive. Minutes later, I 

found myself in a little town, lost.  

I turned back and continued down the regional road that headed out of the town. 

There I came upon an informal settlement. This area is a predominantly black township, with 

an estimated population of 32,000 people. On the other side of the road is another settlement, 

populated mainly by coloured people in more formal housing. As I drove by, continuing my 

search for the institution, it was by chance that I noticed a small, weathered green sign 

indicating the physical address of the institution, still not clearly the name of the institution.  
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I turned onto a narrow gravel road that crosses the stream running parallel to the road. 

Big trees arched neatly over the road, touching each other as if sheltering the route to the 

institution. The institution itself was not as visible because it was tucked away behind trees 

and obscured by a neighbouring wine farm. The impression of isolation was confirmed by the 

absence of any hub for public transport. Taxis are available to the main road and trains to the 

closest town, but if visitors are coming for the first time, they would, like me, have had 

trouble not just finding but getting to Middletown. Eventually I parked my car on the grass 

patch in front of the facility and looked at the building.  

 

2.3. The physical world of the institution 

2.3.1. The gatekeepers: Steel gates and security guards 

In 1991, the facility Middletown was established to provide accommodation to 

children in need of care; children, for instance, who had to be removed from their homes as a 

result of abuse, in terms of the Children’s Act. However, since 1996, the mandate of the 

facility changed to provide accommodation for children awaiting trial under the Criminal 

Procedure Act. This change can be observed from the lay-out of the facility. Visitors are 

greeted with a huge billboard: ‘Middletown. Place of Safety’. Barbed wire fencing and steel 

gates surround the brick building. The facility is spread out and seemed to me to resemble the 

schools in the city, since many of those are now secured with barbed wire due to the high 

levels of violence spilling over from the communities. There are parking spaces in front of 

the facility for visitors and staff. Once their cars have been parked, visitors and staff proceed 

to the steel gate where contract security staff (male and female) monitors who and what 

enters the institution. The security guard(s) present at the gate greet whoever enters the 

premises. The outer gates are usually locked, although I noticed this was not always the case. 

Visitors are welcomed with a huge steel gate locked closed with an exceptionally small 

padlock. I found it strange and amusing that such a large gate was being held together by 

such a small lock.  

But once a visitor moves past the gate and sets foot on the premises, he or she is not 

allowed to move beyond the security station, a tiny space filled with a small desk and one 

chair, accommodating only two people at a time. Here, bags are searched and a visitor’s form 

has to be completed. The form requests the following information from the visitor: full name, 

telephone number, reason for visit, organisation that the visitor is representing, who the 

visitor has come to visit, car license plate number, time of arrival and signature. Once the 

form has been completed, the securities usually walk the visitor to the reception area. Here, 

the officer informs the receptionist and asks for the person being visited to be contacted. With 

my daily visits I became more familiar to the security guards. As a result, they would 

sometimes let me walk unescorted to the dorms, occasionally without even searching my bag. 

When facing the building, the reception is at the entrance point. On the left-hand side 

of the facility are two dorms, for the younger boys, hidden behind a wall and a steel gate. 

Further to the left is the school, set apart from the other sections of the institution. To the 

right of the reception are two dorms for the older boys, and next to them is a field for sport 

and recreational activities.  
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2.3.2. The reception area  

On entering the facility, one has to walk through wooden doors at the foot of which 

lies a doormat reading: ‘Welcome to Middletown’ Batho Pele (People first).2 On the right-

hand side of the entrance, the receptionist sits behind a glass door so that she can watch who 

moves in and out of the facility. This area is visitor-friendly, furnished with tables and 

comfortable chairs. The reception area is painted bright yellow and decorated with photos of 

some of the boys previously or currently housed at the facility. At the entrance is a multi-

leveled fountain, water streaming from one level to another. Above this fountain hangs a 

painting that covers the entire brick wall. The painting portrays an older person lifting up a 

child. This message suggests that the institution takes care of the boys.  

In the reception area there are couches on a blue mat and artificial flowers on a 

wooden table, which is neatly arranged with pamphlets on HIV prevention and life insurance 

planning. The windows in the reception area are securely barred and pasted on the opposite 

wall next to the painting is a framed print of the ‘code of conduct’. This front section of the 

facility accommodates the professional and management staff. In the immediate space of the 

reception area the offices of the general manager and care worker managers can be found. 

Next to the general manager’s office is the medical staff’s office (two female nurses and one 

male nurse). Boys are sent here for whatever health problem needs to be attended to or when 

new admissions are examined. Next to the medical office and on the other side of the 

reception are the offices for the social workers, who are resident mental health workers. 

Alongside these is the resident occupational therapist’s office. The administrative offices are 

located here too. 

 

2.3.3. The dorms  

Beyond this front section lie the boys’ dormitories, which are referred to by the staff 

and boys as the ‘dorms’  When exiting the front section to reach the dorms, there are steel 

gates at the end of the reception passage. Each of these steel gates leads to an open space. On 

the left-hand side the steel gate leads to an open tarmac playground with a basketball hoop, 

which is situated next to the two dorms that house the younger boys in the facility. ‘Panthers’ 

mostly accommodate the youngest boys, who are aged nine to about 12 years old, and 

‘Sharks’ mostly houses boys aged 12 to 14 years. On the opposite side of these dorms two 

other dorms accommodate the older boys of the institution. ‘Tigers’ holds the oldest boys in 

the facility (up to age 16), whereas ‘Owls’ is the dorm for boys who are not yet considered 

teenagers, but are too old or physically/socially/emotionally developed for the boys in 

Panthers or Sharks. 

                                                           
2
 Batho Pele, a Sotho translation for ‘People First’, is the name of the government’s programme for 

transforming its public service from an inefficient bureaucracy with a focus on rules to a culture of customer 

care, in which the needs of all citizens of South Africa are served irrespective of race, gender or creed. This 

programme is set out in the White Paper on Transforming Public Service Delivery (Government Gazette No. 

18340, 1 October 1997). It is an initiative that encourages public servants to strive for excellence in service 

delivery. It is a simple and transparent mechanism that allows citizens to hold public servants accountable for 

the quality of service they deliver (Batho Pele Handbook: A Service Delivery Improvement Guide). For further 

information see http://www.ipid.gov.za/about%20us/batho_pele.asp.  

 

http://www.ipid.gov.za/about%20us/batho_pele.asp
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Directly between these two sections of the facility stands the kitchen and dining hall, 

which also serves as a hall for other activities. Sharks and Panthers are located on a side of 

the building more open to natural light than the other side. In contrast, the playground leading 

to Tigers and Owls is covered, which produces a dome-like effect. The cover was created to 

protect the boys from bad weather when they wanted to play outside in winter but, as a result, 

no sunlight comes through onto the playgrounds and into the rooms of the dorm. Various 

staff members jokingly refer to the area of Sharks and Panthers as ‘Kirstenbosch gardens’3 

and Tigers and Owls as ‘the ghetto’.4  

Each of the four dorms lodges approximately 16 boys. After you enter a dorm, a steel 

door keeps the boys and staff locked in. When this door is opened, yet another steel gate 

needs to be unlocked before anyone can enter the dorm. Each dorm has a second steel gate 

and door to the passage connecting the dorm to another dorm. Once you enter a dorm, there is 

a common room where boys spend most of their time. In it boys have lockers to protect their 

private possessions. There are a table and chairs for the care workers, who are locked in with 

the boys during the day. For entertainment purposes, the common room has a television. 

Inside each dorm, a staff room provides a basin and urn for the care workers, along with a 

table, chairs and telephone. In many instances care workers also use this staff room as a 

private space, for instance during their lunch break. But it is also a room that serves as a 

space for consultation between boys and staff. Here care workers interact with the children 

privately, especially when conflicts need to be addressed.  

                                                           
3
 Kirstenbosch Gardens is situated a few minutes’ drive south from Cape Town city centre. It is a botanical 

garden visited mostly by wealthier locals and tourists, who enjoy the gardens for picnics, open air concerts, 
and walks to admire the range of trees and plants. The lush vegetation and backdrop of the mountain make 
these gardens a picturesque setting. 
4
 In this context, ‘ghetto’ refers to the Cape Flats and other parts of the city considered to be ‘dark’ areas, in 

contrast to the uplifting ‘lightness’ of Kirstenbosch Gardens.  
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The room of the boys. This photo only shows two of the four beds in this room.  

Due to the rapid turnover of boys in the institution, there are times when the dorms are fully 

occupied, while at other times there are fewer boys. A passage leads from the common room 

to the dorm. Each dorm has four beds. The windows of these rooms are secured with burglar 

bars. Further along the passage is a shared bathroom, equipped with several showers and 

toilets. Directly opposite the bathroom is a general storage room. Neither the bathrooms nor 

the bedrooms have doors, which allow easier surveillance of the boys. 
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The passage in a dorm that leads to all the rooms, including the bathroom and storage room. 

It also connects one dorm to another. 

This is the view that one sees while walking through the halls where the boys and staff 

interact in the facility. The passage from the dormitories leads to a separate building: the 

school. 
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2.3.4. The school 

All boys attend a few hours of school every day. The school ground is situated a few 

metres away from the main section of the facility. Unlike the rest of the facility, the school is 

isolated from the offices and dorms. When approaching the school, there is a glass door 

secured with a gate. The boys have to stand in a straight line before they can enter the school 

premises; otherwise they are not allowed to enter. When the boys leave the school premises, 

security staff physically search boys to check that no objects such as scissors or knives are 

removed from the school and that no other items have been stolen.  

After passing the glass doors, one enters a large common room that is used when boys 

watch movies at school or when specific programmes are presented. This area is especially 

useful when staff require a bigger space for the boys and their gatherings. This common room 

branches off into different sections of the school premises. Closer to the glass doors is the 

staff kitchen, the principal’s office, staff bathrooms and empty offices. From the common 

room two main passages lead in opposite directions. On the left-hand side of the common 

room, different classrooms are located where the boys attend classes on arts and culture and 

learn social skills. At the end of this passage lies another large room used for sports such as 

boxing. To the right-hand side of the common room another passage leads to the opposite 

side of the school where there are more classrooms and another large room in which the boys 

learn skills in carpentry and similar crafts. 

Middletown can be perceived as a total institution in the sense that, in theory, staff 

members have a position of power in the hierarchy and have clearly designated roles, 

whereas boys are perceived as children who need care and should be watched over. This part 

of the chapter will describe the boys that the facility houses, their daily activities and staff 

makeup.  

 

2.4. The boys 

The young boys who enter the gates of the institution are from various parts of the 

Western Cape. Many of these boys come from the Cape Flats (known in Afrikaans as die 

Kaapse Vlakte), an extensive flat area of land to the southeast of the city’s central business 

district. To locals, the place is also known as ‘The Flats’. Under Apartheid in the 1950s, the 

Group Areas Act (1950) forced non-whites out of the central parts of the urban areas, then 

only for white people, and moved non-whites into the government-built townships on the 

Flats. Thus this area became the new home to many non-whites who were forcibly removed 

from their former homes. It also became known as the ‘dumping ground’.  

Other boys, often more than 50%, according to the monthly statistical reports of the 

admissions and discharges of the institution, came from the Overberg region. The Overberg 

lies east of Cape Town, past the Hottentots Holland Mountains, along the Cape Province’s 

south coast between the Cape Peninsula and the region known as the Garden Route. The area 

is mainly devoted to wheat and fruit farming, the Elgin Valley being one of the largest 

suppliers of fruit in the country. Even though these areas are situated at opposite ends of the 

city, and the Cape Flats is more urbanised than the Overberg, it was clear that these two 

regions had many common traits. The boys from both regions lived in communities rife with 

social problems such as violence, gangsterism, a high prevalence of teenage pregnancy, high 

unemployment rates, and substance abuse. 
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During my study, all the boys I interacted with, both in the secure care facility and in 

the prisons I visited were from two specific ethnic backgrounds: coloured and black African.5 

All came from lower social classes. In most cases, the boys’ parents were either unemployed 

or employed on temporary contracts. Many families were in dire financial straits, and 

therefore many of the boys had to earn their own living. The coloured and black demographic 

of boys in prisons and secure care facilities can partly be explained by their parents’ inability, 

compared to parents of white descent, to pay for the legal support that might have helped 

keep their children out of the prison system.  

The boys in Middletown were accused of crimes ranging from housebreaking, theft, 

possession of drugs to sexual assault, rape and murder. Many of the boys had been 

incarcerated as first-time offenders. Not much data were available regarding re-offenders, but 

during my fieldwork I often watched boys being discharged, only to see them return again 

after a few months for similar or more serious crimes. 

The majority of the boys in Middletown were Afrikaans-speaking because of the 

communities they were born and raised in. Most of the coloured boys spoke Afrikaans as 

their first language and English as their second, whereas black African boys spoke an African 

language as their first and English or Afrikaans as their second. As a result, most of this study 

was conducted in Afrikaans, a language that I am fluent in. Various adults dealing with the 

boys, such as the care workers and even the families of the boys, perceive the boys as a risk 

to themselves and others. The South African government and the institution itself have a duty 

to protect the boys but also prevent them from harming others. Moreover, the boys’ financial, 

social and emotional needs have to be taken care of. The chances are high that these boys 

have dropped out of school, become teenage parents and experienced various other social or 

emotional crises related to drug abuse and domestic violence. The complexity of these 

problems requires a multidisciplinary approach, and therefore different kinds of practitioners 

are involved in caring for the boys, as this thesis will elaborate.  

2.5. The structure of the inmates’ daily activities  

The daily activities of the boys at Middletown take place between 6 a.m., when they 

wake up, and 9 p.m., when they are expected to go to bed. They participate in what appears to 

be a strictly controlled daily programme. The institution prescribes specific times and places 

for each day’s activities. Below is the boys’ daily schedule as displayed on a noticeboard at 

the front of the facility.  

06h00   Wake up the boys 

07h30   Breakfast  

07h45   Smoke break 

08h15   School: ½ Panthers and Owls 

09h45   School: ½ Panthers and Owls back from school 

09h45  Tea break 

10h15   School: ½ Panthers and Sharks 

11h45   School: ½ Panthers and Sharks back from school 

11h45   School: Tigers 

13h15   Tigers back from school  

13h30   Lunch 

                                                           
5
 During the years of Apartheid, individuals were classified on the basis of their race, supposedly identifiable by 

skin colour: ‘white’, ‘black’, ‘coloured’.  
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13h45   Smoke break 

14h00   Activity outdoor/indoor 

15h00   Break 

15h30   Activity outdoor/indoor 

17h00   Supper 

17h30   Shower 

18h00   Smoke break 

18h15   Watch TV 

19h00   Change of shifts 

20h00   Late tea 

20h30   Watch TV 

21h00   Bedtime  

 

The basic rhythm of the day is determined by meals. Children are escorted to the 

dining hall where breakfast, lunch and dinner is served to all children of the institute, 

constantly surveyed by the care workers and security staff.  

All children attend school two hours per day, for five days a week. Different dorms go 

to school at different times of the day. The curriculum is divided into particular sections 

presented on particular days. On Mondays and Wednesdays the boys are taught skills (art, 

crafts, computers and life skills); on Tuesdays and Thursdays their programme consists of 

academic work in English, Afrikaans, mathematics, Xhosa and the life sciences. Fridays are 

set aside or recreational activities such as movies, sports and games. However, during the 

period of my study the boys usually watched movies on Fridays, sometimes on boys’ 

requests, and sometimes because it allowed teachers to attend to other responsibilities. In 

theory, the school should provide an afternoon programme for the boys as well. After lunch 

(13:15–13:45) new boys are assessed to decide where the boy will be placed, and the 

schedule dictates that from 14:45–16:00 the boys will attend extra classes and participate in 

recreational activities at the school or outside. But during my fieldwork at the institution, the 

afternoon programme was almost non-existent. Boys were usually locked up in the dorms and 

only on the odd occasion allowed to play outside or attend extra classes.  

When not at school, children stay in the common room at their dorm where they are 

either presented with an activity or, in most cases, left to their own devices (playing games, 

interacting with one another, watching television). ‘Smoke breaks’ allow them briefly outside 

the dorm; ‘coffee or tea breaks’ are taken either in the dining hall or the dorm. They are not 

allowed in their bedrooms until bedtime. During the night, a care worker will watch over the 

boys, sitting in the common room and occasionally walking down the aisle to inspect whether 

they are asleep. Court appearances take the boys outside the institution in the back of a small 

police van, as do forensic assessments (referred to by boys and staff as ‘home visits), where 

medical staff take the children to visit their families to explore specific issues relating to the 

child. The visiting rights of children in a secure care facility, including in Middletown, are 

not too restricted and visits take place in the reception area with very little supervision and 

with intimate contact allowed. Visits from family, friends and guardians are actively 

encouraged. 

On paper, the daily schedule is clearly laid out and defined. However, in practice, it 

does not always reflect how the day unfolds. The programme proved to be rather flexible. 

Scheduled duties would be changed as a result of extraneous factors such as public holidays, 
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church programmes, and the mood of care workers and the boys. Throughout this dissertation 

I will illustrate and elaborate on this flexibility in the daily schedule. 

2.6. The staff and professional makeup  

The following table illustrates the human-resource component of the institution. Staff 

members are divided into specific groups depending on their roles in the facility and location 

within the physical building. The description below of the structure and services of the staff 

members is derived from the official institutional document titled, ‘Middletown, Place of 

Safety: Service Delivery Standards’. The staff of the institution comprises internal and 

external staff. The internal staff are those employed within the institution, whereas the 

external staff are those whose services are requested from other organisations or companies.  

 

2.6.1. Internal staff 

POSITIONS SERVICES 

Manager 

Leadership and transformation 

Financial and personnel administration 

Capacity-building of staff 

Sound labour relation practice, staff 

training, advice, consultation, supervision, 

disciplinary action 

Facilitation of collective and individual 

grievances 

Occupational and Health safety 

Administrative clerks 

Financial administration, budget control, 

cost control, transport, provisioning, 

purchasing 

Typist 

All typing to be completed within two 

working days or to be delegated within 

administration section 

Unit managers 

Oversee the different sections of the 

institution, including finance, care work, 

and school 

Social auxiliary workers / care workers 

Responsible for the physical, social, 

emotional and recreational needs of the 

children 

Social workers and occupational 

therapist 

Responsible for the developmental 

therapeutic services 



The Institution, Boys and Staff 

47 | P a g e  

 

Driver 
Transport of children and staff; and 

execution of administrative duties 

Groundsman 
Maintenance and repairs of grounds and 

building; liaise with Public Works 

Medical staff Health care of staff and children 

Labour organisation To ensure sound labour practice 

 

2.6.2. External staff 

Nutritional services  
Nutritional services, catering, food 

ordering, preparation and provision 

Cleaners Maintenance of living areas and offices 

Security 
24-hour security to ensure safety of staff, 

60 children and property 

Laundry 
Maintenance of children’s clothes, bedding 

and curtaining 

School Provide educational services 

Gardening services 
Maintenance of lawns, plants and neatness 

of grounds 

Doctors, dentists, clinic, hospital, fire 

brigade, ambulance, public works, justice 

department, probation officers, NGOs, 

volunteers, SAPS, health department, 

shops, businesses, video shop, correctional 

services, training facilities, unions, labour 

organisation 

Render comprehensive services to the 

facility  

 

Different staff members at different times care for the children during the day. Care 

workers oversee the children in the dorms. They work 12-hour shifts, two day shifts and two 

night shifts. The care workers have diverse educational and personal backgrounds. During my 

research, most of them did not possess advanced educational qualifications or training. 

However, this was bound to change because the professional status of care workers was 

under review. Staff members are now expected to undergo professional training and 

education before they can enter the field of child care, since they deal with the children more 

frequently than any of the other staff. They are locked up alongside the children every day. 

Their attire requires a degree of neatness but they are allowed to wear casual clothes. 

However, in an attempt to create a more professional image, staff were provided with 

uniformed clothing such as T-shirts and tracksuits, all displaying the logo of the Department 

of Social Development and the name of the institution. Unlike prison wardens, care workers 
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do not carry arms. Care workers were mildly derogatory when they referred to their 

colleagues, such as medical and managing officers, who work outside the dorms, as those 

‘sitting in front’ or ‘them in the front section’. There are noticeable tensions between 

different categories of staff located in different sections. These tensions will be discussed at 

different points in this dissertation.  

Apart from the care workers, the medical staff consists of nurses, social workers and 

an occupational therapist. These are registered practitioners who possess tertiary 

qualifications, and work five days a week, in eight-hour shifts. They are only in direct contact 

with the children when specific programmes such as drug awareness workshops are 

facilitated or when children’s individual medical concerns need to be addressed. Management 

and administrative staff work eight-hour shifts as well. Management staff mainly deal with 

the children when ‘major’ issues have to be confronted, such as a particular child’s recurrent 

violent behaviour. The management staff oversees the various employees and daily activities 

in the institution, whereas the administrative staff attends to the daily running of the 

institution. The care worker manager oversees specific issues relating to the care workers. 

Cleaning staff, kitchen staff and security staff work shifts as well. Unlike those ‘sitting in 

front’, they interact on a daily basis with the children, but in a less formal manner than the 

rest of the staff. 

2.7. Conclusion 

This chapter described the fieldwork setting of this study, against the backdrop of 

government policy for the custody of children in trouble with the law.  General information 

of the boys’ daily activities was provided and the diverse categories of staff at the institution 

were described. My understanding of the physical and social make-up of the institution, boys 

and staff, influenced how and when I collected my data. This brings us to the methodology of 

this study.  
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3 THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

 

This chapter presents the methodological approach of my study. In the first section I describe 

how I gained access to the institute. In the second I describe the decision-making processes 

regarding the selection of the place of study and its participants. The third section gives an 

overview of the methods used during fieldwork and the challenges I encountered. Next, I 

reflect on my position as a researcher in a child institution in South Africa: my own safety, 

my emotions in the field, and ethical issues. The last section summarises the different steps I 

took to analyse my field data. 

 

3.1. Gaining access to the field 

The preparation for my study among children in a secure care facility in South Africa 

began with familiarising myself with academic and professional literature on children and 

childhood, as well as working with children and research methods with children. During this 

preparatory phase, colleagues warned me of the possible difficulties I would encounter when 

working with disadvantaged children. For instance, the children’s level of participation was 

raised as a possible concern. But in hindsight, it proved much harder initially to gain access to 

the children than to work with them.  

Based on my previous experience in working in secure care facilities, I expected to 

encounter extensive ‘red tape’. As a result, on the advice of the Deputy Director of Research 

at the Provincial Department of Social Development in Cape Town, I addressed a letter to the 

department informing its staff, even before funding was granted, of my intended study and 

requesting permission to access the institution and the boys. The Department’s main concern 

was related to children’s rights and ethical concerns that some form of psychological support 

would be made available to the participants.  

After putting in place a structure for psychological support, the application for 

approval of my study was sent to Pretoria, where it was reviewed. Formal permission was 

granted by the Department of Social Development just before funding was received in 

December 2005, and in June 2006 I travelled to Amsterdam for the first year of study in 

which I would take courses and elaborate my proposal. While in Amsterdam, I maintained 

contact with Middletown staff members. In May 2007, roughly two years after having first 

approached the institution, I introduced myself in the presence of a member of the 

Department of Social Development to the new manager of the facility, who warmly 

welcomed me. Based on the proposal I presented during that meeting, we discussed my plans 

and decided upon my fieldwork time-tables. On the Friday after this meeting, I was officially 

introduced to the rest of the staff during their staff meeting. Later that day, I was also 

introduced to some of the boys and, in June, the care worker managers showed me around the 

facility. 
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3.2. Participation selection procedures 

3.2.1. Deciding on the institution and dormitories 

At the planning stage, I had proposed to follow a line of investigation at various 

secure care facilities instead of doing a study into one particular facility. At the time, this 

decision seemed practical to overcome expected challenges for the ethnographic work such as 

the rapid turn-over of boys and problems in accessing enough participants. But because I 

intended to mainly work with pre-adolescent and early adolescent boys, Middletown became 

my primary option since this was the only facility that catered for this particular age group. 

Being placed at a single facility seemed beneficial as, I would have the chance to immerse 

myself in the daily lives of the boys and staff at the institution. Therefore, instead of viewing 

the rapid turn-over of boys as a methodological challenge and problem for the study, I 

decided rather to embrace these situations of change and mobility as part of the daily 

experiences of boys and staff within such a facility.  

Once within Middletown, I had to decide which boys to ask to participate in my 

study. As two dorms, Sharks and Panthers, housed the boys younger than 15, I decided to 

work in both. However, these two dorms proved to be very different from one another. The 

Sharks dorm was referred to as a ‘fruit salad’ by one of the staff, that is, it comprised boys 

who were perceived as good, bad, healthy, psychologically challenged, and so on. This 

variety made it a very interesting setting for my fieldwork and, because the boys accepted me 

more easily and were more interactive than the Panthers group, I eventually decided to make 

Sharks the main dorm where I would conduct my ethnographic research. It also helped that 

the staff of Sharks were more co-operative than the staff of Panthers. 

Thus Sharks became my focal corner in the institution for the day-to-day observations 

and interactions at the facility. Nonetheless, as time went by and boys and staff in 

Middletown became more comfortable with my presence at the facility, I also moved to other 

dorms – to Panthers and Owls – where I conducted interviews and group discussions with 

boys there as well. The Tigers dormitory did not take part in my study as extensively because 

the boys housed there were older than the age group my study focused on.  

 

3.2.2. Selecting participants  

The most important factor in deciding which boys within these dorms could 

participate in the study was age: boys younger than 15 years old. Although violence was one 

of my primary interests, the seriousness of their alleged crimes was not taken as a criterion. I 

decided this because I did not want to add to possible stigmatising or glorifying processes 

that I knew, from my earlier work experiences at other institutions, may exist around violent 

offenders.  

Similarly, I had to lay aside the criteria that staff found relevant for differentiating the 

boys and that they thought should determine my sampling. For instance, in the beginning of 

the fieldwork some staff preferred me to work with the better-mannered boys and 

recommended them to me. Not wanting to insult the staff, I would inform them that I would 

consider the boys they had recommended, but as far as possible took care to make 

independent decisions about the sampling process. The most relevant factor apart from age 

was the boys’ willingness to participate. 
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While my main research focus was on boys, staff’s participation was vital. Staff 

members, especially care workers, were important gatekeepers to the boys and it was 

imperative that they felt accepted, included and, more importantly, somewhat in control of 

the study, since they made it clear to me that they felt responsible for issues of safety, order 

and the well-being of the boys. In the earlier stages of the study, staff members were 

extremely guarded, not only because I was an outsider but mostly because of their previous 

experience with a prominent legal researcher in Cape Town, who had entered the facility to 

conduct fieldwork for one day and published a journal article on care workers at the facility, 

which was not received too well. Nonetheless, after a short while, most staff willingly 

participated. In the first phases of the fieldwork, the management and school staff also played 

an active role in the study. Management was important for gaining access and in the 

collection of local documents at the facility, while teachers were very helpful in offering 

work space for my study. At later stages of the fieldwork, the teachers’ involvement 

diminished because management had many other daily responsibilities and the boys were 

only attending classes for two hours a day. Throughout the study, however, care workers and 

specific staff members in the front section of the facility became the primary respondents 

among the staff.  

 

3.3. Research methods  

In this section I present and discuss the range of child-centred, qualitative methods I 

used in what was primarily an ethnographic study. They range from participant observation, 

informal and in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and child-oriented techniques such 

as art and games. 

3.3.1. Being there 

Through participant observation, I immersed myself in the institution and interacted 

with the boys and staff on a daily basis. I spent four days a week at the facility, over the 

period of a year. I used Fridays to complete weekly field notes, transcribe my data and reflect 

on the week’s events. On fieldwork days, a typical day at the institution would be as follows: 

I would arrive at around 9 a.m. and go directly to the Sharks dormitory. Once I arrived at the 

dorm, the care worker would unlock the gate and I would enter. Here, I would chat with the 

boys until they left for school. While the boys were at school, I used the time to interact with 

the care workers and other staff members and have informal discussions with those individual 

children who did not attend school for specific reasons (such as being a new admission and 

still needing to be assessed by the school principal). When the boys returned from school, I 

would continue to spend time with them. I participated in various activities alongside the 

boys and staff: from ‘hanging out’ with the boys in their dorm to attending meetings with 

staff members, participating in workshops and even overseeing boys in the absence of a care 

worker. This degree of interaction provided me with a deeper insight into the daily routines, 

social relations and interactions inside the institution. The daily interaction also allowed for 

the development of relationships and trust between me, the boys and staff.  

In short, the main approach I followed was, in Tonkin’s phrase, ‘being there’. She 

described this kind of ethnographic fieldwork as ‘a continuing process, a learning process, 

which pulls together a mass of perceptions into some sort of amalgam with which to gloss 

and relate the multiple kinds of information that one is simultaneously trying to grasp’ (2005: 

55). 
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In the first three months, I did not conduct any formal interviews as the boys, and staff 

members were still uncertain about my role and intentions. Instead, I used this time to 

acquaint myself with them, learn their names, befriend some of them and gain insight into 

their daily activities. Eventually, I developed relationships with individual boys in the dorms 

and semi-structured interviews and group discussions took place, guided by topic lists that I 

designed and readjusted whenever I established data saturation on topics explored.  

 

3.3.2. Interviews 

Children’s life histories and experiences, in and outside the institution, were the main 

topics of these interviews. Depending on what was happening that day, two planned 

interviews were conducted in rooms that were available at the time and where the participant 

felt most comfortable. Impromptu interviews also took place when possible. I conducted 

interviews in the dorms, either by finding a secluded area in the dorm or in the care workers’ 

office, the boardroom in the reception area, or outside while the boys were having a smoke 

break or playing. My conversations with the boys usually took place over two separate 

interview sessions (or longer, if a boy so requested). I divided the topic lists into two sections. 

The first focused on demographic information and experiences relating to school, family 

background, and economic circumstances. Once a trusting relationship had been established 

with the boy, I explored the second set of questions: the boys’ history of violence and trauma 

(their exposure to violence, substance-related abuse, and criminal history) and what these 

experiences meant to them.  

In most cases, interviews did not exceed one and a half hours, but there were 

instances when it did, especially when boys brought a friend along to the interview session. 

Interviews conducted in the presence of a friend were usually quite productive because the 

boys appeared to be more comfortable in expressing their views while having a companion 

present. Before the actual interviews, I had prepared to assist the boys in the exploration of 

the topics with various toys and props, but I quickly came to realise that these aids were not 

necessary. The boys often seemed keen to discuss what I perceived to be sensitive topics 

sooner and more easily than I had expected. In general, they were eloquent and open in 

sharing their opinions and perspectives, even when they narrated traumatic experiences. 

There were only a few times when I decided to stop the interview and continue it at a later 

stage because the child was showing distress while relating his story. Whenever parents were 

visiting the boys and showed interest in participating in the study, I would include them. 

However, in most cases, the parents were either not visiting the boys or they lived too far 

from the institution for me to interview them. Therefore it was not possible to triangulate 

what boys told me by interviewing their parents. 

My approach when interviewing staff was different. I scheduled two interviews per 

day with staff members during their lunch break or while watching the boys during their 

breaks or when the boys were at school. I would usually create an atmosphere conducive to 

discussing their grievances and once they had ‘let off steam’, I would steer the discussion 

towards specific topics. This allowed the staff to feel that they were being heard and that their 

grievances were being acknowledged. Through this approach, empathic relationships were 

created and staff felt less threatened by my presence as a researcher than was initially the 

case. After my decision to work mainly with Sharks, I decided to focus most of my attention 

on twelve care workers there. 
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3.3.3. Focus group discussions 

Before entering the field, I assumed that conducting group discussions would allow 

me to be more structured and in control than in individual interviews, but the size of the 

groups proved to be large, often comprising 10–15 boys. In many cases, this was out of my 

control as the boys would join the group discussions as they saw fit. Repeatedly the boys 

themselves took the responsibility for controlling their peers. For instance, they suggested 

that if anyone did not behave, he would be thrown out. They steered the group and I would 

intervene only when I noticed that the discussion was being dominated by specific boys. 

Sometimes I split the group into smaller groups to facilitate more in-depth discussion. In 

addition, I appointed an assistant to co-facilitate the large groups. The assistant was a full-

time postgraduate student with a background in the social sciences, studying social work. She 

would help me to maintain order in the bigger groups, observe the group process and look out 

for issues that were easily missed due to the group size.  

At first, I was rather sceptical of the results of group discussions of what I perceived 

to be sensitive topics such as physical and sexual violence and criminal histories. However, 

the boys seemed to feel more comfortable discussing these topics among their peers than in 

individual interviews. A benefit of group discussion was that boys bounced ideas off each 

other. The boys would ask each other questions and make comments on each other’s remarks, 

creating further discussion on the topics at hand. For instance, I conducted a group discussion 

with seven boys on sexual violence. Without even alluding to the topic, the boys started to 

talk about the sodomy happening in their dorm and to question each other about what they 

thought or heard about these occurrences. In other words, they used this group discussion as a 

way of exploring this case themselves. Eventually, this discussion created an easier pathway 

for me to follow up on the topic.  

Yet there were challenges when facilitating group discussions. First, confidentiality 

was at risk. The boys sometimes revealed intimate information about themselves, which was 

later used by others to ridicule them. Whenever I came to hear about this, I would talk to the 

boys concerned and insist they remain respectful towards one another and each other’s 

experiences. If boys were unable to adhere to this, they were asked to leave the discussion 

and not participate in the future. In other instances, the shared intimate information created 

tension between boys, particularly when they confronted each other in an intimidating 

manner. I would counter this by isolating them from the group and discussing the issue in 

question, and during these discussions I would sometimes share my own experiences of being 

in situations when I felted scared and uncertain. This usually helped them to speak more 

freely of situations when they felt afraid and to be more open to the experiences of others.  

 

3.3.4. Cameras, movies and enactment  

I originally intended to supply disposable cameras as a way of helping the boys 

express their perceptions and experiences. However, for various reasons this proved 

problematic. First, for reasons of confidentiality the Department of Social Development 

forbade the use of cameras in the institution. I also realised that the boys could use the 

cameras as a bargaining tool among their peers and that cameras would create tension and 

dissatisfaction between the boys who participated in the study and those who did not, thereby 
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putting boys at risk of being assaulted. So I abandoned my plan to work with cameras. 

However, as time went by, staff members would ask me to bring my camera along to take 

photos of different programmes they were hosting at the institution.  

The use of movies proved to be a helpful technique. Every month I would bring 

movies for the boys to watch. I allowed the boys to decide which movies they wanted to 

watch but I also chose movies that I could use to initiate discussions on various topics. I 

would set up the equipment in the dorm, but after a while they started to set up the laptop, 

speakers and whiteboard themselves. The care workers were always sceptical about me doing 

this because they feared that the boys would break the equipment or steal it. But this never 

happened and through acting the way I did, the boys could see I had confidence in them and 

their ability to use the equipment correctly and not steal it. This gave the boys a sense of 

control over things that did not belong to them as well as a sense of being trusted.  

Once the equipment was set up, the boys would watch the movies while enjoying the 

snacks that I would usually bring along. After the film, I would start a discussion of it. I 

generally used films that the boys could identify with, such as The Wooden Camera and 

Tsotsi. I used these because they were locally produced and dealt with issues relevant to 

them, such as the lives of street children and gangsterism.  

Another visual aid was a DVD camcorder. After I had watched various movies with 

the boys, they suggested that they produce their own film. As a result, I brought the 

camcorder to the institution for the boys to use as a way to capture their skit (small dramatic 

performance) that they independently created that same day. They decided on the different 

roles, the producer, cameraman and actors. The storyline they created was about a boy who 

joined a gang and eventually was able to leave behind his criminal life with the help of 

religion. This method proved to be a good way to allow the boys to work together in ways 

that they would not normally do and allow them freedom to express their interests. The boys 

were very creative during this process. They used the dorm-space for this work.  

 

3.3.5. Moving beyond the walls 

Although I collected the majority of my ethnographic data inside the facility, my 

fieldwork reached beyond the institution’s walls. After months of working with the boys and 

becoming more comfortable with them and the staff, I decided to step outside the institution 

to collect data in other spaces as well. I would ask, or staff members and boys would invite 

me, to join them on various trips.1  

As the physical space in which I conducted my research expanded, so did the number 

of participants. Venturing into the courts and homes of the boys, people such as lawyers, 

magistrates, legal officials, parents, external social workers, probation officers and friends 

became involved. When I heard that a boy would be appearing at court, I would ask whether I 

could accompany him. Most of the boys seemed very pleased and eager for me to join them, 

and in some cases boys would explicitly ask me to accompany them. Going to the court 

meant that I would have to be there at 8:00, because neither the boys nor their lawyers had an 

                                                           
1
 Such trips included day excursions, forensic assessments at the homes of the boys and court appearances. 

During my fieldwork, however, day excursions and home visits were banned as boys used it as an opportunity 
to abscond. See Chapter 7, ‘Moving beyond the physical confinements of the institution and back in’  
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idea what time the boy would have to appear before the magistrate. I would be there in the 

early morning and the boys sometimes would appear after 15:00.  

During such long days, I would sit with the other visitors in the waiting room, waiting 

to be called to the court rooms, while the boy would be locked up in a jail cell until his 

appearance. The waiting rooms were a good place to listen and talk to families and friends 

who were there to support or testify for someone standing trial. On the odd occasion, I would 

have informal talks with lawyers, magistrates and police officers. While waiting for the boys 

to appear, I also visited the court cells where the boys were waiting. In the cells I talked to 

some of the other juveniles awaiting trial.  

 

3.4. Positionality  

Conducting research at ‘home’, that is, in my native South Africa, with participants 

who had ethnic backgrounds similar to mine, was a challenging experience in various ways. I 

constantly had to negotiate my personal identity as an educated, coloured, unmarried, young 

South African woman, so as to fit in with the different ethnic groupings present in the facility. 

As noted above, the boys who were institutionalised during the time of my fieldwork were all 

of coloured or black African origin. To be accepted by and blend in with one group, such as 

the coloured boys, I had to ‘be coloured’. With the black African boys, my obvious identity 

as a coloured young woman sometimes created distance between us and I had to find other 

ways to gain their acceptance. Yet, in general, I had to set myself apart from the participants 

as a researcher so that I could discuss issues with them that would be inappropriate in any of 

my other identities. 

Being coloured allowed me insight into nuanced meanings of what was expressed 

during the fieldwork. For instance, I better understood humour and comments related to being 

coloured. Showing this helped the coloured participants interact more freely with me and 

trust me more quickly. This was demonstrated by their being comfortable enough around me 

to make racial comments about some of the black African boys. This was especially apparent 

with staff members. In such situations, I often felt I had to exaggerate my ‘colouredness’ to 

blend in: for instance by using slang mainly used in the coloured communities and making 

reference to places and things considered to be coloured. My upbringing in a coloured 

township, familiarity with typical family dynamics and social problems such as gangsterism, 

as well as my understanding and use of Western Cape prison slang, immediately created a 

level of acceptance from the boys. Thus, in this study my ethnic background can be 

considered beneficial in developing rapport with the coloured boys. Nevertheless, this ethnic 

identification also produced difficulties. Often the coloured participants overemphasised our 

‘sameness’. They sometimes wrongly assumed that I fully understood their experiences and 

expressions. From my side, I constantly had to be careful not to over-identify with their 

experiences and thereby infuse their narratives with my meanings.  

Similarly, being coloured also created challenges during my interaction with the black 

African boys. I often felt I had to make a concerted effort to interact with them, and it 

appeared sometimes that they did not feel as comfortable talking to me as the coloured boys 

did. The initiative to communicate was invariably from my side. As a result, after some time 

in the field, I felt I had to deconstruct my ‘colouredness’ and use social distance as a way to 

place myself altogether outside of the boys’ world, so that I paradoxically was more free to 
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interact with them irrespective of my colour. In short, I had to free myself from my identity 

as a coloured South African woman. I did this in several ways.  

First, I used my international affiliation and travels to create a degree of disconnection 

from my ‘colouredness’. I emphasised to staff and boys at the facility that I had been 

studying abroad. Secondly, as much as language was a medium of social inclusion among the 

participants, it also set me apart. As almost all the interviews were conducted in Afrikaans, 

when conducting interviews, I used language in a different manner. When I wanted to create 

social distance from my colouredness, I decreased my use of slang in favour of ‘proper’ 

Afrikaans. This produced a perception among the boys and staff of my professionalism. 

Then, during my interaction with the black African boys, I would sometimes change the 

language I was using in a particular interview and continue to conduct that interview in 

English. Overall, these strategies helped me create social distance for myself in times when it 

was needed.  

Gender also played a vital role in my relations with others. On multiple occasions, 

staff members would ask me whether I was being sexualised by any of the boys. I explained 

to them that to my knowledge this had not happened. In reality the challenge seemed to be 

more with some of the male staff members, married or single. Being a young, single female 

researcher, I was confronted and challenged on a daily basis by adult men inside and outside 

the facility. I had to interact with older males who had been working in the institution for 

years and set the tone of the institution as a highly sexually charged environment. Various 

male staff members rather demandingly questioned me about my relationship status, the 

extent of my involvement with other male colleagues and a few made sexual comments 

directly to me. One staff member would even refer to me as ‘his’ Heidi when speaking to 

other staff members. He once started a discussion about me with one of the boys while I was 

in the dorm, suggesting that the boy only wanted to participate in the project because he was 

physically attracted to me. Whereas I would usually just ignore such behaviour, I later 

noticed that female staff, having similar experiences, would sometimes negotiate such 

interactions by replying with similar sexual comments. Since such engagement would not be 

appropriate for me as a researcher, one of the ways I would diffuse the sexually charged 

atmosphere was by using humour. 

 

3.5. Ethical issues, safety and emotions in the field 

Before the fieldwork began, the project protocol that included detailed descriptions of 

the consent procedures with staff and children was submitted to the ethics committee of the 

University of the Western Cape for approval. The committee and I agreed that before the 

interviewing began, a child’s consent to be interviewed was needed, and that the caretakers’ 

consent could not be considered a proxy for the child’s consent. In other words, access to the 

boys was sought through their own consent. At the start of my fieldwork I extensively 

introduced the project and orally explained its aims and methodology to the boys in language 

they could understand. I gave special attention to how I structured the consent forms and 

interview questions. During the fieldwork, the boys’ identities were confidential. All the boys 

I approached or who approached me to participate in the study consented. 

Throughout my fieldwork I was wary of possible repercussions on the boys’ well-

being after sharing their stories of suffering and trauma with me, and I monitored how the 

boys were responding to my questions and whether they were uncomfortable in any way 
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during the fieldwork. I was concerned that my questions might evoke in them difficult 

emotions but in most of the interactions the boys were rather open and honest about their 

feelings and experiences and seemed to manage these feelings well. The independent 

counselling service that was made available to the boys if needed was not used during or after 

the project. 

The sensitive topics I explored and the ethnographic nature of my research in the 

confined setting of a secure care facility did pose some challenges for my own psychosocial 

well-being. During my fieldwork, I witnessed physical violence and listened to traumatic 

stories of suffering and pain that were branded into my memory. As an anthropologist, I was 

not trained to deal with these experiences during fieldwork, but my earlier training in 

psychology helped me to find ways of constructively managing my emotions. Moreover, 

during the fieldwork I regularly attended therapeutic debriefing sessions with a a consultant 

psychologist from the University of the Western Cape, who assisted me through the process 

of expressing and reflecting on my experiences, ethical dilemmas and emotions in the field. 

Secondly, the support of family, friends and supervisors was essential for me to talk about 

these experiences and be alert to reactions that influenced the quality of my work – for 

instance, when I found myself trying to avoid returning to the institution due to some 

unpleasant experiences I had had there. Also, I participated in two working groups, one in the 

Netherlands and one in South Africa, which served as support when I experienced emotional 

distress or ethical dilemmas. Some of the more difficult-to-cope-with emotions were linked to 

instances when I perceived the staff’s behaviour towards the boys to be unreasonably harsh, 

unfair or punitive, and when boys were obviously waiting for me to react to this behaviour. I 

learned to approach such situations first by physically distancing myself and then, after a 

short time spent reflecting on what had happened, returning to the boys and staff to discuss 

the incident separately with them.  

Regarding safety, staff members were genuinely concerned about my well-being and 

made sure that one of them was usually present when I interacted with the boys, in case I 

needed to be protected. But the boys never took advantage of situations when I was alone 

with them. Through my fieldwork at the institution and my developing relationships with the 

boys, my initial perception of them as criminals and my wariness of possible threats to my 

safety shifted towards sense of them as just young boys that I was hanging out with.  

Whereas safety did not pose an issue inside the institution, there were instances 

outside of the institution where it did. For example, on one occasion when I was visiting the 

court, I found myself standing between adjoining doors, one leading to the court rooms and 

the other to the court cells. In this tiny space, I was encircled by about fifteen men and one 

policeman, tightly squeezed against each other. They started tugging on my clothes, stroking 

my hair. Then, as the policeman struggled to unlock the gate leading to the cells, one of the 

men said, Wat kan jy doen as ons se plaat skyf? (What can you do if we decide to do 

something now?).  

Thus, while working at the courts with older men I did not know and men charged 

with crimes serving time in prison, I occasionally found my safety compromised and 

experienced fear. I created safety strategies for myself during fieldwork. For instance, I did 

not carry my cell phone or money when visiting the facility, courts or prisons, so as to make 

myself less of a target for assault. More difficult to describe is how I trusted my intuition – a 

‘sense’ as to when it was safe or unsafe to interact with someone in a specific space. I believe 

that this ‘sense’ has been enhanced through my previous experiences of working in prisons, 

but also by growing up in a community rife with crime and violence. Nonetheless, being 



The Methodological Approach 

58 | P a g e  

 

locked behind bars for most of my fieldwork created a rather ambivalent position for me. On 

the one hand, one’s position in relation to safety is somewhat more delicate in an enclosed 

space; on the other, from the outside being under guard in a secure care facility may create an 

impression of safety.  

 

3.6. Desk work  

Field notes were recorded every day and stored in a journal and computer. Voice 

recordings allowed me to revert to the recordings and write up the notes at a later stage as 

well. Each Friday I transcribed and reflected on that week’s findings. After the fieldwork 

period and while in Amsterdam, all field notes were recorded before I did the final analysis of 

my data. Upon my return to Amsterdam after my first fieldwork period, I started coding the 

data that I had collected. All the interviews and group discussions were coded by hand. 

Thematic and content analysis took place during the whole research process and I revisited 

and adjusted my topic lists to the themes that were emerging until I felt data saturation had 

occurred. Emerging themes were discussed with my supervisors and within the working 

groups I was part of. I regularly reflected on the themes in relation to the research questions, 

and formulated further questions in an on-going process.  

After the second period of fieldwork, I returned to Amsterdam and started the writing 

process, which continued after my time in Amsterdam was over and I had returned home. I 

revisited the field (Middletown) once for a week and on four occasions for one-day visits 

because during analysis questions arose regarding certain topics that I felt needed 

clarification, and to follow up on some of the boys.  

The writing process was guided both by my research questions and the themes that 

had emerged. The chapters and chapter sections in the dissertation have been organised 

according to these themes. After developing the main arguments that would thread through 

the dissertation, I decided which case studies and ethnographic examples I would use. While 

doing so, I did my utmost to present contrasting cases and represent the diverse voices of the 

boys as well as of the staff as they came to me during this work.  

Finally, anonymity of the institution, participants and staff members was maintained 

through the creation of pseudonyms. Therefore, it is important to mention that the identifying 

information of participants and the institution has been changed.     

We will now turn to the empirical part of this study that present my findings, and it is 

appropriate that we start with a description of the first day of a boy’s admission and what 

happens to him during the early phase of his confinement at the secure care facility. 
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4 BEING PLACED: POWER NEGOTIATIONS 

AND TRANSITIONS 

 

This chapter describes what happens when a new boy is admitted to a secure care facility. The 

process of placement in the institution is multi-dimensional. First, admission implies a 

physical movement. On admission day boys enter the institution and are assigned to a 

dormitory where they will spend most of their time until the state has decided their fate. 

However, this movement also implies entering a pre-existing social world: a world of 

hierarchies between staff and boys, and among the boys themselves. Interactions between 

these actors are laden with power struggles and negotiations.  

Boys are positioned and they position themselves within various roles and hierarchies. This 

chapter discusses the negotiation and expression of power between boys, especially between 

those newly admitted and those who have been institutionalised for a longer period, the ones I 

refer to as ‘seasoned’ boys. I will describe how a new boy’s admission influences the 

dynamic of the institution, how seasoned boys respond to the new admission, and what 

changes and negotiations are experienced among them. The title of this chapter, ‘Being 

placed’, therefore refers both to the experiences of boys entering the institution and the 

experiences of boys who receive the new boy in their midst. But before I analyse how boys 

are being placed, I consider the case of a boy making the transition from being apprehended, 

appearing in court and entering the institution. 

 

4.1. The transition from the outside to the inside  

4.1.1. The case of Dimples 

It was my first visit to juvenile court, which is commonly known to inmates, legal 

representatives and frequent visitors as ‘J-court’. The day before visiting, I decided to join 

Ryan, one of the boys with whom I had been working for several months and who features 

later in this thesis. It was my intention to observe the procedures that incarcerated children 

are subjected to and the people they interact with in this space. But that morning I missed 

Ryan’s appearance in court because there had been a misunderstanding regarding what time 

I needed to be there. After talking to one of the prosecutors on duty, I was informed that if I 

waited, I could observe the case and legal proceedings of another young boy who would 

appear later that day. The prosecutor warned me that he was uncertain how long I would 

have to wait as there was no specific time that was allocated to each court appearance. He 

also informed me that chances were high that this particular boy would be sent to 

Middletown. This was the day I met ‘Dimples’. 

I was sitting in the waiting area. This area was not a designated room but a short 

passage where family members, witnesses and friends gathered while waiting their turn to be 

called by the prosecutor. It was furnished with long, hard wooden benches – not very 

comfortable for visitors who had to be seated and wait for hours on end. On the sides of the 
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walls, there were printed pages, new and old, of names of accused that would appear for that 

particular day. Three hours went by before I finally heard the prosecutor shout, ‘Heidi 

Sauls!’ I stood up and walked towards the prosecutor, who signalled me to follow him. 

Before we entered the room, he explained that the boy Dimples was appearing before the 

magistrate because he had been physically assaulting his mother and she had laid the 

criminal charge against him. Soon after, we entered the court room.  

As I opened the door, there sat Dimples and his mother. He was dressed in blue jeans 

with a white T-shirt. He was sitting on the wooden bench, while desperately clutching his 

mother’s arm as they waited for the magistrate to enter the room. The first thing I noticed 

about Dimples was his scrawny physique. I remember thinking that he seemed smaller than 

most 12-year-olds. He had longish, brown curly hair that complemented his tanned skin. His 

deep dimples peeped through on both cheeks every time he spoke to his mother. As I stood 

near the door, the prosecutor looked over at me and pointed, indicating for me to sit on the 

bench directly behind Dimples and his mother.  

The prosecutor then came over from the table where he was positioned nearer to the 

magistrate’s podium and introduced me to Dimples and his mother. He informed them that I 

was working for the institution that the boy was being sent to. He told Dimples that he did 

not have to worry because I would look after him once he was admitted. The boy’s mother 

acknowledged that she did not know that such an institution, dealing with such young 

children, existed. She even said that she wanted and needed him to be institutionalised 

because she was unable to deal with him at home. Dimples did not utter a word. He sat there 

quietly, clearly anxious. His mother tried to smile at me and then turned to wait for the 

hearing to proceed. As we sat waiting, Dimples’ eyes flicked across the room, trying to catch 

a glimpse of everything and everyone. All he could do was wait on his fate to be decided 

upon. 

Shortly after entering the court room, the magistrate walked in and, not long after, 

Dimples’ fate had been decided. He was sentenced to Middletown and was told to reappear 

two weeks from that day. The magistrate took Dimples’ folder and placed it with the folders 

of the boys who had already appeared, already looking for the folder belonging to the next 

case. Sitting calmly next to his mother, Dimples seemed unaware of what had just happened. 

It was only when the police officer approached Dimples to escort him to the cells, situated 

beneath the court rooms that the boy realised what was going on.  

In the meantime, the prosecutor suggested I move away from where Dimples was 

sitting, explaining that many boys become aggressive and attempt to fight off the police 

officers who will take them away. Before the police officer could grab hold of Dimples, 

Dimples started to cry. He turned to his mother and apologised profusely. He screamed, 

‘Mummy, ek is sorry! Ek is sorry! Ek wil met mummy bly’ (Mommy, I am sorry! I am sorry! I 

want to stay with you). His mother held onto his arm as she tried to calm him. Dimples was 

trapped between the benches as the policeman tried to get a hold of him. A second policeman 

came to assist while Dimples continued to resist. He cried and shouted, ‘Nee, ek wil nie gaan 

nie! Ek wil by my ma bly’ (No, I don’t want to go! I want to stay with my mother).  

Throughout this ordeal, Dimples’ mother did not display much emotion while she sat 

on the bench watching as her son was dragged away. After he was taken away, she walked 

out of the room. The prosecutor remarked to her: ‘Ja, nou is dit te laat. Hulle hou vir hulle 

soos groot mans en as dit te laat is, wil hulle huil’ (Yes, now it is too late. They want to 
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behave like big men and when it’s too late, they want to cry). Hours after his court 

appearance, Dimples was escorted to Middletown.  

 

4.1.2. Moving behind bars 

The vignette that introduces Dimples displays the tense moments before the 

incarceration of a child as he hovers between the outside world and the institution. In an 

instant, the decision is made that he will be transported from a world of relative freedom to a 

world of confinement, far away from the streets known to him, and his community, family 

and friends. Ideally, boys such as Dimples are incarcerated in a police cell directly after 

being apprehended for an illegal act. The social worker on duty is called and once he or she 

has assessed the boy, a decision is made whether the boy can be sent home, which is one of 

the primary objectives of the Children’s Act: to divert children in conflict with the law away 

from the formal criminal justice system, where appropriate.
1
 If the social worker decides that 

the boy needs to be on trial, the boy will stay in the police cell. Within days or weeks, he will 

be summoned to appear in court where the magistrate will decide whether the boy will be 

immediately sentenced or await trial in a secure care facility. As explained before, a secure 

care facility is an in-between institution. Boys are temporarily disconnected from the rest of 

society until a final decision has been made about whether they should be sentenced or 

allowed to return to society. But notwithstanding its in-between status, the institution is a 

social space in itself, requiring specific behaviour and adherence to certain norms. For the 

boy involved, to be sentenced to a secure care facility means that he must exit a familiar 

world of expectations, roles and norms and enter a new, temporary world where he has to re-

socialise and fundamentally reconfigure his identity and behaviour. 

Most boys in my research experienced the process of incarceration as very difficult 

and emotionally distressing. Staff working closely with the boys confirmed this commonly 

experienced distress. The transition phase is loaded with uncertainty and anxiety. When the 

boys appear in court, they may still have hope that the charges will be dropped or that they 

can await trial under parental supervision. They are usually unprepared for the possibility 

that they might be whisked away with only the clothes they wear and immediately thereafter 

be incarcerated. Their emotional responses are directly linked to the uncertainty they 

experience when being forced to leave the familiar ‘vryes’ (freedom), as the boys call it, and 

shift into unfamiliar terrain, physically and psychologically. Loss is the dominant feeling the 

boys described to me. The boys feel separated from family and friends; they feel a loss of 

freedom and control, and a concomitant vulnerability and fear of the unknown. Whenever I 

spoke to the boys about their transition from the community through the courts to the 

institution, they claimed they would have preferred to continue in the situations they were 

familiar with, even though they acknowledged how these were characterised by poverty, 

crime and violence. They would rather remain in a painful but familiar environment than to 

move to an unfamiliar setting with new challenges, people and spaces. The deeds that 

brought them to Middletown may impress us as the deeds of adult men, but when it comes to 

being away from home, the boys’ vulnerability is revealed. 

                                                           
1
 See the Annual Report on the implementation of the Child Justice Act, 2008 (Act No. 75 of 2008). This report 

was compiled by the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development and presented to Parliament on 
22 June 2011. The main objectives of the diversion and alternative sentencing services are: to deal with a child 
outside the formal criminal justice system in appropriate cases; encourage the child to be accountable for the 
harm caused by him or her; meet the particular needs of the individual child.  
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4.2. Moving in 

4.2.1 Boys entering the gates  

Throughout my fieldwork, I closely observed boys being admitted to the institution. I 

watched as the boys anxiously entered. A boy would be escorted out of the police van, pass 

through the steel gates and enter the institution. Once inside, a staff member welcomes him 

and the official ‘handing over’ of the boy from the police to the institution takes place. 

‘Handing over’ implies that the police officer completes official release documents for the 

boy, thereby relinquishing custody over him. The staff member at the institution has to 

complete an official admission application to take over custody of the boy and welcome him 

to the institution. This procedure confirms that the boy becomes the responsibility of the 

institution. When this has been accomplished, the boy is given a meal and allowed to shower. 

He is provided with clothing that all boys are given at admission. His personal belongings, 

including the clothes he was wearing, are stored for when he is discharged or makes a court 

appearance. After his meal and shower, the staff member orientates the boy within the 

building. He is introduced to other staff and eventually his peers. In most cases, the boy is 

escorted to the dormitory which he will be sharing with his peers. The staff member will then 

present the boy to the care workers on duty. 

Generally, seasoned boys are eager to meet new admissions and they instantly express 

interest in him. When a new boy enters his dormitory, seasoned boys huddle around him to 

ask questions. Whereas in the beginning of fieldwork these questions and eagerness appeared 

as simple curiosity, repeated observation of the process and discussions with the boys proved 

the process to be more complex. When the seasoned boys surround the boy and start asking 

questions, they are in fact assessing him as a new member of their social world, in a way very 

different from the assessment conducted in the offices of the staff. During their interaction, 

they attempt to get a sense of who the new boy is and particularly who or what he could 

possibly become to them. At this initial meeting, the seasoned boys create perceptions and 

make assumptions about the new boy and the potential position he will assume among his 

peers. 

The seasoned boys create an English nickname (even though most of the boys are 

Afrikaans speaking) for a newly admitted boy, ‘the new one’, which even the staff used for 

each new admission. The label distinguishes such a boy from the seasoned boys, not only in a 

factual way but also in reference to the new boy’s low position in the hierarchy among the 

boys. By using the nickname, seasoned boys and staff create a symbolic boundary between 

the new boy and the boys who have been incarcerated for a longer period. In this way they 

reproduce a sense of community and belonging among the seasoned boys and simultaneously 

a temporary social isolation of the new ones. The nickname symbolises a particular 

perception and understanding of the new admission’s identity, the position he attains and 

what he is likely to experience as long as he remains defined as a new one. Indeed, the label 

and the experiences it stands for are not permanent. They persist until a newer individual or 

group of boys enters the institution, the boy is integrated into the community, or the boy 

escapes the name in some other way.  

Staff pay more attention to the new one’s physical experience of being admitted than 

to the emotional turmoil such a boy experiences on admission day and the days thereafter. 

The institution merely introduces the boy to the physical place and people, whereas their 
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emotional challenges are unacknowledged and unattended to during these early days. Insight 

into these challenges is important since they fundamentally influence the dynamics and 

interaction between the boys.  

 

4.2.2. Emotional turmoil 

Upon entering the institution, boys experience a range of emotions when making the 

transition from a world of relative freedom on the streets to confinement during incarceration. 

Because of their different backgrounds and personalities, each boy’s emotional struggle and 

experience during the transition is different. Still, common threads were observed. From my 

observation emerges a distinct difference between the experiences of re-offenders and first-

time offenders. For re-offenders the experience of admission and incarceration is familiar and 

therefore they seemed to adjust more easily. First-time offenders are confronted with more 

challenges. Also, boys express their concerns in different ways. Some showed their emotional 

turmoil in body language and behaviour, for instance by isolating themselves from the rest of 

the boys and avoiding verbal interaction.  

This is what Alex did. Alex is a quiet boy who remained silent and aloof when he was 

asked to get involved in an activity within the dorm. When staff or peers tried to coerce him, 

he would respond aggressively. Most boys, however, would show their turmoil through 

expressive behaviour, for example by displaying feelings of anxiety and responding nervously 

to their peers when confronted with a possible threat.  

While spending time with the boys in the dorm, I would sometimes ask the boys what 

they thought a new boy was thinking and feeling when he walked through the gates of the 

institution. By posing the question in this indirect way, I allowed a space for the boys to 

reflect on someone else’s emotions rather than to directly expose themselves in front of their 

peers. I hoped this would help them circumvent feelings of vulnerability. At one of these 

informal group discussions, the boys sat quietly as they waited for the first response. Then 

Michael responded, ‘You think that they [the other boys] are going to hit you a lot and take 

your things from you. It looks like a prison’. On my probing why he thought the boys would 

hit such a boy he replied, ‘I don’t know’, while he looked around the room to catch the 

responses of his peers. I channelled my attention to the rest of the boys, but before I could 

pose a question another boy said, ‘Yes! It’s just like a prison when you come inside. I felt 

scared and nervous the first time I came in here’. His friend commented, ‘I was just quiet and 

unhappy because I’m going to the institution’. During another discussion, one boy answered, 

‘I was nervous! I thought they would take my things from me.’ And another shouted: ‘You 

feel a bit nervous because you don’t know anybody yet. So you just sit one side and watch 

them. There are a lot of things that go through your mind, things like, what can these people 

all do to you? But as the days go by, it starts to disappear from your memory.’ I explored this 

statement by asking him why and how this feeling disappears from his memory. He replied: 

‘You start making friends and speaking to people. And that’s how you start knowing each 

other.’  

The boys eloquently expressed a variety of emotions, including fear, sadness and 

vulnerability. It was apparent that many boys experienced similar emotions and concerns 

about safety and especially of being abused. Stories they had heard about prisons and 

institutions where criminals are incarcerated had shaped their ideas of the facility and evoked 

anxiety and fear. Indeed, when they entered, the physical appearance of the institution – its 
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barbed wire, steel gates and security staff – confirmed their perceptions. But the boys were 

not only concerned about their own safety and experiences in the institution. Many of the 

boys’ concerns are closely linked to the outside world and the people living there. They 

expressed concern for their families. ‘I worry about my parents and I miss my family’ said 

Tim. Wesley expressed much concern for his grandmother who was elderly and depended on 

him in various ways: ‘Now that I’m inside here, my grandmother is alone at home. There’s no 

one to help her if something goes wrong. And now I’m stuck here. I miss her.’  

Thus, during the time boys are removed from their communities and enter the 

institution all of them share a peculiar mixture of, on the one hand, a sense of vulnerability 

and, on the other, homesickness and concern for parents and siblings they have left behind. 

For all boys the emotional intensity of these experiences fades with time. In particular, the 

development of friendships with seasoned boys may create a new sense of belonging and 

diminish their feelings of vulnerability. Most new ones are welcomed through a process of 

learning and initiation administered not only by staff but also by their peers. It is through this 

initiation process that we can learn how the new ones become enmeshed in the existing 

hierarchy of the seasoned boys and how the seasoned boys negotiate their own positions in 

the midst of a new admission.  

 

4.3. The initiation of new ones  

When a new one enters the institution, before he is introduced to his peers, staff 

members welcome and orientate the boy. They inform him of the institutional rules that 

include changing his physical appearance by wearing the institution’s clothing and getting 

short haircuts, compulsory medical examinations, and placement in a specific room. These 

rules are generally unfamiliar to a new boy and revolve around such matters as when and 

where to smoke or areas of the premises that is out-of-bounds. But the boys themselves also 

have their own rules that the new one will be introduced to.  

On 8 January 2008, while I was sitting with a group of boys in a corner of Sharks, 

playing games, a new one arrived in the dorm. Immediately, the boys jumped up and 

surrounded him. They crowded the boy, pushing each other out of the way to get a better 

glimpse of who he was and what he looked like. The new one was then taken to his room and 

allowed to shower before he could answer any of the many questions his peers had asked in 

the first few minutes of his admission into the dorm. The rest stood around peeping down the 

passage to catch another glimpse of him. The care worker then turned to them and screamed, 

‘Gaan sit!’ (Sit down!).  

Once they calmed down, the boys started commenting on the new one. The first 

observations were about the new one’s physical appearance. They said that he was big 

because he was taller than most of the boys. Angelo, one of the seasoned boys, started teasing 

the others and said that the new one had big fists like him and that the new boy was going to 

beat the other boys. The others objected and said that the new one was not able to beat them. 

Dylan and Nasief shouted, ‘Hulle gaan vir hom nat hou’ (They’re going to bully him). I asked 

what the boys would do if they bullied the new boy and why. They replied that Darius (one of 

the seasoned, more feared boys in the dorm), together with some other boys, was going to 

abuse the new admission. Dylan subsequently shouted, ‘They did that to Nasief as well’. 

Nasief sat quietly and then turned away. Nasief later explained: 
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The older boys bully me, yes. See what happened last week with this boy, his name is 

Zipho. Everybody is scared of him, that Xhosa. And everybody just listens to what he 

says. So he sent that other boy to hit me against my chest. So he hit me and I jumped 

up and smacked him and gave him a punch in his ribs. But he told that boy to come 

and hit me. So when the Sir [a staff member] asked who was bullying here, that boy 

said I was bullying him. But Zipho sent that boy to hit me. So this morning when I 

woke up, Art did not know where his face cloth was, so he took mine. When I took it 

back, Art started hitting me and Zipho who wasn’t even a part of this, also started 

hitting me. It goes like this every day. They [the seasoned boys] are always on my 

case.  

 

4.3.1. Explicit rules, implicit hierarchies 

Let us look a bit further into the vulnerability of new ones in the institution during the 

process of being placed. In any social institution certain hierarchal positions, rules and 

expectations exist that are understood among the various players in the institution. In 

Middletown there are certain rules, regulations and procedures that are officially imposed by 

the institution and implemented by both staff and boys. These rules are considered official 

rules that I will refer to as explicit rules. An example of an explicit rule is the admission 

procedure that the boy has to undergo once he is admitted to the institution. When a new one 

is admitted, he is taken out of familiar territory and incorporated into an unfamiliar 

community and structure. He is aware that he has to adapt to new rules and existing 

hierarchies. As long as they are learning these explicit rules they are at a disadvantage 

compared to the seasoned boys. However, they are at a further disadvantage due to the 

existence of non-official rules beyond the regulations and procedures enforced by staff. These 

are the informal rules that have been created and are understood and practised among the 

seasoned boys. I refer to these rules as the implicit rules.  

Staff members may be aware of some of the implicit rules and condone them, but they 

are not always certain about the meanings attached to the different rules that are expressed 

and maintained among the boys. A new one is unaware of these implicit rules and can only 

learn them through trial and error, or from explanations by the seasoned boys. The longer the 

new one is institutionalised, the more familiar he becomes with the underlying rules that are 

enforced, understood and communicated among the boys themselves. Such rules include the 

loyalty practiced between boys who come from the same communities. When boys live in the 

same community, they commonly take care of each other inside the institution. Seasoned boys 

of a particular community will not allow new ones who come from the same community or a 

neighbouring community to be bullied inside the institution. Similarly, when new ones are 

institutionalised, they learn from their peers about the different social groups in the institution. 

The new ones will learn which of the boys they will more easily build relationships with and 

with whom this will be problematic. These relationships will determine their positions in the 

hierarchy within the first few weeks.  

The implicit rules can be understood as the rules regarding hierarchical relations that 

the boys develop among themselves in response to the explicit and rigid institutional 

hierarchy in which they collectively occupy the lowest position. Through implicit rules some 

produce and reproduce a degree of empowerment for themselves, but an empowerment that is 
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often built upon the disempowerment of weaker boys. Weakness is not only tied to personal 

characteristics of the boys or the loyalties extended to them because of their belonging to 

certain communities. There is also a time dimension involved. All new ones, irrespective of 

who they are, are in principle more vulnerable to the power struggle, because of their 

unfamiliarity with the institution’s explicit and implicit rules.  

 

4.3.2. Specific practices of initiation 

Placing a new boy firmly into the position felt appropriate for him by his more 

seasoned peers occurs through a process of initiation, which reveals the established 

relationships of power and understanding in the hierarchy among the seasoned boys and also 

how the new ones become a part of this existing hierarchy. To earn belonging, new boys 

undergo various forms of bullying and intimidation. Different secure care facilities have 

similar initiation practices. In Middletown, one of the ways that a new boy is welcomed and 

at the same time tested by his peers is through the initiation practice commonly referred to by 

the boys as ‘nat hou’ or, as they sometimes phrase it, ‘hou hom nat’. 

 

‘Hou hom nat’ 

The literal translation of ‘nat hou’ or ‘hou hom nat’ is to keep something or someone 

wet or not allowing something or someone to dry. In other words, seasoned boys do not allow 

a new one to become comfortable and thereby keep them in a state of disquiet. They are 

attempting to keep the new ones in a space where they feel anxious and vulnerable. ‘Nat hou’ 

includes different forms of harassment, ranging from verbal taunting to physical and sexual 

abuse, but not uncommonly a combination of all of these. The duration of this initiation 

process may vary considerably. It can extend over days, weeks and even months but is fragile 

enough to be disrupted for several reasons, such as the admission of another new one, the 

victim himself successfully challenging this process or peers protecting and defending the 

new one. But if the new one is unsuccessful in challenging the process, he may be victimised 

continuously or at least for a longer period or be severely hurt. It is well-known that in an 

institution like a secure care facility or prison a certain form of initiation takes place. Most 

new ones are aware of this, but they do not know the exact nature of the initiation or when it 

will take place. 

The various initiation practices take place throughout the institution but are more 

common in those parts of the building where there is less surveillance than in a dorm. The 

seasoned boys sometimes steal the belongings of new ones and even use the stolen goods 

openly, wanting to cause a confrontation. While exploring the initiation process, I asked one 

of the boys what seasoned boys would do to new ones. He explained: ‘They steal your things 

and keep it in the same dorm. They hide it in the roof. Or they give it to one of their friends in 

another dorm, until they go to court. When they go to court, they go and get it’. I asked him to 

elaborate and he said, ‘They say if you are going to keep strong [resist], they will hurt you. 

Like Darius, he likes to bully us’. Darius turned angrily: ‘Tell me when I ever bullied you?’ 

Another boy agreed with his peer: ‘Hulle se hulle gaan hom nat hou [‘They say that they will 

continue to harass him’.]. If he is quiet he’ll be alright but if he keeps himself strong with one 

of us, we are all going to hit him. When he goes and washes his hands in the bathroom, we get 
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him and hit him’. Then another boy screamed from the other side of the room: ‘And when 

they tell a new one to give his plate of food and he does not want to, they hit him.’ 

Seasoned boys use verbal abuse and threats over physical force to intimidate the new 

admissions. They use language and body gestures to ‘taart’ the new one. The word ‘taart’ 

means to provoke or hassle. A taart might take these forms: ‘Jy! Ek gaan jou kry! Ek sal vir 

jou ‘n Popeye maak!’ (Hey! I will get you! I’ll make you look like a fool); ‘Is nag vir jou, my 

broer!’ (It’s over for you, my brother!). Boys understand some verbal intimidation as more 

serious than others. Boys and staff too, frequently exercise verbal threats and intimidation in 

the institution without aiming to start a physical fight. But when a boy says, ‘Ek sal vir jou in 

jou ma se poes skop!’ (I will kick you in your mother’s pussy), this is considered to be a 

serious threat. Threats that contain the word ‘poes’ (a derogatory term for vagina) or a boy’s 

mother are considered to be serious and confrontational. These words generally result in a 

hyper-aggressive reaction from the target of the verbal insults. In some cases, verbal abuse is 

a step towards the perpetration of bodily violence, which often includes sexual violence.  

Boys consider sexual violence as the most severe form of violence against a new one. 

They told me about various such cases. One case involved a seasoned boy who sat next to a 

new one and repeatedly rubbed the new boy’s thigh with his hand. In another case, a seasoned 

boy brushed his penis against a new one’s buttocks as they stood in line at the bathroom. In 

another, a boy slid his naked penis over a new boy’s lips while he was sleeping. An 

apparently more frequent practice is for seasoned boys to masturbate on a new one’s bed. I 

was told of a case when a new boy climbed into bed that night and had to lie on another boy’s 

semen. The new one said that it did not smell of semen but when he lay in bed, he saw it on 

his bed. Sexual flirtation and taunting could be considered a form of sexual grooming, 

whereby boys prepare and communicate various messages to each other regarding possible 

sexual abuse. However, from how boys discuss these practices it is clear the real issue is the 

establishing of power relations and hierarchies through sexual intimidation.  

Another form of initiation that was practised between the boys is called ‘poisoning’. 

Seasoned boys cough up mucus and phlegm and spit it into the new one’s food or coffee. The 

other boys are commonly aware that this is happening whereas the new one is not and ends up 

swallowing those bodily fluids. 

 

4.3.3. A continuum of intimidation and violence and ways to escape it 

On analysis, it emerges that the initiation practice attempts to humiliate and 

emasculate new ones so that they are placed at the bottom end of the existing hierarchy. I 

have described different practices of intimidation, but to fully understand what this initiation 

entails, it is helpful to understand it as a process. At one end of the continuum, one finds 

threats and verbal intimidation such as swearing at a new one; at the other end, there is 

violent, sometimes sexual transgression of physical boundaries, in particular sodomy and 

physical assault. At this end of the continuum the physical body is used as a tool to threaten or 

perpetrate sexual harassment or assault. The reason I prefer to speak of a continuum is that 

although certain initiation practices may be presented or perceived as less violent, through the 

interactions that follow they can nonetheless lead to serious violence. For example, many 

boys respond with physical aggression when their peers insult their mothers. In the final 

instance, abuse is not only inter-subjective but subjectively perceived: what might be seen by 

one boy as less violent and intimidating might be seen differently by another.  
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Significantly, some boys who challenge the bullying of seasoned boys are not 

subjected to such violent practices. These boys appear to possess particular qualities that the 

other boys admire, and which earns them respect.  

An example of this is Philly, a very polite and intelligent young boy. Due to his 

intelligence and ability to read well, he was able to negotiate and avoid the rather intrusive 

forms of initiation. But I know of others with similar traits who are nonetheless bullied. To 

find the balance between using and over-using such a trait to gain respect is complicated. 

Overuse may create a sense of insecurity and uncertainty for the boys, yet lead to ‘nat hou’. 

The new one should not exaggerate his being different (e.g. his intelligence) in the early days 

following admission, because once his peers feel that he is too confident and comfortable, 

they will have him forcibly manoeuvred into the position they believe fits him: the 

subordinate position of a new one.  

The processional quality of the initiation also shows in its temporality. For most new 

boys it ends with their incorporation into the ranks of the seasoned boys. As time progresses, 

they develop relationships to create safety, allies and companionship while being 

incarcerated. It is through these relations that they learn and practise the explicit as well as 

implicit rules of the institution. If a boy does not develop these relationships with his peers, he 

is at a higher risk of breaking implicit rules and having to fend for himself. Consequently, he 

will remain at the bottom of the hierarchy and continue to be victimised. But most new boys 

gradually become part of the community of seasoned boys and eventually will have earned a 

place among them.  

In the light of the initiation process I have described, the admission of a new one is not 

only a physical placement of an additional boy in Middletown. New ones have to be 

transformed into seasoned boys. Through initiation practices, seasoned boys assess a new boy 

and place him within their own hierarchy. A mesh of different factors, including the boy’s 

build, language and length of incarceration, influences how a new one will experience his 

admission day. To give deeper insight into the complexities involved in the initiation process 

and what a new one experiences on admission day, the following is a case study about a fight 

between two boys, a seasoned boy, Boere, and a new one, Zipho. This case highlights the type 

of violence a new one is commonly exposed to. I will analyse the incident and discuss the 

interplay of underlying factors that led to the episode of violence. 

 

4.4. The case of Boere and Zipho  

I was standing outside the dining hall talking to the occupational therapist. When I 

turned to look through the windows of the hall, Boere, one of the seasoned Tigers, started 

fighting with a new one named Zipho. It was Zipho’s first day at Middletown and his first 

lunch in the dining hall. As the institution houses only about 70 boys, the seasoned boys 

always know who the new ones are. It is easy to single out the new faces. Zipho was one of 

those faces that day.  

I watched through the window as Boere walked from the far corner of the hall to the 

table where Zipho was seated. When Zipho realised that Boere was walking directly towards 

him, Zipho stood up in an attempt to be prepared for whatever was coming his way. Boere 

then came face-to-face with Zipho and hit Zipho in the face with his fist. Zipho did not fall to 

the ground but was still standing strong. When Boere saw this, he hit Zipho twice again. Care 
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workers came charging and tried to stop Boere, but they were unable to do so as both these 

boys were physically strong and bigger than most boys at Middletown. Boere hit Zipho for 

the last time and finally Zipho fell to the ground. Once Zipho fell, Boere retreated and was 

taken back to the dorm, smirking. When the care worker asked what had happened, Boere 

said that Zipho swore at him and that was when Boere stood up to beat him. The care workers 

knew that Boere was not telling the truth. The staff then helped Zipho get up and told him to 

go to the nurse. At the same time, the rest of the boys in the dining hall evacuated the 

building.  

This incident appears to be rather simple: a fight between a new boy and a seasoned 

boy in which the new admission is being bullied. However, we need to unpack the 

interactions in more detail to understand what transpired here. First, I will describe the boys. 

Boere is a coloured boy of 16 and thus one of the older boys. He had been incarcerated for 

over six months already, and with his blue eyes, light brown hair and a hefty physical build, 

his physical appearance was unique in this setting because the majority of the boys are of dark 

complexion. Boere looks like someone who would have been previously referred to as white, 

hence his nickname. Female staff members consider him attractive and there have even been 

rumours that he was involved with one of the younger female kitchen staff.  

When the incident happened, Boere was housed in the dorm called Tigers. This dorm 

accommodates the older boys and boys considered to be more difficult to manage. It was 

obvious he was highly regarded among the boys and staff alike, if for different reasons. The 

staff perceived him as someone they could trust as he had been incarcerated for a longer 

period and they had been able to develop a relationship with him. They had been able to 

observe his behaviour and to a certain extent understand his character. In comparison with the 

other boys he had been able to create an image of maturity and predictability. Among his 

peers, he had a different image, however. In his interactions with the other boys Boere had 

created the frightening self-image of an unpredictable and aggressive individual.  

At the time, Boere had been incarcerated for a longer period than most of the other 

boys and because he was also older than most, he had a better understanding of the rules in 

the institution. In other words, he understood the expectations the institution had of him as an 

incarcerated boy. Boere projected different personas to different individuals in the institution 

and therefore received different responses from various people. He would alternate between 

these personas whenever he deemed it beneficial. Boere also gained power through being 

housed in the Tigers dorm. When a boy is housed in that dorm, he might be older or younger 

but perceived to be streetwise and dangerous. From the perspective of the seasoned boys, 

being housed in Tigers means that a boy is physically stronger, more experienced and 

aggressive, either because of his age or because of character traits. As a result, even without 

having to prove his strength, Boere was ascribed power by the mere fact of his being housed 

in this dorm. 

Zipho’s case was quite different. Zipho, a 14-year-old black African boy, was also 

physically bigger and stronger than many of the boys in the institution; in addition, he, too, 

was considered fairly attractive. But unlike Boere, Zipho was yet to accumulate power for 

himself as he had only been admitted a few hours before the incident with Boere occurred. 

Zipho was unaware of the existing hierarchy and implicit rules among the boys and had not 

yet had a chance to develop any relationships within the institution. However, he possessed a 

potential power: his tall, strong, muscular physical body. Even though Zipho was assigned to 

a dorm of younger boys Boere immediately assessed the potential of Zipho’s body to achieve 

something significant within the social space of the institution. Within this space, a bigger and 
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stronger physical body is understood as a body that can either inflict pain onto others or 

protect them. This is why Boere perceived the new boy as a threat to the power he held within 

the existing hierarchy and why he publicly tried to reinstate and reconfirm his power through 

the use of violence in the dining hall for the rest of the boys to witness. Boere challenged 

Zipho’s potential power and tried to make Zipho’s forthcoming process of accumulating 

power more challenging. After having been publicly disempowered, Zipho would have to 

explore various ways to reinforce his position among the boys and to accumulate power for 

himself. However, Zipho did not respond with fear, nor did he fall to the ground immediately 

after being hit. This created a fragile and questionable moment. Other seasoned boys 

discussed this incident in the dorm and were clearly impressed. One of them said, ‘I can’t 

believe that he (Zipho) was still standing after that punch. Boere was shocked.’ In the eyes of 

his peers the incident had rather contributed to Zipho’s latent powerful body image. It carried 

a promise of him being able to challenging the existing hierarchy. Zipho’s reaction created 

instability and insecurity in Boere’s position of power and the hierarchy in general. .  

Moments of confrontation such as this are opportunities where positions of power 

among the boys can be challenged and changed. The consequences of these moments can 

have long-standing effects that can either help or hinder a boy’s experience in the institution. 

One such long-standing effect could be the continuous victimisation of a boy, thereby 

creating permanent victims and perpetrators of violence. Zipho’s upright body after the hit 

can also be seen as him not fully being aware of the hierarchy and implicit rules among the 

boys or as him being aware and thereby displaying his own power, power which he had 

accumulated outside the institution. Whatever the reasons, he provoked and disturbed the 

existing hierarchy and upset Boere’s position of power. As a result, Boere had to hit Zipho 

again until he fell to the ground. It was important for Boere that the general population 

witness this display of his strength and Zipho’s fall. It reinstated Boere’s strength and position 

in the hierarchy and also showed that Boere did not fear Zipho and his potential of power.  

Boere’s exertion of power over Zipho and the onlookers did not extend to his 

interaction with the staff. When Boere lied to the staff about the reasons for his aggression, it 

showed how he wanted to maintain the positive image the staff had of him and how his 

position of power diminished when interacting with the staff. Boere knew that staff trusted 

him and he had developed a good relationship with them. Boere created and accumulated 

what I will call the ‘currency of power’ with the staff. He was able to create and gather power 

for himself through the socio-psycho-political status he had developed and the interactions he 

had been involved in over time. The power he had gathered he now used in his daily 

negotiations for his own benefit.  

 

4.5. The dynamic nature of power  

As is the case for all initiations, the admission of a new one means a change of 

relations within the entire institution. A new admission creates a volatile opportunity where 

any boy in the hierarchy can either challenge or sustain the existing power relations. Usually, 

the placing of a new one creates a general atmosphere of fragility and a state of flux among 

all seasoned boys and new ones. New or seasoned boys can either hold onto their existing 

rank or this rank can be challenged by others or themselves in order for a boy to be placed 

higher or lower in rank. In itself, when a new one enters the institution, this impacts on the 

physical situation in the dorms. Staff will have to shift seasoned boys physically to make 

space for the new boy.  
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Power is constantly being taken from, given to and created among boys in the 

institution. We have seen how cognitive capacities (intelligence), physical build and the 

appearance of a boy can be decisive as to whether a boy is susceptible to giving, taking or 

creating power. But vulnerability is not only present in the lower ranks of the boys’ hierarchy. 

Boys who are initially perceived to be less powerful may find alternative ways of exerting 

power. They come to the institution with a unique personal history and may have access to 

resources, which stem from their background or experiences that are not yet obvious to their 

peers or staff. Traits that may not have been meaningful in the outside world may transform 

into important resources in the context of the institution. This potentiality is a source of 

vulnerability for seasoned boys. Let us now look at how Zipho and Boere fared.  

One morning I joined the boys when they were playing kerem, a game similar to 

snooker but with a smaller table and cues. While talking with the boys in the courtyard, I 

noticed Zipho walking over to the board. He tried to bully Dylan into giving up his place in 

the game so that Zipho did not have to wait his turn. A care worker came and asked whose 

turn it was to play. Dylan replied that it was his turn. Zipho started to get angry and began 

speaking in Xhosa. The care worker, a middle-aged male, did not understand what Zipho was 

saying and asked him if something was wrong and if he had a problem. Zipho insisted it was 

his turn to shoot, but the care worker explained there are rules to the game and that he cannot 

intimidate other boys to get ahead. Zipho continued to complain, so the care worker repeated 

that he had to wait his turn. The care worker seemed frustrated and irritated. When Zipho 

walked back to his friends the care worker turned to me and said, ‘Zipho is testing the staff 

members.’ He explained that staff members were unsure of how to deal with him as he was 

creating problems to the extent that many were refusing to work with him and excluding him 

from programmes. Staff members were also expressing concerns about the safety of the other 

boys. 

A few weeks later I heard about an incident in which Boere’s safety was being 

threatened. He had fought with one of the other popular boys in the institution. This boy, 

Thembi, was well-known and liked among his peers, he had been incarcerated for a longer 

period, and other boys respected and feared him. Thembi had accumulated capital through his 

aggressive behaviour and strong body, but it was through his involvement in a gang that he 

increased his currency of power until it surpassed Boere’s capital. Thembi could include 

among his resources the loyalty of his peers that were in the same gang as him, his allies. As a 

result of the fighting and because he was the older one, Boere had to be removed from the 

institution and admitted to a new facility that housed older inmates. While Boere was being 

transferred, Zipho’s power increased.  

 

4.6. The 14-day transition 

In the early days of admission, the negotiation of power is quite intense. For certain 

boys this intensity may continue for a long period and the outcome of this process is far from 

predictable. As the days progressed after a newly admitted boy had entered the ranks of the 

institution, I observed how new ones underwent physical and emotional changes. In general, 

within the period of 14 days, there would be a significant change in the way new ones 

behaved in the institution. When admitted, they project an image of vulnerability, fear, 

uncertainty and powerlessness. As time progresses, many change to becoming aggressive, 

vigorous individuals. A few days after the fight between Zipho and Boere, Zipho was 

beginning to understand the rules of the institution and his possible position therein. He 
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started using physical violence and verbal intimidation as a way of accumulating power. 

Within a period of two weeks Zipho had shifted from being victimised to becoming a feared, 

seasoned boy. Zipho started recruiting boys as his allies at the institution. They would fight 

for him, steal, and cover up for him if needed. For instance, if he did something that could get 

him into trouble, these boys would take the blame and be punished for him, or if a fight 

started that involved Zipho, his allies would help to protect him. Zipho became an Mboza: a 

leader among the boys.  

His strategy emerges from my day-to-day notes of the interactions between the boys. 

First, he would bully new ones and later befriend them. These new ones would become 

members of his group because they also needed to create allies for themselves. Shane was an 

example of such a new one. When he arrived at the institution, Zipho threatened him to such 

an extent that, according to the occupational therapist and social worker, Shane had trouble 

sleeping because he feared for his life. The therapists stated that they constantly had to 

reassure Shane that, through all the years of their employment, no one had been killed. Shane 

found himself in the position Zipho had occupied only a few weeks before. Positions of 

power in the institution are fragile and changeable, and boys find various ways of creating 

power through creating allies and displaying aggressive and confrontational behaviour. 

 

4.7. Conclusion 

This chapter has described and analysed what happens when a new boy is admitted to the 

institution, the daily negotiations he is involved in during the early period of his incarceration, 

and the intricate social dynamics between the new and seasoned boys. 

I highlighted the emotional turmoil the new boys usually experience when having to 

leave their communities and enter the facility. The emotional experiences of these boys are 

often overlooked by the staff, given that most attention is given to the physical placement of 

the boy. The process of being admitted and settling into the institution is intricate and volatile. 

The new one has to deal not only with his experience of adapting to the facility but also with 

the official rules and implicit power struggles among the boys themselves. The data in this 

chapter showed the potential risks a new one is exposed to, including verbal, physical and 

sexual abuse by their peers. However, what is commonly perceived as bullying, unnecessary 

violence and intimidation by others is a complex negotiation process for currency of power 

and the forging of hierarchical relationships between the incarcerated boys.  

In the process, both new and seasoned boys are vulnerable. A new admission to the 

institution creates uncertainty and changes at all levels in the institution. The case of Boere 

and Zipho showed how power is fluid and ever-changing. Boys are found to constantly reflect 

upon their own positions in the hierarchy and institution and actively negotiate their status by 

acting upon other boys and staff. However, in the end power inequalities between boys and 

staff restrict their negotiating power.  

In the next chapter we witness another way in which these young boys move in and 

out of different labels that are attached to them. The chapter that follows will particularly 

highlight how staff influences the images that are created of the boys and how these images 

affect their daily interactions as well as boys’ futures.  
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5 THE MAKING AND UNMAKING OF CRIMINALS 

 

‘A criminal is a criminal,’ said the policewoman as she led me to the juvenile court’s 

underground holding cells, where inmates are confined while waiting to appear before the 

magistrate. She continued: ‘It doesn’t matter how old the child is, if you do the same crime 

(as adults do), you must be treated in the same way.’ It is clear that the policewoman had a 

non-negotiable, homogeneous understanding of a criminal. However, in my daily interactions 

at the secure care facility I observed that, in addition to the label ‘criminal’, multiple labels, 

different perceptions and characterisations of the boys were also produced and reproduced. 

Individual boys hold multiple rather than single labels, labels which they negotiate while 

interacting with other boys and staff. These labels derive from a boy’s perceived personal 

characteristic or behavioural and moral evaluations as to whether he is good or bad, friendly 

or unfriendly, violent or non-violent. 

This chapter describes the process of how boys are perceived and labelled as criminals or 

non-criminals by staff and peers. It shows how the representation and classification of a child 

as criminal or non-criminal is not as simple a matter as the policewoman made it out to be. 

The chapter explores the context-specific construction of boys as criminals or non-criminals 

and examines the factors contributing to this process. Three cases will be presented to 

illustrate various aspects of the labelling process. 

 

5.1. The case of Chris 

Early, one Monday morning I was on my way to the Sharks dormitory. As I walked 

down the passage past the offices of the clinical staff and managers, I crossed through the 

steel gate that leads to the courtyard. Here, I bumped into the social worker, Inga. She was 

leaving her group session in the Owls dormitory. As always, I asked about the group. Today 

she did not seem too pleased with the progress of the boys and their interaction within the 

dormitory.  

I started telling her about the group discussion I had had with the boys the week 

before. I told her about Chris, a 14-year-old boy who had been arrested for physically 

assaulting his younger sister and, while in the institution, assaulting one of the well-liked 

boys in the Sharks dormitory because he was friendly and humorous. He had been 

incarcerated for about two months and seemed to have adapted well. Inga and I discussed 

how co-operative Chris was and that he was seldom involved in physical fights. Inga said she 

felt that Chris was ‘not meant to be here’, in other words, that he did not belong in the 

institution. Chris needed help with his anger issues and once that was managed, he could go 

home. Inga believed he had potential and that he should not disappear deeper into the judicial 

system, for once a child enters the system, it would be difficult to remove him from it 

because he would deteriorate while incarcerated; once released, he would have to struggle to 

re-enter and participate in society.  
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My conversation with Inga about Chris raised the question of what specific factors led 

to us having this image of a boy like Chris. Why did we perceive him as a ‘non-criminal’? 

And why was it that over time this perception changed? I will try to answer these questions 

below by identifying and examining a number of factors that contributed to such changing 

perceptions.  

 

5.1.1. Developing relationships and daily interaction  

When Chris entered Middletown, staff members had access only to the scant 

information about him they received from the social worker and courts which had dealt with 

him before he was admitted. They knew he had led a fairly crime-free life until he assaulted 

his sister. They also knew he had reached a relatively high level of education (he was a senior 

at high school), lived in a somewhat stable home environment and enjoyed good relationships 

with his family. Even though Chris was admitted for a serious violent crime, on the basis of 

this information he was perceived among staff members as a child with potential. Staff 

evaluated him as having the ability to abandon criminal behaviour and not spend the rest of 

his life moving in and out of correctional facilities. This positive image of the boy was 

confirmed when, during incarceration, Chris established a history of good behaviour and 

relationships with boys and staff. He interacted respectfully with care workers, developed a 

playful friendship with them, and was very co-operative during programmes.  

As time goes by, staff closely observe the daily behaviour of boys. As a result, staff 

either confirm or reject the labels the boys received when entering the institution. In Chris’s 

case, staff supported the benign image of Chris because he was not seen as directly involved 

in perpetrating violence in Middletown. He would sometimes verbally threaten other boys, 

but in most cases he would report boys troubling him to the care worker. This reporting was 

part of the protocol for boys to follow when being abused. Chris’s behaviour led staff to 

perceive him as more mature than many other boys and to treat him as an adolescent rather 

than a young child. It also meant he was allowed more freedom physically and socially within 

the institution. 

 

5.1.2. Incarceration and criminal history 

Being newly incarcerated as a first-time offender is very important in the perceptions 

and labelling of the boys. The number of times a boy has been incarcerated, rather than the 

length of his previous incarceration(s), determines the type of label he receives. First-timers 

are mostly perceived as boys who are not completely immersed in criminal activity and rather 

as children in trouble, needing help. An additional factor closely linked to the boy’s criminal 

and incarceration history is the type of incarceration he had experienced before coming to the 

secure care facility. Staff explicitly argue that they have a clearer understanding of the child 

and will be able to predict his behaviour better when they are aware of the kind of placement 

he has previously been exposed to (if any), as this suggests the type of experiences he will 

have had. Different kinds of institutions have different reputations, reputations which 

influence the image of its (former) inmates. Moreover, these institutions and their reputations 

are hierarchically ordered, based on criteria of the levels of violence and corruption within 

the institution and the level of criminality of the type of inmate incarcerated.  
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At the top of the imagined structure is the most feared adult prison, the most notorious 

example being Pollsmoor prison in the Cape Town suburb of Tokai. Through extensive 

media coverage and stories, adult prisons such as Pollsmoor are known for the power of the 

prison gangs, high levels of violence perpetrated against staff and inmates, and general 

corruption that governs its daily running. It has become one of the most feared forms of 

incarceration. Secure care facilities, on the other hand, have been established for the 

incarceration of children and do not generally carry connotations of violence and corruption. 

However, different secure care facilities incarcerate different boys. Secure care facilities that 

house older boys, compared to the one where this study took place, are seen as more violent 

and as housing boys who are perceived as more criminal. Therefore, when a young boy has 

been incarcerated with older inmates either in a secure care facility for older boys or in an 

adult prison, he is perceived to have survived high levels of violence. In the eyes of staff and 

boys at a secure care facility for younger boys, this implies that he will possess strategies and 

power that implicate him in the perpetration of violence.  

In such a case, neither the length of incarceration nor the crime that the boy was 

incarcerated for is very important. Whatever the reason for his incarceration in a higher-

ranking institution in this hierarchy of violence, staff and boys in lower-ranked institutions 

will perceive him as someone of whom they should be cautious. One of the examples is Art, a 

14-year-old who was admitted to Middletown after being incarcerated at Pollsmoor for a few 

days because they did not immediately have a place available for him elsewhere. The boys’ 

perceptions of Art changed to something like respect when they heard that he had initially 

been incarcerated in an adult prison.  

Within the hierarchy of institutions for incarceration, secure care facilities for young 

children are positioned at the bottom because less violence, abuse and corruption are 

perceived to occur within its walls. The general perception in the broader structure of 

institutions is that secure care facilities incarcerate children who are troubled and have made 

bad decisions. A warden at Pollsmoor had this to say: ‘After all, they are still children. All 

they need is the proper guidance.’ Unlike Art, Chris came to the secure care facility for 

younger children without any history other than the crime he had recently committed and was 

therefore seen as a boy in trouble, not a criminal. As a result, the social worker suggested that 

Chris receive psychological therapy.  

 

5.1.3. The criminalisation of Chris  

Weeks later, I was told by staff that Chris had been sexually assaulting and 

sodomising two new boys, Chad and Reggie. One morning, a care worker found one of the 

new boys naked in his bed. The care worker questioned the boy, but it was other boys who 

informed her that Chris had been visiting the new boy at night and having sex with him.  

The news shocked me and I did not know how to respond because I felt betrayed by 

Chris. Noticing my reaction, one of the staff members said, ‘Yes, they look like that 

[innocent]. We sometimes forget that they’re criminals’. Then the occupational therapist 

interrupted, noticing the disbelief in my eyes: ‘They’re criminals, Heidi! You have to be very 

careful. They will pull the wool over your eyes’. Right there Chris had changed from being a 

child in trouble, a child with potential, into a criminal. I will call this process of transition in 

the eyes of others ‘the process of criminalising a person’. This process is fluid and fragile. Let 

us look a bit closer into the factors that assisted Chris in this transition to being criminalised.  
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First, there was his perpetration of a crime that was perceived as very serious. Similar 

to the hierarchy of institutions, there exists a hierarchy of crimes. Had he perpetrated a less 

serious crime he possibly could have negotiated and to some extent retained his label of 

troubled boy. But both staff and boys at Middletown perceive sodomy and rape among the 

more serious crimes one can commit. Boys believe murder and rape are only committed by 

‘real’ criminals. It was clear that the more serious and violent the crime, the higher the risk of 

the boy being defined as criminal. In a discussion with Ryan and Darius I asked how others 

see them when they steal cables. Darius said, ‘That’s nothing! They [the rest of the boys] 

only laugh at you saying you [are] a cable thief. I asked him, ‘So that’s not a criminal?’ Ryan 

said, ‘No, a criminal is someone who commits murder or rape’.  

Not only did Chris perpetrate sexual violence as such, but this violence was directed 

against new boys. Staff and boys perceive new boys as vulnerable and as adapting to their 

surroundings. In the hierarchy of violence the issue is not only the type of violence 

perpetrated, but also the type of victim it is directed towards and its frequency. Both boys 

who were violated by Chris were seen as more vulnerable than others by their peers and staff. 

Chad was mentally challenged, whereas Reggie was a ‘moffie’ (homosexual).  

Finally, it was precisely the fact that Chris’s participation in perpetrating violence was 

so unexpected, that created the impression of his sudden fall from grace. It created a sense 

that he was unpredictable, untrustworthy and, on top of that, dangerous. The relationships 

that once existed disintegrated as a consequence of him betraying the image of the gentle, 

troubled boy others had believed him to be. The staff’s expression of uncertainty and anger 

towards Chris after this information was divulged, which were feelings I shared, is a telling 

sign of this disintegration, but also, paradoxically, of the fact that close relationships may 

develop between staff and boys, including deep personal attachments. As the social worker 

remarked, ‘We sometimes forget that they’re criminals.’  

As a consequence of his actions, Chris’s new image eventually influenced the way in 

which he was managed. He was later moved to another dorm with older boys. But is it 

possible for someone labelled a criminal to make the transition back to being perceived as a 

non-criminal? And if so, what factors would influence such a transition? I refer to this 

transition from criminal to non-criminal, as registered in the eyes of others, as the process of 

decriminalisation.  

 

5.2. The case of Kyle 

Kyle is housed in the Owls dormitory. Given his age and length of incarceration, he is 

considered one of the older boys in the institution. At the time of our meeting, he had already 

been locked up for months. He was notorious for his aggressive behaviour, brawls with other 

boys and boldly challenging staff. Staff members often defined and responded to Kyle and 

his behaviour as problematic. For instance, if he asked a staff member a question, they would 

be quick to describe him as confrontational or seeking attention. Many staff members were 

reluctant and some of the clinical staff even refused to work with him. Most staff believed 

that he did not want to change and that he had already decided, for himself, that the criminal 

lifestyle was his future.  

Nevertheless, the occupational therapist and social worker invited Kyle to assist them 

in preparing a gender-based violence programme that they would be hosting one Monday. To 
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their surprise, Kyle agreed to assist and worked through the weekend. Kyle helped hang 

posters, create cards, and pack gift bags for visitors and so on. Over this weekend, staff 

developed a new relationship with Kyle and a new image of him. This once perceived 

criminal now proved trustworthy and reliable. On the Monday morning, just before the 

programme began, the social worker called me and said, ‘Kyle is a changed man. He was 

helping us the whole weekend. He was good.’ She smiled as she walked away. That 

weekend, Kyle exited his criminal identity.  

A history of violent behaviour and lack of co-operation assists in reproducing an 

image of being a criminal. According to the staff, if a boy disrespects staff and behaves 

aggressively towards them, this boy possesses ‘criminal ability’ and is not a child in need. In 

Kyle’s case his unruly behaviour was experienced as intentional. Staff referred to him as 

‘deciding’ not to change and to remain within criminality. The ascription of intentionality to a 

boy’s problematic behaviour plays a significant role in creating labels of criminality. When 

criminal and violent behaviour is understood to be intentional and conscious, the individual is 

perceived to be a criminal.  

The issue of intentionality was a regular issue of debate among staff and boys. For 

instance, Jim, who is 13 years old, murdered a toddler. He had to look after the baby while 

his neighbour left the house for a few minutes. According to Jim, the baby started to cry 

uncontrollably. He tried to make the baby stop crying and was unsuccessful. Eventually Jim 

picked up the toddler and started to shake her violently. As a result of the shaking, Jim killed 

the toddler. When staff and some of the boys heard what had happened, they would say, ‘It 

was an accident’ and ‘He was stressed out while looking after the child and he didn’t mean to 

hurt the child’. Because they assumed that Jim did not intentionally want to hurt the toddler, 

he was not perceived as a criminal. Instead, various explanations were provided to explain 

and justify James’s violent act. Therefore, the issue of intentionality is a key factor in creating 

or undoing the perception that someone is a criminal.  

However, the staff’s assessment of a boy’s capability of participating in criminal and 

violent behaviour is subjective. They would constantly try to decipher from different 

information available to them whether or not a boy has the ability to steal something or 

murder someone. Kyle’s case reveals the dynamic, contingent aspects of these processes. 

Kyle’s participation and co-operation with staff during just one weekend caused the shift 

from his ascribed identity of a criminal to that of a boy with potential. Proven wrong in their 

stereotype of Kyle, the staff reconsidered, redefined and re-developed his representation as a 

criminal. The case of Kyle emphasises how influential staff are in the making and unmaking 

of criminals. Yet, when a boy is labelled and characterised by staff, this does not necessarily 

mean the image is shared by all. Perceptions and images of criminality are contingent on 

what transpires in the relationships between the boy and staff members, and because different 

staff members may have different relations with the boys, the status of boys is under constant 

review.  

The next section further illustrates the subjective and contestable nature of the process 

of criminalising or decriminalising a boy, and how two boys involved in the same case can be 

perceived differently. 
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5.3. The cases of Brendon and Nathan 

Nathan and Brendon both live in a tiny village situated in the Overberg region outside 

Cape Town. The region is well-known for its wine farms, but alongside the picturesque 

farms, the local community is rife with violent crime. There are high levels of 

unemployment, alcohol consumption, and children suffering from Fetal Alcohol Syndrome 

(FAS). It was in this community that a terrible crime occurred that made it to the front pages 

of newspapers.  

A local paper reported: “Teenagers rape child” and “Kids arrested for gruesome 

attack”. The article begins in highlighting that inexperienced, young children were accused of 

brutally raping and physically mutilating a toddler. Brendon and Nathan were two of the 

three boys involved in the rape. The article explains how these three boys used a steel pole 

and wooden stick to sexually assault the toddler. This happened after the girl’s father took her 

with him to a shebeen and left her outside while he went drinking. The boys were able to lure 

the girl to a secluded field where they brutally raped her. After raping her, one of the boys 

picked up a brick and threw it in the girl’s face. It was believed that the boys intended to kill 

her but failed. The little girl survived the attack but lost her eye. She was found by others and 

then hospitalised for weeks. The family member who saw the girl soon after her attack said 

that she was unable to recognise the girl because of the physical damage inflicted on her. 

After the boys’ elaborate framing of a 38-year-old man, they were apprehended months later 

when their reports did not coincide. They were sent to Middletown for attempted murder, 

rape and sexual assault.  

Many staff members were distraught at the violence the boys had committed, the 

more so since Brendon had previously been incarcerated at the institution. Staff members 

reported ‘breaking down’ when they heard of the crime. Some staff even confessed that their 

families at home did not know how to handle them after having heard the news. A few 

months later, due to a lack of evidence, the boys were released. But while at the institution, 

Brendon and Nathan were not equally labelled. ‘Arme Brendon’ (poor Brendon) is what one 

of the care workers said when she heard of his involvement in the violent rape of the girl. In 

the same breath she said, ‘Maar daai Nathan, hy’s nie reg nie’ (But that Nathan! There’s 

something wrong with him). This seemed to reflect a general perception of the two 12-year-

old boys. Why were these boys, involved in the same crime, perceived differently? And how 

do these perceptions influence how they were managed? What factors influenced these 

opposite characterisations of the boys? 

 

5.3.1. The physical body and demeanour 

First, it appears that something about the boys’ bodies and demeanour played a role in 

how the staff perceived them. Brendon is exceptionally short for his age. Some staff 

suspected that he suffered from FAS. He also has a childlike voice. On the basis of his 

stunted physical development, staff and other boys managed him like a child. He was not 

perceived as a threat to other boys and was therefore often teased but not threatened or 

injured. Yet Brendon’s behaviour is not in line with his appearance. He is a re-offender and 

was being incarcerated for the fifth time. His crimes included house-breaking, theft and 

sexual assault. However, because he was perceived as needing help because of his physical 

shortcomings, many staff, in particular female staff members, protected him. Thus, regardless 
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of Brendon’s extensive criminal history and his most recent shocking crime, he was not 

perceived as a criminal in the context of Middletown.  

The situation was completely different for Nathan. Nathan was also 12 years old but, 

compared to Brendon, he was rather tall. Staff members said that he possessed a ‘blank stare’ 

and was eerily quiet, creating an uncomfortable feeling among many boys and staff. They 

judged him to be ‘weird’ and ‘creepy’. Compared to Brendon, Nathan had a capable and 

strong body that did not invite the protection certain staff assumed Brendon needed.  

 

5.3.2. Relationships  

As I discussed in relation to Kyle, the development of relationships between staff and 

boys influences a boy’s status as a criminal. Staff members found it difficult to relate to 

Nathan because he was relatively new and they were unable to develop a longstanding 

relationship in the few months that he was there. As a multiple offender, Brendon was able to 

develop relationships with staff members. His case challenged my initial idea that re-

offenders are always seen as the ‘bad’ guys. Paradoxically, re-offenders can benefit from 

their multiple incarcerations since they may be able to develop relationships with the 

professionals they encounter. Their becoming a familiar face in some cases may prove 

beneficial to them.  

For example, during my visit to a court in the city, three boys, with whom I had 

worked at the institution, appeared before the magistrate on a charge of house-breaking. All 

three were re-offenders. When they appeared before the magistrate, she said, ‘Ek is nou moeg 

van julle gesigte te sien. Ek wil julle nie hier weer sien nie’ (I am tired of seeing your faces. I 

don’t want to see you here again). She then acquitted them of the charges. Apparently the 

familiarity certain boys develop from being in the system for a period of time can influence 

their fate and image beyond the secure care facility, even in the court room.  

Brendon’s case reflects the development of a good relationship with staff and boys. 

But what happens when a boy does not develop a good relationship with staff, as in Nathan’s 

case? I watched how Nathan would sit silently in the corner of the room, watching the other 

boys. Because of his unsociable attitude, staff perceived him as being unpredictable and 

mentally unstable.  

 

5.3.3. Feelings of remorse 

Earlier I discussed intentionality and how the ascription of it to criminal deeds impact 

on how a boy will be labelled. In the case of Nathan, certain staff members went so far as to 

refer to him as a psychopath: lacking a conscience, incapable of feeling remorse or 

expressing emotion. According to one of the teachers, Brendon had confessed that he was 

involved in the crime and had indicated a sense of remorse when she asked him about the 

rape of the little girl. The teacher said he nervously responded that he was feeling bad for the 

crime and for the girl he had hurt. When I spoke to Brendon on another occasion, he 

explained how he decided to walk away from the crime scene: ‘Yes, I walked away … I left 

and went home …’ He added that Nathan continued to beat the girl after he [Brendon] had 

decided to walk away from the scene. The teacher said that when she asked Nathan why he 
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violently assaulted the girl, he stared back and replied, ‘When I saw her, I wanted to hurt 

her.’ After that he was silent. The teacher explained that ‘he felt no remorse for the crime that 

he had committed. At least Brendon showed some emotion. He was crying in my office.’ 

Brendon reinforced this perception of Nathan: ‘He [Nathan] is happy about what he had done 

because he was bragging to others about it and explaining how he had hit the girl to death.’  

 

5.3.4. Boys and accountability  

Closely linked to remorse and intentionality is the boys’ sense of accountability for 

the crime. Does the boy take responsibility for his violent behaviour? Staff suggested that 

Brendon was taking responsibility for the crime that he had committed. However, Brendon 

also explained that ‘Nathan told me to throw her with a brick … I was just doing what he told 

me to do.’ Brendon confessed he was scared that Nathan might hurt him if he didn’t follow 

his orders. Brendon was believed to speak the truth because of his position and relationships 

within the institution with staff and other boys. However, when Nathan similarly confessed to 

beating and sexually assaulting the girl, this was taken as proof of his insanity and pathology. 

He was seen as the main offender and his confession simply emphasised his accountability. 

In this case, the irony is that the multiple offender, who had been incarcerated for longer was 

more readily trusted than the first-time offender incarcerated for a shorter period. In other 

words, Brendon’s multiple and extended stay in Middletown helped him maintain his image 

as a non-criminal.  

However, even Brendon’s remarkably resilient positive image was not constant. 

When his brother Randall came to the institution at the age of nine for house-breaking and 

theft, Randall started getting more attention from staff than Brendon. He was much smaller 

than Brendon and adored by the staff. As a result, Brendon started fighting with his brother 

for what staff understood to be petty things. This led to Brendon being seen as being more 

criminal compared to his brother. Moreover, when Brendon would fight and bully the boys 

from Panthers who were smaller and younger than himself, staff would punish him more 

harshly by sending him to the manager’s office or isolating him from the group.  

 

5.4. Complexities of the labelling process  

In most cases, first-time offenders such as Chris are seen as more trustworthy than re-

offenders. Ascending the hierarchy of crime and hierarchy of institutions, in the eyes of staff, 

is usually unambiguously negative. However, this is not always so. The intersection with 

other factors – such as physical build, perceived lack of intentionality, remorse – may prevent 

a negative image developing of a particular re-offender. The case of Brendon illustrates this. 

Furthermore, staff and boys may have different images of a boy. From the boys’ point of 

view, upward movement in the hierarchy creates a sense of power and respect among peers, 

whereas for staff this commonly reflects the degradation of the boy’s well-being and his 

diminished ability to abandon criminal behaviour.  

When a boy enters the institution, staff and peers informally assess and eventually 

characterise him. The identity they ascribe to the boy based on their first impressions of him 

determines how they will interact with him. In the context of a correctional institution, such 

as a secure care facility like Middletown, the core dimension of the identity ascribed by staff 
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to a boy is that of being a criminal or not. The production, reproduction and transformation of 

such a label over time is a complex process. Once attached to a boy, the label of either 

criminal or non-criminal becomes influential in further shaping how a boy is perceived and 

how others respond to him.  

As the cases in this chapter have shown, perceiving and labelling of boys as criminal 

and subsequently dealing with boys as criminals is not only a consequence of the official 

charging and sentencing of a child for a crime he committed. Nor does it depend on standard, 

measurable criteria, such as the seriousness of the crime or the number of crimes a child has 

committed. There is a hierarchy of crimes that is taken into account in the labelling process, 

as much as there is a hierarchy of correctional institutions that is associated with a person’s 

status as a criminal or not. Relatively subjective criteria, such as to what extent a boy who 

commits a crime expresses remorse and acknowledges accountability, also plays a role. 

However, in the final instance these criteria are appraised and applied within complex daily 

interactions between the boy with staff and peers, thus making the labelling process 

dependent on constantly changing subjective factors. Through these processes, incarcerated 

boys, especially those who are multiple offenders, accumulate or exhaust social-

psychological capital: labelling is contingent on the history of their interactions within the 

correctional services as well.  

 

5.5. Conclusion 

The main argument of this chapter is not that once a boy is incarcerated he is 

permanently labelled a criminal. Rather, I have shown how perceiving and labelling (making 

and unmaking) incarcerated children as criminals or non-criminals is a fluid and negotiable 

process. It is the daily interactions among boys and staff in the institution that in the final 

instance determines a boy’s criminal status. These interactions are heavily influenced by 

subjective, moral appraisals by staff of a boy’s behaviour. The long time it took before 

Chris’s credit with staff ran out and his apparent fall from grace was influenced by him being 

a first offender as well as positive appraisals of his behaviour being respectful and 

cooperative during the early months of his stay. But his sudden fall from grace was deeply 

influenced by the staff’s feelings of disappointment at having been misled by the boy. Daily 

interactions that determine boys’ identities are also heavily dependent on the conditions (such 

as resources and competences) and contexts in which these interactions take place. Kyle 

would not have been able to redeem himself if the staff had not initiated a creative project 

and thinking of involving Kyle productively in it. Brendon and Nathan were eventually 

labelled as, respectively, a child needing to be protected and a psychopath, because of their 

daily interaction with staff and peers but also because of individual traits such as the potential 

of their physical bodies.  

The production and reproduction of labels related to one being a criminal or not 

influences and determines the management and experiences of the child in and outside the 

institution. It also influences the manner in which the boys respond to others and their 

environment. Such labelling of boys does not only affect how the boys are dealt with inside 

the institution. In the long run, it influences the future decisions that either result in longer 

imprisonment or discharge from the institution. In the next chapter, we will see that the way 

boys are dealt with in the institution and how they negotiate their roles and positions are 

influenced by social standards and community culture outside the institution.  
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6 FLUIDITY IN INSTITUTIONAL ROLES AND 

POSITIONS 

 

One of the characteristics Goffman (1961) identifies as typical of a total institution is the 

staff–inmate split, the fundamental divide between a small supervisory staff and a large 

managed group. Social mobility between the two strata is restricted as social distance is great 

and often formally prescribed. This chapter uses the concept of the staff–inmate split to 

examine a variety of aspects of the permeability between the strata of staff and inmates as I 

encountered them at Middletown. With the help of two case studies, the chapter will show the 

fluidity in social positions and roles of boys and staff and tease out the factors that account 

for this fluidity. 

The first case study presents differences in the interaction style of two male care workers 

with the boys and the differences in responses by the boys to each of these care workers. The 

second study introduces a female care worker and focuses on the role gender plays in the 

staff’s interaction with the boys. This latter case leads us to examples of institutional role-

reversal: boys caring for staff and for other boys, instead of staff caring for boys. Throughout 

the chapter we will see illustrations of the influence of social standards and community 

culture outside the institution on day-to-day interactions within the institution; illustrations, in 

other words, of the blurring of boundaries between social life outside and social life inside 

Middletown. 

 

6.1. Differences of style in the interaction among male staff members with 

the boys 

In the following case study we see the interaction between two different staff 

members and the same group of boys; we see, too, how the individual care workers impact 

differently on the behaviour of the boys and the interaction of the boys with them.  

 

6.1.1. Case study: Madala and Papa in interaction with the boys 

On 7 January 2008 I returned to the facility after the festive season to continue my 

fieldwork. This day was my first work day of the New Year. As usual, I went to the Sharks 

dorm. Here I met a staff member, called Papa, who had been working with the older boys. 

Our paths had not crossed until this day. Papa was accompanied by his colleague, Madala. 

Both staff members used to work in other dorms. The day I met them, Papa had just been 

moved to Sharks and Madala was standing in for an absent care worker. Papa is in his mid-

forties. He is a tall coloured man with piercing green eyes who appeared to be physically 

strong and capable. Complementing his physical build, he had developed a strong macho 

image. When he interacted with others, his loud voice carried authority and instilled fear 

among certain boys. Madala is of a similar age. He is a black African male, shorter than Papa, 

with a bald patch in the centre of his dark curly hair. Madala’s physical appearance is less 



Fluidity in Institutional Roles and Positions 

83 | P a g e  

 

intimidating than that of Papa. He is also less outspoken, and has a calm but assertive manner 

in his interaction with boys and staff.  

When I entered the dorm, Madala had started a programme with the boys. Two of the 

boys explained to me what the programme was about. They had to read statements aloud 

from a dissertation that Madala provided after which they were asked whether they agreed or 

disagreed with the statements and to motivate their response. One of the topics that the 

programme explored was lobola.
1
 Madala patiently and thoroughly explained what lobola 

was and how different cultures had different ways of expressing and practising marriage. 

Most of the boys agreed with the practice of lobola, whereas Nasief – whom we met in 

Chapter 3 and will meet again later – asked questions about the cost of cows and whether it 

was not too expensive for some people to have a herd and trade with it.  

After much discussion, Madala moved on to the next topic: whether girls were better 

with computers. Many of the boys felt that girls were not able to properly use computers. At 

that point I decided to challenge the boys. I mentioned the times that I had brought the laptop 

and projector to watch movies and how I had handled them, whereas they had been unable to 

set up this equipment. They started laughing and said that they were indeed unable to handle 

the devices. Darius and some other boys who had changed their minds now said that in their 

view girls were indeed as good at using computers as boys.  

At the end of the discussion that day Madala posed a specific problem to the boys, 

asking them to imagine being a father and one day receiving a call from their son’s school 

principal informing them that their child had been caught smoking dagga on school premises. 

Madala asked the boys, ‘As a father, what would you do?’ This question stimulated much 

debate on issues of fatherhood, good and bad parenting, perceptions of children, and the use 

of drugs and so on. The boys were visibly stimulated by this question and started interacting 

intensely.  

Nasief said that he would talk to his child and tell the child not to do that again. If his 

child smoked dagga again he would say, ‘I’m going to break your jaws’. The rest of the boys 

started laughing. I did not understand why, until the boys explained that it was Madala who 

usually gave those types of responses to them. For instance, if a boy was talking too much he 

would say, ‘Your horses are running too fast and they are going to fall, then you are going to 

cry.’ The boys said that Madala used these phrases when the boys were becoming too 

agitated and disruptive and thus attempted to diffuse undesired behaviour. Denver, also 

known by his peers as ‘Springbok’, said that he would not take issue with his child, to which 

Papa responded, ‘Denver will buy the dagga for his child. He will do nothing’. Papa then 

laughed. The rest of the boys started to laugh at Denver but Madala waited for them to focus 

again.  

At the end of the discussion, he summarised what the boys had said and introduced 

the topic of stigma. He told the boys that they were not always going to be 14 years old; they 

were going to get older and perhaps have children. He added they would have to work hard to 

rid themselves of the stigma attached to them. He explained that that would allow them to re-

integrate into the community, for the community did not trust them now and would remember 

what crimes they had committed. He remarked that many of the boys were even unable to go 

back to their communities. Darius reacted by admitting to his peers that he was unable to go 

                                                           
1 Lobola is a bride price, which among certain ethnic groups in South Africa entails a number of cows or a set 

amount of money paid by a prospective husband to the bride’s family. 
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back to his community because some people would want to kill him for his alleged rape of a 

young girl. 

Later that day, Madala left the dorm to go back to Panthers. For the rest of the day, I 

hung out with the boys and Papa. When Madala left, the general mood in the dorm changed. 

During Madala’s visit, the boys had seemed focused and content but now they appeared 

restless. They started to play fighting games and became increasingly physical and 

argumentative with each other. In the midst of this increasing unrest many of the boys 

gathered around Papa. Papa was telling them that he was not fearful of Tigers dorms, where 

he had worked previously. But the boys knew he had been transferred from Tigers to Sharks, 

and they started teasing him by saying that he was unable to be as macho and strong with the 

Tigers as he was with them in Sharks. They argued that he was unable to get away with his 

aggressive behaviour when he was working with the older boys. They gave these comments 

jokingly, but at the same time they seemed to me very confrontational.  

Soon afterwards, the bell signalled lunch time. Ronald, one of the boys, was lying 

next to me on the floor. Papa called to the others, ‘Maak vir Mavis wakker!’ (Wake up 

Mavis!). Mavis is a derogatory nickname used for a male who is perceived to be too feminine 

or someone who has homosexual tendencies, quite similar to the word moffie. The boys 

started to laugh and nudge Ronald, screaming ‘Mavis! Mavis!’ Ronald became irritated and 

started swearing, but eventually he stood up and joined the boys.  

 

6.2. Ethnicity and culture as factors determining differences in interaction 

What this case study shows is that cultural processes related to the ethnic identities of 

staff and boys play a vital role in their interactions. Boys and staff understand and evaluate 

each other’s behaviour in the context of their ethnicity. Perceptions of ethnicity deeply 

influence the interactions and relationships they establish.  

The case of Papa and Madala is exemplary. Even though they were of similar age, 

Papa and Madala were reared in different ethnic contexts as, respectively, coloured and black 

African. This was reflected in the way they dealt with intergenerational interactions. In Cape 

Town, coloured communities are believed to enforce less hierarchical relationships between 

young people and their elders than African communities, where a stricter hierarchy is 

perceived to structure relationships between children and their elders. Relationships between 

the generations are changing in all communities in Cape Town.  

However, these perceived differences definitely played a role in the expectations of 

the different staff members of how boys would and should behave; these preconceived ideas 

in turn shaped how staff interacted with the boys. For instance, according to Madala and 

other black African staff at the institution, children in their communities are taught that 

irrespective of who the person is, respect should be always shown towards elders. They 

expect black African boys not to be disrespectful to their elders, but were less strict on this 

point with the coloured boys they interacted with.  

Interestingly, this perception was shared among coloured staff members, who 

commonly stated that coloured boys appeared less respectful towards them than the black 

African boys. Clifford, a care worker of coloured background, commented in this regard:  
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They [black African children] are much more attached to their elderly; they value and 

respect their elders more than in the coloured community. It doesn’t matter if you [are] 

Afrikaans speaking or not, that respect is there. I think our [coloured] children were 

raised too open [with less rules and boundaries]. We grew up too open but with them 

[black Africans] that family bond and respect is still there. They [black Africans] 

respect you as an adult. Our [coloured] children do so as well, but probably not more 

than 10 percent. 

In Madala’s view, he is an elder to the boys and he expects them, both the coloured 

and black African boys, to respect him; this, in turn, influences the manner in which he 

conducts himself: generational distance is acknowledged and, paradoxically, this allows the 

boys space to confide in him and seek advice from him as an adult. Madala provides the boys 

the opportunity to be cared for and to be guided when needed. Thus Madala’s cultural 

expectation of ascribed respect, that is, respect that does not have to be earned but is 

unconditionally bestowed on him as an elder works both ways. Madala treats the boys 

respectfully as boys, allowing the boys, both the coloured and black African ones, to respond 

respectfully to him. 

In contrast, Papa, having been raised in a coloured community, allows the boys more 

freedom in how they respond to him. As a result, the boys respond to him as a peer and 

friend. This, however, can be problematic. When Papa needs to discipline the boys and 

cannot do that from a position of authority, his only recourse seems to be violence. For 

example, one afternoon two boys started to fight. The older boys grabbed the two fighters and 

carried them to Papa. When they stood in front of Papa, he started to hit them with the ruler. 

As the situation became more intense, one of the boys started to cry, and Papa insisted that he 

sit in the corner. In fact, Papa would often initiate and entertain aggressive interactions with 

the boys in the dorm. One day I watched as he physically hit boys with a ruler on their heads, 

knuckles and bodies. At one point, he kicked one of the boys when they did not listen to him 

and hit another with his fist over the boy’s head. He then laughed about it and teased the boys 

later.  

Different ethnic and cultural backgrounds also shape the communication styles 

between staff and boys in other ways which may lead to misunderstandings, which in turn 

may generate conflict. One of the staff members, Clinton, whom I earlier quoted, gave the 

following example of one such misunderstanding: 

Their [the boys’] backgrounds play a role. In our coloured communities if you 

don’t look me in the eye, you can’t be trusted, but in the African culture you 

must look down as a sign of respect. That is one difference between the African 

and coloured culture. So if boys look me [the elder] in the face and they don’t 

even feel bad, someone with another cultural background may not understand 

that, because in that other culture elders have to look a younger person in the 

face whereas the younger one has to look away. You as a younger person have 

to show respect in this way and if the staff member does not figure that out then 

he does not know [understand] the boys. 

Another issue that may underlie misunderstanding and conflict between staff and boys 

is that members from coloured and black African communities may differ in their 

predominant languages. Black African boys and staff speak an African language, mostly 

Xhosa, when interacting with each other. They, however, also speak Afrikaans, the language 

they use when interacting with boys and staff of coloured background. These language 
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differences may create feelings of insecurity and distrust between staff and boys, as well as 

among boys and among staff, which may result in conflict, as I explain below.  

The boys are very aware of ethnic and cultural differences in their interactions. 

During an in-depth interview, Rico and Ryan, both coloured boys, mentioned that they 

always face problems with a staff team (called ‘shift’ in the institution) composed of only 

black Africans, instead of an ethnically mixed group or coloured shift. They felt that the 

former would give the black African boys more freedom and listen to them more closely than 

to coloured boys. For instance, there was one team that solely comprised black African staff 

in the facility. When coloured boys would report black African boys to this team, they felt 

unease when staff would talk to the offending boys in their native language so that the rest 

would not understand. They said that grievances of the offended party would eventually be 

dismissed and they may even be punished themselves by being forced to stand in the passage 

of the dorm, isolating them from their peers and the activities in the common room. This 

same black African shift would scold boys in their native African language irrespective of the 

fact that coloured boys would not understand them.  

The ethnographic material above shows the influence of the social histories of 

individuals on the construction of the character and behaviour of the boys and the 

expectations they have of others. My discussion with Clinton suggests that staff members 

generally understand that the boys’ cultural upbringing is a factor in their behaviour. Cultural 

histories are enacted through the boys and staff in their daily interactions. The cultural 

dispositions of boys and staff may create a sense of belonging (for example, when black 

African staff speak to boys in their native African language, or when colored staff speak 

familiarly with the boys), but also frequently cause conflict based on different understandings 

of values and norms (for instance, regarding intergenerational communication) or based on 

expectations of behaviour. Both ethnic belonging and intercultural conflicts feed into 

interpretations of one another’s behaviour in terms of ethnic differences. Within the 

institution, boys expressed dissatisfaction at what they perceived as unfair treatment, on a 

daily basis, due to ethnicity. This eventually influenced and changed the way they interacted 

with others. 

 

6.3. Education and personality as factors intersecting with ethnicity and 

culture 

Perceived ethnic and cultural differences are obvious first reference points both for 

boys and staff when I explored their own interpretations of the institution, and it is clear these 

perceptions exert an influence on how boys and staff manage their interactions. Moreover, as 

a South African researcher who has been socialised in the context of the same dominant 

cultural divides, I also took these differences as an almost self-evident point of entry for 

analysis. In the preceding sections, I highlighted the contrast in how Madala and Papa 

interacted with the boys, attributing many of the differences I observed to differences in 

ethnicity and culture. Nevertheless, careful comparison of the cases of Madala and Papa with 

my data on the interactions of other staff members with the boys and with one another shows 

more complex dynamics at work. Differences between the behaviour of Madala and Papa 

cannot be attributed solely to ethnicity. Madala also has a higher educational level and better 

communication skills than Papa. Coloured staff other than Papa, with comparable education 

levels to Madala, all dealt with the boys in ways more similar to Madala than to Papa, even 
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though they shared their ethnic and cultural background with the latter. In other words, 

irrespective of ethnic or cultural divides, education and communication skills acquired 

through training play a major role in how staff interact with the boys. The more skilled the 

staff member, the more unproblematic his or her authority and the more respect he or she is 

shown by the boys. 

However, a careful analysis of my extensive descriptions of interactions and 

observations shows that none of the higher educated staff, whether coloured or black African, 

was so consistently calm and structured in his approach to the boys as Madala. With no other 

member of staff were different boys as open to change as with Madala. Similarly, in many 

respects Papa’ interactions with the boys were atypical of any other interactions between 

boys and staff in the institution. Therefore, my first and second levels of analysis – focusing 

on group differences relating to ethnicity, culture and level of education – should be 

complemented by a third level focusing on boys’ and staff’s impressions and evaluations of 

personal dispositions and the demeanour of one another as individuals. Madala’s consistent 

display of a general sense of calmness, trust and stability could also be perceived as a 

personality trait. Boys from different ethnicities respected Madala and perceived him as 

someone who motivates and encourages them. His workshops and discussions spoke to the 

boys of his earnest involvement and interest in the boys’ activities. They appreciated how he 

created a space for them to express their opinions and challenge each other’s ideas in an 

institution where this was not generally encouraged. The boys’ interactions with Madala were 

different to their interactions with Papa. Different aspects of their personalities were able to 

emerge, irrespective of their ethnic identities, in the latter interaction. During the programme 

with Madala, for instance, Nasief, as a coloured boy, displayed interest and thoughtful 

analysis; he became engaged in the discussion. Similarly, Darius, a coloured boy who was 

cautious about sharing information about his alleged rape charge, spontaneously brought up 

the topic during his engagement with Madala in the presence of other boys. 

In contrast with Madala, Papa presented an image of an individual who was less 

adult-like. He engaged with the boys in a similar manner to how they did with each other: 

boyishly playful but also aggressive and unpredictable. Through this inconsistent and playful 

image, Papa created a diminished status for himself in the eyes of the boys: of a friendly but 

lesser adult. As a consequence, boys from both ethnicities perceived and interacted with him 

as a friend and not an adult. They were always teasing Papa as he teased them and they 

repeatedly tested Papa’ boundaries, as they did each other’s boundaries (see Chapter 3).  

In particular, the boys relentlessly tested Papa’s macho facade. According to the boys 

in the younger dorms, Papa transfer from Tigers to Sharks was because he was weak and 

unable to manage the older boys. The boys from Sharks teased Papa about this and made 

comments such as, ‘Papa tries his luck here [Sharks dorm] because he can’t hit the older 

boys’ and ‘He [Papa] acts like the ou [macho guy] here [Sharks] but let him go to the other 

side [meaning the Tigers dorm where boys are physically bigger and generally more feared].’ 

Through such comments, the boys diminished Papa by suggesting that he possessed a hidden, 

more docile, effeminate side that would cause him trouble when in the space of the older and 

physically stronger boys. Papa’ habitual defensive reactions only seemed to spur on the boys, 

thus causing them to enact more aggressive behaviour.  

For example, in one of the situations described above, Papa participates in and 

contributes to the demeaning of one of the boys, Reggie. Instead of avoiding and defusing 

conflict within the dorm, Papa encouraged the boys’ use of a tarnished word, ‘Mavis’, which 

in turn led to an angry reaction by Reggie. Similarly, during an otherwise constructive 
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workshop, Papa teased Denville, who like Reggie is a coloured boy, that Denver would buy 

dagga for his child. In other words, instead of Papa using this moment constructively, he 

teased Denver instead about what he would likely do if he were a father.  

The case study of Papa and Madala illustrates the complexities that guide the daily 

interactions of boys and staff in the institution. Whereas ethnic and cultural differences play a 

role, particularly in what is expected of how roles are fulfilled, levels of education, acquired 

skills in communication, personalities and how they are perceived, are important as well. The 

dispositions of these individuals shift in particular interactions with others and, as a result, the 

boys and staff change the images and characters they project within particular situations on 

specific individuals or groups. This was the case as much for Darius – who felt safe enough 

with Madala to disclose concerns regarding his community’s reaction to his alleged crime, 

but started swearing when ridiculed by Papa – as it was for Papa himself, whom boys 

recognised to be a different person among younger and older boys.  

In short, this case study, like the one of Heather that follows below, displays the 

fluidity of the roles and positions of the boys and staff and how various individuals enact a 

particular image in particular interactions.  

 

6.4. The role of gender and sexuality in interaction between staff and boys 

The same day that Madala asked the questions about lobola and fatherhood, I returned 

to the dorm after lunch. Again, I sat with the boys on the floor, talking about what had 

happened during the day and especially the programme they had participated in. Chris, who 

at first was sitting among the boys, moved closer to sit next to me, leaning against the wall. 

Papa called him to the table and started teasing Chris that he was less interested in the 

discussion than wanting to sit next to me. Chris laughed, denied this allegation and returned 

to the group, while Papa continued to tease him even when he came back to the group. This 

experience made me feel uncomfortable. It was the first time in the institution that I felt 

objectified as a woman. In the months I had spent at the institution up to that moment, the 

boys had always behaved respectfully towards me. When in my presence Papa whispered to 

Chris and Darius, ‘Chris, hou jy vir jou ougat?’ (Chris, are you being promiscuous?) or made 

remarks with sexual innuendo to the boys about other staff members, I felt he not only 

displayed inappropriate behaviour himself but also invited the boys to become disrespectful 

towards me. This raises the question of what role gender and sexuality play in the interaction 

between staff members and boys. The relevance of this issue is illustrated in the case study 

presented below. 

 

6.4.1. Case study: Heather and the boys  

One Tuesday morning I interviewed the occupational therapist, Heather. She is in her 

mid-thirties: a slender, well-toned woman with dark shoulder-length hair. She is an attractive 

young woman with a high-pitched voice that complements her flamboyant nature, her brown 

eyes and contagious, ‘larger than life’ laugh. She is always well-groomed and her make-up is 

usually flawlessly applied; her clothes are trendy yet appropriate for the workplace. 
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Heather was one of the first staff members to invite me to chat in her office. She also 

welcomed being interviewed. As our relationship developed, Heather felt comfortable enough 

to share with me experiences that had troubled her. She spoke about the way the older boys 

would talk about and sometimes interact with her in a sexual manner. They would make 

reference to her physical make-up. She said that she was being ‘sexualised’ by the more 

‘troublesome’ boys in the older dorm. She defined ‘sexualised’ as the way that she was being 

spoken about and perceived by the boys. One of Heather’s colleagues informed her that the 

boys had been talking about her in a sexual way and some admitted they masturbated while 

thinking of her. Heather was disturbed by this because she had regularly assisted a colleague 

in facilitating group discussions with these boys. She explained their behaviour as one of the 

ways the boys were ‘showing off’ to one another, as well as testing her boundaries.  

Generally, there appeared to be a silence in the institution around sexual behaviour or 

sexual violence. Heather, however, was one of the few staff members who frequently 

confronted this issue. For example, when I participated in her programmes, she repeatedly 

screamed ‘Boud spasie!’ (Leg room!). She shouted this when physical proximity between 

boys was too close. This was one of the ways she attempted to create physical distance 

between the boys. By doing this, she hoped that the boys would learn to physically distance 

themselves from each other and that this would eventually decrease the sexual violence 

between them. On a few occasions the boys themselves would tease each other and scream, 

‘Boud spasie!’ During one of her programmes she said to the boys, ‘Julle weet wat gebeur as 

daar geen boud spasie is nie! Julle raak benout en dan vat julle aan mekaar’ (You know 

what happens when there is no leg space between you! You get all hot and bothered and then 

you start grabbing each other). In this example, Heather was clearly raising and engaging 

with a sensitive topic in an overly patriarchal order inside this institution.  

 

6.4.2. Gender, age and power relations as intersecting factors impacting institutional 

interaction  

The case study of Heather and the boys illustrates that gender played a significant role 

in the interactions between the staff and boys. I observed repeatedly that men and women 

interacted very differently with the boys. Men display themselves as more or less 

authoritative and strict (see previous section), whereas many female staff members displayed 

more of a nurturing role, such as hugging the boys when they were sad. Male staff did not 

show this type of affection. As a result, the boys often responded and communicated 

differently to male and female staff.  

Age is one of the factors that intersect with gender. The boys who challenged and 

created unease with Heather were from Owls, a dorm that houses older boys. Because she 

was one of the youngest staff members, in her mid-thirties, Heather was at risk of being 

perceived not as a usual staff member but as a woman young enough to be a potential 

girlfriend. This was particularly the case for the older boys. The lesser frequency of the 

interaction between Heather and the boys who sexualised her also played an important role in 

the manner the boys interacted with her. She worked closer with the younger boys than with 

the older group. As a result, she was unable to develop a deeper bond with the latter and this 

created social distance from her. In other words, Heather became somewhat ‘exotic’ to the 

older boys.  
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I asked Heather how she dealt with being ‘sexualised’ by the boys. She explained that some 

time ago she had decided to confront the boys during a group meeting about their behaviour, 

but the boys denied ever having spoken about or treated her in this manner. Heather was 

clearly frustrated with their response and reported this to the manager of the institution. The 

manager disagreed with the manner in which Heather dealt with the situation, and felt that 

she had been too confrontational and accusatory. She expected Heather to deal with the boys 

on this issue individually and first investigate the accusations before talking to them as a 

group. Heather concluded that she felt betrayed by the lack of support she had received from 

the manager. She knew she was not the only female staff member who was being 

‘sexualised’. In Owls, a female care worker hit one of the boys after he was found lying 

underneath the staff table to look under her skirt. According to Heather, ‘This was an incident 

where a boy challenged a care worker not as an adult–child but as an adult–adult.’ Since 

these events, Heather did not want to go into the dorm alone; she was always accompanied by 

a colleague.  

In most of my discussion with Heather she maintained a professional and clinical 

understanding of her experience. She used words such as ‘troublesome boys’ and the boys 

‘showing off for each other’. It seemed as though during the discussion she was able to 

emotionally distance herself from the experience. She constantly mentioned how the boys 

were distancing themselves from their own experiences and that this was how they gained 

power over their experiences. But she did not reflect on how the boys were able to gain 

power over her and how she was distancing herself from her own experience.  

In her effort to cope with the situation Heather focussed on her role as someone who 

needed to understand the boys and care for them. Outside, the community was protected from 

the boys but inside the emphasis shifts to the boys who need to be protected from further 

involvement in crime, abuse, violence and so forth. Yet the boys are also in a position where 

they are able to oppress staff members at times. When Heather found herself lacking the 

support of the manager of the institution, she felt that the boys were being ‘cared for’ but not 

the staff members. Heather’s case shows us how the staff member can also become the one 

who needs to be cared for. Interestingly enough, it is the younger boys with whom she had a 

more intense relationship with and also cared for her. The older ones however would 

challenge Heather’s authority.  

 

6.6. Boys as protectors and carers 

6.6.1. Boys caring for staff 

I accompanied Heather and her colleague Inga, a social worker, on an excursion to 

two of the boys’ homes. These trips are called forensic assessments, previously referred to as 

‘home visits’. This type of visit is usually undertaken when the communication between the 

boys and families is, for various reasons, minimal.  

That morning we departed early to two rural communities in the Western Cape. We 

headed to Elim and Caledon to meet the families of two of the boys from Sharks. Half-way 

there, we stopped to have lunch in the back of the van. When we were about to have lunch, 

Heather wanted to find a shop to buy some goods for herself and draw money from an ATM. 

She turned to the boys and asked if they would escort her to the machines. They agreed and 

followed her. She shouted, ‘They are my protection now.’ She once again faced them and 
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said, ‘You better protect me, hey!’ and giggled. The boys shook their heads and escorted 

Heather to the ATM.  

She laughed when she suggested that the boys protect her. Heather did not know the 

area, but even though the boys did not live in this area either, they lived nearby and felt a bit 

more comfortable here in Caledon. This is why she trusted that the boys were more familiar 

with that environment and its people, which was indeed the case. Heather assumed that she 

needed to be protected from the criminals in the community when she was walking around. 

She felt vulnerable in the new space and depended on the boys creating safety for her. Her 

position here changed to someone who needed to be cared for, and the boys under her 

protection exchanged their position from being cared for within the institution to the 

protectors outside. In other words, the context in which the interaction takes place impacts on 

how staff and boys enact their relational identities. These are shaped by different meanings 

and understandings when inside the facility compared to outside, in the community. 

Similarly, sometimes the boys took the roles of protectors for staff inside the 

institution as well. Heather was also cared for by the boys she worked with, the younger ones, 

when she was confronted by seasoned boys, especially when the seasoned boys were rude or 

wanted to test her boundaries. The seasoned boys would try to intimidate Heather or would 

defy something she had said. For instance, during lunch, Heather tried to calm and quieten 

the seasoned boys and asked them to be less rowdy as they entered the hall. The boys looked 

at her and continued to talk as if she were not there. She started to shout at them to quieten 

down; still they continued. When the boys from Sharks noticed that Heather was in a difficult 

position they shouted at the Owls boys, shushed the hall and asked the other boys to co-

operate.  

The boys from the Sharks dorm would protect Heather verbally as well as physically 

by opposing any negative perceptions or comments about her. For instance, during lunch in 

the hall, I listened to the discussion between boys from the Sharks and Owls dorms. They 

were talking about Heather, with the Owls remarking how Heather was always screaming at 

them, making them relieved they did not have to deal with her every day. The boys from the 

Sharks dorm responded by saying that the Owls did not understand her and the way she 

worked with the boys. The Sharks continued to say that she would allow them to play 

different games. They then explained to the Owls that if she were shouting at them, it was her 

way of trying to encourage the boys to do better and be better. The Sharks explained her 

behaviour as that of someone trying to improve the lives of the boys. The boys from Sharks 

then started to tease the boys from Owls about the older social worker that was working with 

them. The Sharks were laughing and said that the Owls had to deal with an old woman 

whereas the Sharks had Heather who is young and vibrant.  

The younger boys assisted Heather in this way because she works closely with the 

younger boys and therefore is able to develop a deeper relationship with them. This 

relationship includes a sense of ownership, belonging and protection, not only from her side 

but theirs too. Interestingly, this closeness and protection did not only exist within the walls 

of the facility, but extended beyond the institution to the outside community, as was reflected 

in the protection she received when cashing money.  
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6.6.2. Boys caring for boys 

Boys did not only undertake the role of protector of certain staff members; they also 

accepted the same role among their peers. I often watched how boys engaged with each other 

to maintain some sort of social order within the facility. For instance, Jason attempted to get 

his peers to participate and focus in a workshop. The boys were making a noise while the 

facilitator was trying her utmost to get their attention and, more importantly, have them 

participate. After her various unsuccessful attempts, Jason eventually shouted, ‘Stilte in die 

hof!’ (Silence in the court). Immediately his peers were quiet, and he turned to the facilitator, 

saying, ‘You can continue now.’  

During this programme, the facilitator mentioned to me that she needed an assistant in 

these types of programmes because it was difficult to contain the boys. I witnessed a boy 

dividing the dorm into groups so that they could start a workshop presented by a care worker. 

On numerous other occasions, boys would tell the next shift of staff in their dorm about what 

had happened earlier in the day. In one instance, a boy reminded one of the care workers that 

his peer still needed to be disciplined for not having adhered to the care worker’s instructions.  

Boys also assisted their peers during workshops. As one of the programmes 

progressed, the boys read the stories they had written. Many of the boys were illiterate and, as 

a result, their peers who were more confident academically came forward to assist them 

without any encouragement from staff. For example, Jason’s entire team was unable to read 

and write. Therefore, Jason took it upon himself to read and write for all the boys in his 

group. He asked the questions and asked them to answer verbally. Once he received their 

information, he would record it on paper. 

The boys also assisted one another when they were trying to stay out of trouble. One 

afternoon, a care worker took one of the boys to the manager because he was misbehaving in 

the dorm. As soon as she left, the boys rushed to the table where she sat (and where I was 

sitting at the time) to peek at the staff book. Staff used this book to record all the happenings 

during the day and made it available for the night staff. The night shift would then be able to 

see what had happened during the day, including those who had been misbehaving. When she 

left, the boys wanted to see whether their names had been recorded for that day. I sat at the 

table where I watched and listened. They shuffled through the book in search of their names. 

Some of the boys were taking too long to check whether their names were there. They 

appeared to be struggling to read what was written but then one of the academically stronger 

boys said, ‘Let me read it! I read faster than you all. We need to get through this before she 

comes back!’ Without hesitation, the boys handed the book to Philly and he read the names to 

his peers. The others listened attentively.2  

The boys also assisted each other by communicating information to peers. While 

hanging out with the boys in the dorm, I asked them to describe their experiences in the 

facility. One of the boys explained how the care workers would hit the boys. Before he could 

complete what he was saying, one of his peers responded angrily, ‘The care workers have to 

help you properly but they hit and scold you.’ I asked him, ‘How must they help him?’ and he 

responded, ‘They must show you the right way. If you mistakenly do something wrong, they 

don’t listen to what you have to say, they just hit. They let you sit in the hall from the 

                                                           
2
 I chose not to intervene because I wanted the boys to be able to act in a way that they would normally do, 

regardless of my presence. I did not want the boys to see me as another care worker. Instead, I wanted them 
to feel comfortable enough to act as ‘naturally’ as they wanted.  
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morning until the evening on that cold floor.’ Then another reacted, ‘They don’t have the 

right to hit us! We are not here for them to hit us!’ I then asked, ‘So what are you here for, 

then?’ He continued, ‘We are here until our cases are over.’ It was a rather common 

experience that when a boy was unfairly treated and his peers witnessed this, they would 

intervene by providing information and possible alternatives for their peer to consider.  

Similarly, when new admissions enter the facility, the seasoned boys assume the duty 

of informing the new one of the rules and regulations at the facility. In an interview with two 

boys, we were talking about new admissions when one of the boys responded, ‘We tell them 

the rules ourselves’. In response to my question ‘What type of rules?’ he said, ‘If he wants to 

go to the toilets he must ask and he mustn’t talk to the care workers.’ I said, ‘But why 

shouldn’t he talk to the care worker?’ The boy reacted, ‘No! He can talk to the care workers 

but he mustn’t backchat!’ Then his friend gave an example of some of the rules: ‘You may 

also not touch one another’s private parts, and also no fighting.’ 

These examples clearly demonstrate not only that the boys are influenced in their 

behaviour through the behaviour of staff members but that staff members are also influenced 

in their behaviour by the behaviour of the boys. There are no clear boundaries demarcating 

roles and positions assigned respectively to staff (caretaker) and boys (care receiver), but 

these roles and positions prove to be interchangeable in some respects. The institutionally 

assigned roles and positions are continuously challenged in the daily interactions within and 

outside the institutions between and among staff and boys.  

 

6.7. Conclusion 

In theory, Middletown was perceived as a total institution; a place where staff 

members were assumed to possess power with clearly assigned roles compared to the boys, 

who were perceived as children, in need of care and being watched over. In practice, 

however, the examples presented in this chapter illustrate that there is much variety in the 

ways staff members use their power and interact with the boys.  

I have not chosen the cases of Madala and Papa and their interactions with the boys as 

typical representatives of major ethnic and cultural divides. On the contrary, they empirically 

emerged from my ethnographic data as extreme cases, not because of their own differing 

characteristics, but because of the widely different way in which their interactions with the 

boys developed and affected the boys. Taking them as extreme cases, I explored the multiple 

dimensions that are at stake in the institutional interactions between staff and inmates on the 

ground, allowing for a fluidity of roles not covered by the classical picture of a total 

institution. How Madala and Papa have been socialised in their own communities, what they 

expect of boys’ behaviour, and what boys expect of them, do play a role in the interactions I 

observed. However, Madala, of black African background, also represents the more educated 

and skilled staff, many of whom were coloured as well as black in the institution. Papa, of 

coloured background and having had lesser training and education, also displayed personality 

traits in his interactions that were absent in other interactions of staff that he shared group 

characteristics with. I have shown how these differences are acted out in specific contexts 

within the daily life of the institution and how it leads to widely differing restrictions and 

opportunities for boys to act and express themselves, sometimes varying over the day, when 

shifts of caretakers replace one another. In contrast to the image of a total institution where 

rigid rules determine the relations between staff and inmates, my case comparison displays 
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the fluidity of the roles and positions of the boys and staff and how the various individuals 

enact and play out a particular image in particular interactions. 

Likewise, the examples illustrate that there is a variety of ways that boys respond to 

their assigned position of powerless children in need of care. Occasionally, as we have seen, 

there is a relatively strong blurring of presupposed institutional identities. A striking example 

is the role-reversal in terms of caring. The pre-institutional lives of the boys in many ways 

influence their institutional lives. In their pre-institution life the now institutionalised boys 

exerted violence from a certain position of power, and many of them do not give up that 

position entirely within the institution. They have not become what Goffman calls ‘mortified 

selves’. It may be that it is also the caring role the boys performed in their pre-institutional 

life (for instance, for their mother and other close family members) that influenced their role-

playing in terms of care for certain staff members and for their peers. Caring for others, 

especially women, is related to the boys’ perceptions of masculinity and their social roles as 

men, and taking up caring roles in the institution is what from their perspective males are 

supposed to do.  

Similarly, in the way staff members behave inside the institution we see a reflection 

of social standards and cultural values that exist outside of it. In short, staff and boys act and 

interact in the institution based on social dispositions, cultural backgrounds, educational 

levels and personality structures that they also displayed in their lives outside the institution. 

It depends on the specific context within the institution in which certain interactions are 

played out how strict or permeable the boundaries between social life inside and outside the 

institution, and between the roles and positions officially assigned to staff and boys, prove to 

be. 
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7 MOVING BEYOND THE PHYSICAL CONFINEMENTS 

OF THE INSTITUTION AND BACK IN 

 

While the previous chapter focused on the fluidity of the roles and positions of staff and boys 

within the institution and the influence from the outside on the enactment of these roles and 

positions, this chapter focuses on movements across the physical boundaries of the institution 

as another aspect of its permeability. After a brief overview of the range of physical 

movements across the walls of the institution, I specifically examine the boys’ running away 

from the institution, a practice that is termed abscondment in legal and policy documents and 

accordingly also within the institution. 

My extensive experience in adult prisons made me believe that it would be difficult if not 

virtually impossible for boys in such places of confinement to escape from the grounds. 

However, in Middletown running away was not such a rare and arduous action. In fact, it was 

a regular, almost routine occurrence. The study of this practice sheds more light on the boys 

as social actors in the secure care facility where they are supposed to be confined. I will 

subsequently address the following aspects of abscondment: the ways it is enacted; the boys’ 

reasons for running away as well as their reasons for returning to the institution following 

their escape; the various responses staff members give to the running away; and the 

institutional sanctions in the case of abscondment. 

I conclude that while moving beyond the physical confines of the institution and moving back 

again does contribute to the communication between incarcerated boys and their families and 

communities, as favoured by policy documents, in the end this movement leads to a 

reinforcement of the objective of the ideal type of a total institution. 

 

7.1. Communication and physical movements across the walls of the 

institution 

In Middletown there was full recognition of the importance of the boys’ maintaining 

contact with their family and friends. This contact was encouraged in a variety of ways. 

Middletown is supposed to be a visitor-friendly space. It arranges transport for family and 

friends living outside of the city who want to visit a boy in the institution. Weekly telephone 

calls by boys to friends and family are encouraged. Also, supervised sleepovers are organised 

in which family are allowed to visit and stay over for the night with their children. Often 

family and friends would come to the institution without having arranged an appointment. In 

those cases they were usually welcomed and facilitated to see the boy they came to visit.  

Besides family and friends, various professionals also moved in and out of the 

institution. Religious leaders, doctors, social workers, probation officers, police officers, 

lawyers and others were able to move through its gates. Through the fences, boys within the 

institution sometimes interacted with their peers outside the institution. During the holidays, 
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the boys would play different sports on the field. On one occasion, I watched a group of 

young boys standing outside the barbed wire fence surrounding Middletown chatting with a 

group of boys inside, challenging each other about the sports they did. 

Boys themselves could cross the physical boundaries of the institution for various 

reasons. A boy could, for instance, be sentenced to confinement in another institution or he 

could be moved to another institution because he had become too old to be housed in a secure 

care facility. In addition, boys might be placed elsewhere because of being bullied or bullying 

others or because space was needed for a new admission. The only thing a boy could do to 

leave the institution on his own initiative was to run away. 

For governmental departments responsible for the institutionalization of boys 

suspected of criminal behaviour or sentenced for it, and for secure care facilities themselves, 

running away is referred to as abscondment. This term refers to the act of scaling the walls 

irrespective of whether the boy plans to return on his own account or for how long he 

absconded. However, whether staff members at secure care facilities documented the 

combined act of running away and returning as an abscondment, I do not know. This latter 

kind of abscondment can be perceived as one of the ways they were able to maintain contact 

and interact with people outside the institution. 

 

7.2. The act of running away  

On a cold day in June, as I was leaving the institution to go home, Denise, a care 

worker, asked the boys to sing a few gospel songs for me. She told them to stand in a circle 

and invited me to join them in closing the circle. The boys started to sing. They looked as if 

they were enjoying themselves: clapping hands and dancing. The boys chose specific gospel 

songs they wanted to sing. While they were singing, I was standing in the circle, watching 

and listening while some of the boys started to act out the lyrics. The contrast between their 

situation of incarceration and their enactment of happiness through singing and dancing was 

an emotional experience for me because I was very aware that I had a choice when I wanted 

to leave the place but they were confined to this space against their will. Soon, however, this 

preconception of mine was challenged. 

While the boys were singing, we all saw a security guard run past the barred windows 

next to the dormitory. The guard pushed the gate open and continued to run towards the 

square, grass-patched courtyard situated behind Sharks and Panthers. All the boys in the 

dorm ran to the window to watch. They started screaming, ‘Daar spat hy, daar spat hy!’ (He 

is running, he is running!). Denise explained to me that one of the boys from another dorm 

was trying to run away. I made my way to the window, wanting to see if the guard would 

catch the boy or whether the boy would successfully escape. The guard was running back and 

another guard came to assist him. Denise then said to the boys in the dorm, ‘Nee wat, hy gaan 

dit nie maak nie’ (No way, he is not going to make it). The boys laughed and seemed excited. 

They challenged Denise, and said that they believed the absconder had escaped. After all the 

commotion, the boys moved away from the window and continued singing as if nothing had 

happened.  

This was one of numerous attempts to abscond from the secure care facility I 

observed or heard about during the period of my stay at the institution. Some were successful, 

some not. In the earlier days of my fieldwork, I would vaguely hear the whispers of boys as 
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they planned their escapes or spoke about those who had already escaped the institution. As 

time passed and my relationships with the boys deepened, they started to include me in their 

planning and their reasons for wanting to escape. Nasief was one of these boys. 

Nasief was a 13-year-old boy.. Early one morning he attempted to run away but was 

caught. Later the same day, he told me he was planning a second attempt that day. As the day 

progressed, I asked him, ‘So are you still thinking of running away today?’ He replied with 

no hesitation, ‘Yes!’ as he stared outside the window and then turned to catch a glimpse of 

my response. ‘How are you planning to do it?’ I asked, waiting to see whether he would 

include me in his plan. He placed his arms on the table and moved closer so that I could hear 

him quietly explaining his earlier attempt that morning:  

I got up here [as he pointed to the steel gate next to the dorm where he sleeps], when 

the gate was closed. Then I climbed onto the wall and onto the roof. Then I ran down 

here [pointing to the ceiling of the room] till by the Panthers. I walked across the sink 

roof and jumped down there [over the barbed-wire fence]. When I ran this way [as he 

signalled in the direction of the main road near the institution], the security saw me. 

So he caught me. 

6.2.1. Escaping from unsafety in search of freedom 

At the time of the interview, Nasief had been institutionalised for 18 days. When I 

questioned him about why he wanted to escape, he made it clear he was unhappy at the 

institution. I asked him whether he wanted to tell me what was wrong. We went to the staff 

room in the dorm and he disclosed how he was being bullied in the dorm. The seasoned boys 

physically beat him, stole his belongings and constantly verbally abused him.  

His story confirmed my impression of him. I had noticed that he had been struggling 

to adapt to the boys and the ways of the institution, and that other boys were always picking 

on him and challenging him. The seasoned boys realised Nasief was less confrontational than 

many of the other boys. I had also observed that in most cases Nasief did not respond with 

physical aggression or verbal abuse, which tends be normalised behaviour among staff and 

boys. Nasief replied to my further questioning about his reasons for absconding that for him 

being institutionalised is a waste of time. He added: ‘I also don’t want to be here every day 

when there’s trouble. Each day here, I cry because they are always hurting me. Now what I’m 

going to do is run away and come back when it’s my court date’. For Nasief, running away 

was his solution to being victimised. According to him, he was being assaulted every day and 

he wanted it to stop. By absconding he would be free from being abused in the institution.  

Nasief had followed the protocol of reporting the assaults he underwent to the care 

worker on duty. During the interview he seemed distraught as he told me about the incident 

that morning. He explained: 

This morning, Zipho hit me hard. So I told Mrs Jantjies [the care worker – Iris, 

as I will call her below]. She then told the manager, but the manager did 

nothing about it. Mrs Jantjies then said to me that the manager must understand 

now what you doing [absconding]. Mrs Jantjies said that she herself will not 

blame me for absconding because even though I had reported these assaults, 

the manager will not respond to it. 



Moving Beyond the Physical Confinements of the Institution and Back In 

98 | P a g e  

 

While Nasief appreciated the care worker’s response, he was also aware of his 

position and responsibilities as an awaiting trial inmate. He mentioned that if he did not 

return and show up for his court appearance, it would be detrimental to his case and he ran 

the risk of being institutionalised for a longer period or be sentenced for the crime.  

At this point in our conversation, I became interested in where Nasief was planning to 

run to and what he would do once he was outside. He responded: ‘I don’t care where I end 

up. I will run until I see the train and jump between the carriages.
1
 Then I will go to town, 

where everybody knows me and from there take a taxi to Bellville.’ Bellville is a suburb 

about a twenty-minute drive away from the institution. Nasief, like other locals, was aware 

this was a central point for the mini-bus taxis where he could take a taxi to any part of the 

city. When I asked him where he would get money to take a taxi from town to Bellville, he 

responded confidently, ‘I’m a gaatjie.
2
 I don’t pay to take a taxi. They [taxi drivers] all know 

me’. He continued, ‘I’m going to Bellville to get my friend there. Then from tomorrow, I’m 

going to work until the weekend is over’.  

I concluded from my exchange with Nasief that he had planned his escape and that he 

was confident that he could rely on his social networks and social support in the outside 

world, a consequence of his experience as an employee and his adult behaviour and role in 

the community.  

Nasief’s experiences of unsafety in the institution as a reason to abscond were shared 

by other boys. In a group discussion I talked to the boys who were participating about their 

perceptions as to whether the institution was a place of actual safety. As they expressed their 

views, one of the boys said: ‘They must destroy Middletown. Everyone runs away because 

they are being hit.’ Boys subsequently spoke about another reason for absconding: ‘We can’t 

play outside, only one shift allows us to,’ said one of them. Another one interrupted: ‘That’s 

the reason why we have to stay indoors because the boys run away. So we all have to stay 

indoors!’  

Later in this chapter, I will address the policy measures, taken towards the end of my 

stay in Middletown, to restrict the boys’ previous relative freedom within the institution. 

However, this increased control did not prevent them from absconding. 

 

6.2.2. Escaping boredom in search for excitement 

The lack of freedom boys experience within the institution is closely related to their 

experiences of boredom and their desperate need for excitement. ‘It’s boring. It does not feel 

nice … You just have to sit all the time! If you stand up, they tell you to go and sit in the 

hall,’ said one of the boys when he described what they as boys do during the day. Boys are 

locked up in their dorms for the better part of the day. Every day, ideally, the boys are 

escorted to the school that is situated on the grounds of the institution. This means they do not 

need to leave the premises to attend school. At school, the boys attend for two hours and after 

                                                           
1
 ‘Jumping’ between the carriages and ‘jumping train’ refers to a person not paying yet stepping onto the train 

and travelling to a certain destination. This is an illegal and dangerous (but common) way for people to use the 
public train in Cape Town without paying. 
2
 ‘Gaatjie’ is a slang word for ‘guard’. A gaatjie is a person who works in the mini-taxi services. This person 

works alongside the taxi driver and collects the money from the passengers. He or she will also usually seat 
people when they enter the taxi.  
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the two hours, they are escorted back to the dorm. The staff (therapists or care workers) can 

facilitate programmes to entertain the boys. But the reality is that more often than not the 

boys are left to their own devices.  

Care workers and therapists are unable to conduct and facilitate groups of boys 

throughout the day, mainly because of the limited resources available and the emotional and 

physical strain of this kind of work. Yet occasionally the boys will be led to the grass fields 

where they can entertain themselves with sport, bask in the sun or play games. Otherwise, 

after hours of being locked up, the boys and care workers become frustrated and bored 

because there is not much activity. Boys are restricted most of the time to sitting in the 

common room of the dorm, under surveillance. As Ryan said in a discussion about reasons 

for running away, ‘We may not play outside. Only one shift allows us to play outside. So 

what must we do?’ Michael continued, ‘On Sunday, I couldn’t even watch a movie.’ In such 

situations, abscondment then transforms boredom, frustration and a sense of entrapment in 

the daily routine and structured lifestyle of the institution into a creative, exciting ‘time-out’, 

or as staff members jokingly called it, a ‘sabbatical’.  

While exploring what the boys were doing during their time-out, they told me: ‘We 

go to Mr. J [a drug dealer in an informal settlement situated within walking distance from the 

institution] to buy dagga. It’s not that far from here. We first smoke it all, and then we come 

back. When we get back, we are hungry from smoking the dagga.’ It became clear the boys 

were leaving the premises to find excitement in engaging and participating in what is 

perceived and generally understood among staff members and the institution as ‘bad 

behaviour’. This includes smoking dagga, drinking alcohol, engaging in sexual behaviour, 

and so forth. In that outside world, drugs, sex, violence are less objected to and frowned upon 

than inside the institution.  

The decision to abscond and the execution of that decision, however, can be a double-

edged sword. On the one hand, boys are absconding to create space for themselves to engage 

outside in what is considered to be unacceptable behaviour inside, while, on the other hand, 

they do engage in ‘bad’ behaviour when they abscond. In other words, they are running away 

to be good – adhering to the rules of the institution by not using drugs or participating in 

sexual behaviour inside the institution – only to return being bad because they absconded. 

 

7.3. Reasons for returning to the institution 

It was interesting to observe that many boys abscond only to return a few hours or 

days later. After having questioned various boys about this return, I started to understand 

even better that from their perspective abscondment is an escape from routine and, as such, a 

form of entertainment. Boys search for ways of expanding their position and situation while 

refusing to succumb completely to the institutional ‘trimming’ and ‘programming’ of their 

personal identities. They create social and physical space to bypass and lessen the experience 

of physical, emotional and social isolation from society. In other words, the boys literally 

climb over the physical walls, thereby escaping the restrictions imposed on them. However, if 

this is the case, why would they return to the institution on their own after their escape?  

When I posed this question to the boys, I received a variety of answers. These 

included: ‘My mother would have sent me back’; ‘I can go home but it’s too far’; ‘some of 

the boys run but they don’t want to go home or they don’t know the way home’. Thus the 
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geographical location of the institution is one reason for the boys’ return. As I explained in 

my Introduction, Middletown is placed outside the city centre of Cape Town, close to a town 

called Stellenbosch, nestled in midst of the wine-farming region. Many of the boys live on 

the Cape Flats, in the Overberg region or even closer to the city. They hence are not too 

familiar with the region of the institution’s location. Consequently, the geographical location 

of the institution and the boys’ unfamiliarity with the space surrounding it influence their 

choice to return to the institution after abscondment. 

Another major reason for return is that the drugs and other commodities boys buy for 

themselves and their peers inside during their time outside can be used for gaining more 

safety and a sense of power upon their return. Drugs are a highly desired commodity inside 

the institution. Secretly using drugs is experienced as recreation during the long hours of 

being locked up. The case of Rico, one of the newer boys at the time, illustrates how drugs 

can bring safety and power inside the institution. 

Rico told me he had absconded to buy dagga for himself. The other boys commented 

that they bring the dagga with them when they return. Rico agreed and continued, ‘Someone 

gives you money to go and buy dagga for them. So you go, buy it and come back.’ As I 

probed Rico’s statement, I started to understand that absconding was a means to an end for 

him and others. Rico’s action of also absconding for someone else communicated to his peers 

that he was daring and willing to follow instruction from peers. It could be understood that 

the boys who sent Rico were using him for their own gain and that he was being victimised. 

However, Rico’s choice to abscond also involved strategic calculation. Previously, he was 

rather of an outsider among his peers: whereas the staff generally liked him, he was socially 

excluded by the other boys and frequently assaulted. When he absconded to purchase the 

dagga for his peers and returned with it, the staff punished him. More importantly for Rico’s 

purposes, he was now accepted among his peers, in addition to which he had created allies 

with the boys for whom he had bought the dagga – alliances which served to give him greater 

safety and protection. As such, abscondment can be understood as an action boys take to 

create or reproduce relationships, alliances and a position of power. Absconding allows boys 

to purchase or accumulate goods that can be used as negotiating tools inside.  

 

4. The gamble of abscondment 

Although boys abscond to create a safe social space for themselves within the walls of 

the institution, it also places the boys at high risk of being victimised inside and outside, 

during and after abscondment. They are exposed to a range of risks, including committing 

additional criminal acts, perpetrating violence or falling victim to violence (including sexual 

violence), social exclusion, and drug abuse upon return to the institution. The cases of 

Dimples and Dylan illustrate some of these risks.  

On a Friday afternoon, Dimples, along with four other boys, decided to run away. 

According to Dimples, they ran away because they wanted to buy dagga. Their intention was 

to return. After having jumped the wall at Middletown, they ran to the shacks close to the 

institution. These shacks are known among the boys and staff as a place where boys 

frequently head to after absconding. When Dimples and the others arrived at the shacks, they 

asked people where they could buy dagga. After having indulged in drugs, the boys were 
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‘gerook’.
3
 Tevin, one of the absconders, then wanted to visit his mother. The other boys 

decided to tag along and possibly visit their families as well. They headed in the direction of 

the train station, which was also within walking distance of the shacks and the institution.  

Once they arrived, they bumped into boys from the town. As Dimples said, ‘We 

wanted to take a train to go to our neighbourhoods. We were walking and there was a train 

coming on, so those boys started chasing us.’ I asked him why the boys were chasing them 

and he replied that he did not know. He implied that the boys wanted to harm them. As our 

conversation continued, Dimples explained why he returned. ‘We decided to come back 

because we don’t live a good life on the outside.’ As I explored this statement, Dimples 

confessed, ‘Die jongens gebruik ons’ [The other guys use us]. We have to break in and steal 

for them. It’s not worth stealing for other people and making them rich ...’ He added that he 

would be paid with drugs and a little money.  

Here, he was alluding to a rather familiar and complicated issue of young children 

being used by older people to commit crimes. Adults use children to commit criminal acts as 

way of them avoiding being caught and imprisoned for a longer period. They hope that 

children will receive a lesser punishment or that the charges against them will be dropped.
4
 In 

addition to being targeted as victims outside and the increased chance of becoming further 

involved in criminal activities, Dimples allegedly fell victim to another crime, one of sexual 

abuse and exploitation. 

On Dimples’ return, staff, including myself, noticed a drastic change in Dimples’ 

behaviour. Staff members then asked me whether I could speak to him and find out what was 

happening. When I approached Dimples, he was reluctant to talk. This was unusual for him 

as he was always one of the first who would be interested in communicating. Days went by 

during which he did not speak. Eventually the boys who absconded alongside Dimples started 

speaking out. They told me of the older man whom they encountered while being outside. 

They mentioned that Dimples disappeared with the man behind a bush near the train station. 

According to them, Dimples was there a while and then returned with money. This money 

allowed them to buy food and drugs. Although it was not directly said, Dimples must have 

offered the man sexual favours in return for money. One of the boys who went along claimed 

that Dimples was closing the buttons of his jeans as he was walking towards them. All the 

boys seemed to have had a similar story about their experience outside, including the one 

related to Dimples’ encounter with the older man. Whether Dimples was coerced or not into 

having sexual relations with this man was not clear to me. What is certain is that that was the 

kind of experience the boys occasionally had when outside the institution.  

The case of Dimples illustrates that the boys are at risk of being victimised inside and 

outside the institution. Yet strangers are not the only people who can put these boys at risk. 

Dylan’s case illustrates that even the boys’ peers can do this. 

                                                           
3
 ‘Gerook’ refers to when someone is intoxicated and more commonly understood and referred to as being 

‘high’. 
4
 For further information on how children are used in criminal activities, see the website of the COAV (Children 

and youth involved in Organised Armed Violence) project www.coav.org.br, which addresses the issue of 
children and youth in organised and armed groups active in countries not at war. This international project is 
administered in Brazil, the Philippines, Ecuador, Colombia, Nigeria and South Africa. The study report on South 
Africa is entitled, ‘Terugskiet [returning fire]: Growing up on the street corners of Manenberg, South Africa’ 
(author Ted Legget). The findings of the overall international COAV study are presented in Dowdney’s book 
Neither war, nor peace: International comparisons of children and youth in organised armed violence (2005). 

http://www.coav.org.br/
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Dylan was well-liked among his peers. The boys were always teasing him 

affectionately and saying he was locked up for glue-sniffing, one of the ways in which they 

implied he was not aggressive. One day Dylan absconded with the boys from the Owls dorm. 

After gallivanting in the town near the institution, the boys decided to return to the institution. 

Earlier that day, they were able to purchase dagga for themselves, deciding they were going 

to smuggle the drugs into the institution; as all of the boys had smoked while outside, one of 

the boys would have to take the responsibility of bringing in the drugs. This individual would 

have to find a way to smuggle the drugs onto the premises and if he were caught, he would 

have to take the punishment. The boys then decided that Dylan was that person. But before 

they entered the institution Dylan was coerced into pushing the dagga up his anal cavity.  

Once this task was completed, the boys jumped back over the wall onto the premises. 

After the staff’s response to this abscondment, it became known that Dylan was persuaded or 

agreed to be the ‘mule’
5
 and anally carry the illegal substances onto the premises. Staff then 

approached Dylan, and a further exploration of the case was administered. Unfortunately, I 

was excluded from the ongoing intervention and therefore could not follow the procedures. 

Despite what happened, Dylan continued living in the institution. Months later, he was 

eventually sentenced to another youth centre. 

 

7.5. Institutional and staff responses to absconding 

Staff are expected to respond to abscondment according to the institution’s protocol. 

This protocol is in line with laws stating what to do in case of abscondment. Below, I will 

first give a brief overview of these laws and present the main rules, the staff of Middletown, 

are supposed to follow in the case of abscondment by the boys. Some of the case studies 

above already hinted at the fact that not all staff rigidly applied these rules. Staff members 

understand and manage abscondment in different ways. I will delve into this diversity based 

on case studies already presented in this chapter as well as new ones.  

 

7.5.1. Legal and policy approaches 

Various executive responses for when children abscond from ‘alternative care’ are 

included in the Children’s Amendment Bill (CAB) of 2005 (Minister of Social Development 

2006). After some changes in its content, the Bill became current on 1 April 2010 as the 

Children’s Act. Alternative care, in accordance with section 167 of Children’s Amendment 

Bill, refers to when a child is placed ‘(a) in foster care; (b) in the care of a child and youth 

care centre following an order of a court in terms of this Act or the Criminal Procedure Act, 

1977 (Act No. 51 of 1977) or (c) in temporary safe care.’  

In chapter eleven of the Bill (section 170) the official responses for abscondment are 

clearly stated under the bold heading, ‘Child absconding from alternative care’. In summary, 

this section states that the police official or designated social worker can apprehend a child in 

alternative care who (a) absconded from a facility or person in whose care that child has been 

                                                           
5
 A ‘mule’ or ‘courier’ is someone who physically smuggles something using his or her body as a means of 

transporting the goods across various borders. In this case, the older boys employed the younger boys as 
mules, reducing the risk of getting caught themselves. 
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placed or (b) has been granted leave of absence by the child and youth care centre or person 

in whose care that child has been placed and who fails to return to that centre or person. If a 

police official or designated social worker has reasonable grounds to believe that a child is on 

certain premises, the police official or social worker can enter the grounds without a warrant 

and search the area with the aim of apprehending the child (for further details see the 

Children’s Amendment Bill). 

In line with the existing legal and policy documents, Middletown has developed its 

own policy on how to deal with abscondments. The institution’s policy states that staff 

members are expected to go after the boy promptly once he has absconded, apprehend him 

and return him to the institution. The Children’s Amendment Bill clearly states what should 

happen once a child is returned or returns (on his own) to the institution. The child should 

then be brought before a presiding officer of a children’s court who will inquire into the 

reasons for the abscondment by questioning the child. Based on the outcome of the inquiries, 

the child is to return to the centre or must be sent somewhere else.  

7.5.2. Variation in staff responses  

In practice the responses by some of the staff members to abscondment were anything 

but by the book. It gradually became clear to me that the boys and staff in many instances had 

different conceptions of abscondment. For most staff, running away had connotations that 

reflect negatively on the boy concerned. These connotations include the child resisting the 

institution and institutional life in terms of not wanting to follow adult supervision, having 

trouble with authority figures and deciding to return to a life of drugs and crime. However, 

not all staff shared this perspective. As illustrated by the cases of Nasief and other boys 

presented in this chapter, some staff supported the boys in their perspectives on abscondment 

and the act of abscondment itself. 

While according to the protocol staff members are expected to go after the boys once 

they have absconded, staff members do not always respond in this way. Instead, I have 

witnessed how staff members would try and catch the boys before they jump the wall to leave 

the institution but once they have jumped the wall, no immediate action was attempted to re-

capture the boy. One of the care workers also said, ‘No! Why must I run after them? If they 

want to leave, they must leave. It’s their choice.’ Many staff members also informed me that 

the boys would return and, if they did not, in some instances if they ran home their families 

would send them back. Nevertheless, staff members would initially make an attempt to re-

capture the boys, but in many instances they would abandon the attempt and wait for the boys 

to return. However, as I mentioned, staff responses to abscondment varied. 

Staff members informed me that during the earlier days of the institution the common 

response was to jump into the vans at the institution and look for the boys. Care workers and 

other staff members alike would search for the boys. However, over time, most staff decided 

not to run after the boys anymore. Newly employed staff might still do so, but in the course 

of their employment they would also lose interest. Like other staff members, they would let 

the boys run away as they suspected that in some cases the boys would return. Factors that 

influence the responses of staff in addition to length of employment are age, gender, cultural 

background, and the staff member’s experience and understanding of the situation. To 

illustrate this point, let us return to the case of Nasief.  

Nasief absconded because he was being physically assaulted in the institution. The 

care worker Iris is the staff member who was most directly involved in this case. She had 
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been working at Middletown for more than fifteen years, was furthering her education while 

working at the institution, and was also more highly educated than many other staff members 

at the facility. Iris was studying social work, but after a few years dropped out of the 

programme because it was too ‘challenging’, according to her, to balance her job at the 

institution with her studies at university.  

Iris knew Nasief was going to abscond but did not try to stop him. I understood her 

response to be a consequence of feeling rather disempowered as a care worker. On numerous 

occasions, Iris and I would have discussions on these issues and on the safety of children in 

the institution. When I asked her about her response to Nasief’s abscondment, she replied, 

‘This is supposed to be a secure care facility and if we can’t keep the boys safe, then what is 

the point? If Middletown can’t protect him then I will support his decision to run away’. She 

continued, ‘I also told Nasief that he should lay a charge against Zipho if he does not feel safe 

or if other children are hurting him’. During this discussion Iris informed me that Nasief’s 

mother was very upset when she heard he was being assaulted. 

Here we see how staff members, especially the care workers, who deal with the 

children for most of the day, not only have responses that reflect negatively on boys who 

abscond, but are also able to understand and sympathise with the boys’ experiences in the 

institution. This happens especially when a boy is being victimised and staff consider him to 

‘have potential’. In these cases, such as the one of Nasief, Iris felt disempowered to assist 

him. She explained that even though the boys were expected and encouraged to report an 

assault, in most cases the case would not be raised by the boy in question. Instead, the boy 

would continue to interact and live where he was being victimised.  

Iris was not the only staff member who supported Nasief’s abscondment. During the 

interview I had with Nasief, he said, ‘And when I ran this way that security saw me. So he 

caught me. But he told me that I must not run that way, I must go the other way. He 

understood me and that is why he tried to help me’. According to Nasief, the security guard 

said, ‘But I already saw you and I must take you back inside … The next time, run the other 

way’. The security guard’s response was rather different from Iris’s. She had more contact 

with Nasief in the dorm whereas the security guard did not. Yet he advised Nasief on where 

and how it was best to abscond. Nasief’s analysis of why the guard assisted him was ‘because 

he understood me’. According to Nasief, what the guard understood was that it was difficult 

for Nasief to live at Middletown. The guard believed that the institution was not a suitable 

place for children.  

Iris and the security guard’s responses and understanding of Nasief’s abscondment 

were exceptional compared to many of the other staff members. In most cases, care workers 

and management staff at the institution maintained that a child who absconds should be 

punished and, if necessary, even be sent to a different institution. When a child absconds or 

attempts to abscond numerous times, placing this boy in an institution becomes more 

complicated, and staff respond by requesting that the child be placed somewhere else.  

For example, one of the care worker managers, Faik, received a call from a probation 

officer while I was in his office. He spoke to the officer and mentioned how a boy who had to 

be placed in an institution was ‘high risk’. The boy had already been placed at Middletown 

but absconded on various accounts and was always trying to escape. He was a bad influence 

to the others. Therefore Faik asked whether the probation officer could rather send the boy to 

another institution. He continued to ask the officer if he had any other new placements. Here 



Moving Beyond the Physical Confinements of the Institution and Back In 

105 | P a g e  

 

we see how recurrent or attempted abscondment can result in a boy being shifted from one 

facility to another instead of being reunited with his family and community.  

 

7.5.3. Change in institutional policy 

I was able to witness not only staff responses to abscondments but how these actions 

by boys influenced and transformed the local policies of the institution.  

On 5 December 2007 I participated in a gender violence programme that staff 

members had created for the boys. This programme was a follow-up to an earlier one held for 

staff members only. Inga, a resident social worker, opened the programme. Next, visitors 

invited from outside were offered the opportunity to discuss their experiences, perceptions 

and work on gender-based violence. Police officers and different non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and legal representatives were involved. At the end of the programme, 

staff arranged for music to be played. Gifts and food were presented to the boys. This was a 

common occurrence at the institution. After the presentations, the boys would be given the 

chance to dance and have fun. This time, however, things took a negative turn.  

While the boys were enjoying their popcorn and Cokes (party packs were given to 

them), one of the care worker managers, Mr. M, came into the hall. He turned to one of the 

boys and asked him to stop the music. Once there was complete silence in the hall, he 

informed the boys that he had bad news to tell them. Everyone went quiet. He explained that 

the magistrates’ court had decided the boys were not allowed to have ‘outside’ excursions 

any longer. This meant they were not allowed to have home visits.
6
 Also, the boys would not 

be allowed to go on outings during the holidays anymore. The boys were clearly disturbed by 

the news and started murmuring. When Mr. M wanted to explain further what had happened, 

the boys continued to talk to one another, unperturbed by what Mr. M had to say. As he was 

standing in the middle of the hall, he turned to Panthers and screamed, ‘Hou jou bek!’ (Shut 

up!). The boys were shocked and sat silently as he continued to explain. 

Mr. M told the boys that it was the courts that had decided that all secure care 

facilities were not allowed to arrange excursions and home visits any longer. Magistrates had 

agreed that the number of abscondments at the institutions was too high. Boys were running 

away on these excursions and this was why they, as magistrates, had decided to keep them 

locked up in the institutions and take away the privilege of being able to reconnect and 

experience the outside while being incarcerated. The magistrates had decided this in an 

attempt to decrease the risk of boys absconding. Mr. M subsequently attempted to empathise 

with the boys and began to explain that for staff, too, being locked up with no excursions is 

boring, that they also enjoyed the excursions. He continued, ‘But unfortunately, this is how it 

is now and the staff at Middletown will make the new situation as interesting and fun as 

possible.’ He said they (staff) would try their best to make the boys’ holidays enjoyable. He 

closed his talk with the words, ‘There is a lesson to be learnt from this: don’t do crime.’  

Faik, the other manager, younger than Mr. M, continued on this topic. He is less 

authoritarian and is considered more approachable than his older colleague Mr. M. Faik said 

                                                           
6
 Home visits refer to when boys are escorted to their homes, allowing them to interact with family and 

friends. This is an attempt by the government to create and maintain a relationship with society outside the 
institution.  
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that it was a real pity that staff were unable to take the boys out but that the boys were also 

responsible for this. Referring to the incident when Nasief ran away that Monday and earlier 

incidents when others had tried, he told the boys that it is their own fault and then asked them 

if what he was saying was right, to which they reluctantly agreed.  

This intervention dictated by the policymakers – in this case the magistrates – in 

reaction to increasing efforts at abscondment in secure care facilities, shows how intentional 

actions of individual boys may add up to collective patterns that invite reactions at structural 

level, where policies had been made that caused these actions in the first place. The boys’ 

individual actions are inspired by their longing for more freedom and an escape from 

boredom and further victimisation and make sense in the context of the boys’ daily 

experiences, even to the extent that some staff members support them. On an individual level 

their actions are not intended to change the structures as such. Neither do boys unite in 

collective efforts to improve their situation. Nonetheless, the collective pattern resulting from 

their individual actions did indeed result in structural change, albeit in a negative way, 

leading to greater restrictions to boys’ individual agency. 

 

7.6. Conclusion  

This chapter focused on abscondment as another aspect of the permeability of the 

institution where they boys are placed. Boys usually absconded with an explicit intent to 

return, regardless of the consequences they might have to face, using the community near the 

institution as a place to be at large. Thus, in practice, until the more restrictive policy was 

introduced, the boundaries of the institution were fluid to the extent of incorporating the 

community. Iris’s response to Nasief’s efforts to abscond, and staff’s decision to sometimes 

not bother to find the boys in anticipation of their return, revealed that staff members may be 

implicated in maintaining a flow between the institution and the community, either for the 

entire dorm or an individual.  

My findings show that boys who abscond have a clear understanding of why, how and 

when they should run away. Abscondment therefore reflects boys’ decision-making process 

and intentional agency: through abscondment they intentionally act upon their situation and 

environment. Analysis of policy documents, observations in the institute and interviews with 

staff showed that abscondment is generally understood and managed as a strategy of 

resistance on the part of the children, a form of behaviour evaluated sometimes by staff, such 

as Iris in the case of Nasief, as just resistance to an unjust system. However, as I will argue in 

the concluding chapter, there may be ways to understand the agency of abscondment as 

different from resistance, which could have implications for managing boys differently.  

The Children’s Act encourages ongoing communication between the incarcerated 

child and his or her family and community. The Act does this on the basis of two very 

important principles set in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), as well as in Section 28 of the Constitution of South Africa. These principles 

include the best interests of the child and children’s participation in matters that concern 

them. Abscondment can be perceived as a way of contributing to this communication. 

However, running away is illegal and should therefore be punished. In the end, the collective 

actions and reactions of boys and staff regarding abscondment only reinforce the objective of 

the ideal type of a total institution, thereby once again reinforcing the detachment and 

distancing of the boys’ from outside society.  
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8 BEING SAFE AFTER DISCHARGE FROM THE 

INSTITUTION  

 

When it is time for a boy to leave the institution, a panel is arranged to decide whether he is 

to be discharged from the institution to return to his family and community or whether he 

should be further institutionalised and sent to a different facility. The panel that decides a 

boy’s fate routinely comprises a number of individuals involved in the boy’s life from both 

inside and outside the institution. It includes staff members such as the social workers and 

care workers, as well as the boy’s probation officer and family members. 

This chapter opens with a description of a panel’s decision-making process regarding boys’ 

further trajectories. I will show how boys’ own tactics for staying safe inside and outside the 

institution factor in the panel decision-making. However, the boys’ own understanding of the 

best strategies to survive and be safe, whether inside or outside the institution, proves to be 

radically different from the panel’s understanding of positive behaviour that should be 

rewarded by discharge from the institution and that, according to the panel, will help the boys 

to thrive in the outside world. The boys’ understanding is based on their life experiences in 

the outside world, which usually does not provide the safe haven the panel envisages for the 

boys. 

 

8.1. Exiting or extending a boy’s incarceration  

On 14 August 2008 I was invited by health-care workers to attend a consecutive panel 

assessment of two boys, Marvin and Quinton, with whom I had been working in the Sharks 

dorm, to observe how decisions were made regarding the boys’ future trajectories. In addition 

to the social worker, occupational therapist and probation officer, the boys’ family members 

also participated.  

First, Marvin was assessed. Marvin’s mother was present and showed herself to be 

very concerned and caring towards him. It seemed apt that the panel first reflected on 

Marvin’s good family relationships, the relative degree of financial stability in the family, 

and the absence of substance-related behaviour, such as drug or alcohol abuse. They 

acknowledged the presence of some level of discipline exercised by one adult at the family 

level. Then the panel reflected on advantageous factors that had emerged from Marvin’s stay 

in the secure care facility.  

The social worker and occupational therapist highlighted specific factors that they 

understood to reveal Marvin’s resilient nature and would result in him conceivably 

abandoning his violent, criminal actions: they mentioned his success in taking on and 

completing tasks, co-operation with others, undertaking leadership positions in various 

programmes, good communication skills, and taking care of his physical appearance. 

According to the panel, these changes reflected a possible behavioural change for the better, 

and thus resilience. The occupational therapist remarked, ‘Marvin is relaxed’, meaning, he 

was not constantly in trouble or engaging in fights with staff or peers. The social worker 
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added how Marvin would accept the limits that she set. She argued, ‘Marvin is one of the 

strong children here. He is not the kind of child to send deeper or further into the system.’  

The panel, in particular the probation officer, also reflected on the factors they saw as 

putting Marvin at risk of returning to a life of crime and violence. The panel noted that 

Marvin had tattoos on his body, interpreting it as a possible sign he had joined a gang in the 

institution, but when they asked him if this were so, he denied it. The occupational therapist 

and social worker also mentioned that Marvin still needed adult supervision and guidance. 

The probation officer raised the issue of support structures that Marvin would require while 

being at home, to which the occupational therapist and social worker replied that Marvin and 

his parents should participate in a conflict resolution programme for children and their 

parents, a substance-related programme and home-based supervision. Also, the panel 

indicated that he had to return to school and admit that he was wrong in committing this 

violent crime.  

At the end of this assessment and based on the information provided in the panel, it 

was decided that Marvin would be discharged and reunited with his family. In Marvin’s case, 

the factors that the panel understood as possible indicators or promoters of ‘healthy’ 

development included available adult supervision and mentorship, a level of economic 

stability within his family, perceptions in his home environment of various discipline 

strategies and guidelines for how Marvin is expected to behave as a child once he is back 

home, and finally his individual characteristics. 

In Quinton’s panel assessment his family was represented by his elderly grandmother. 

The discussion took off in a rather different way compared to the discussion earlier that day 

on Marvin’s case. Instead of focusing first on protective factors, the panel started by 

discussing risk factors. First, it was made explicit that Quinton’s mother was absent from the 

meeting. She had been invited to come in person, but had asked the grandmother to attend the 

panel session instead. The mother’s absence made the team reflect first on the family support 

and structure that Quinton was currently experiencing and would be subjected to if sent 

home. His grandmother, who expressed much support and love for him, was considered too 

elderly to manage Quinton in the way the panel would expect her to. The grandmother 

confirmed this when she said, ‘Quinton also does what he wants. He goes when he wants and 

decides his time when he sleeps.’ She explained how he started his criminal career already 

when he was 11 years old and used drugs when at home.  

The panel discussed the family structure. Although Quinton was not orphaned, both 

parents were practically unavailable for parenting. He had no relationship with his biological 

father and his mother, although physically present from time to time, was an unemployed 

alcoholic, who herself had been incarcerated. Therefore the family structure was deemed 

questionable and described as a possible risk factor by the panel; he would not receive 

support and mentorship from his family.  

The panel proceeded to discuss Quinton’s individual characteristics. Unlike Marvin, 

Quinton was a multiple offender. He had already been institutionalised elsewhere before 

coming to Middletown. This in itself meant that he was considered ‘high risk’, that is, at high 

risk of re-offending if discharged. The panel then returned to the unstable emotional and 

financial situation at home. According to Quinton’s grandmother, his mother would beat him 

when he came home late and she mentioned that his biological father never paid child 

maintenance for him or visited him. She argued that Quinton wanted to live with his father 

but was rejected by him. After his grandmother explained his relationship with his parents, 
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the probation officer turned to look at Quinton and asked, ‘From that rejection, where did he 

go? What did he do?’ and the other adults responded, ‘He turned to drugs.’ The probation 

officer then asked Quinton, ‘How do you feel about your mother and father’s relationship?’ 

He responded expressionlessly: ‘Nothing.’ Shortly afterwards, though, he started crying.  

The probation officer said: ‘There are too many loose ends. His grandmother has no 

control over him and there is too much sadness in Quinton.’ As Quinton was crying, the panel 

continued to highlight the factors they considered to be possible threats in his development 

and life if he had to be discharged. I sat there and sadly watched as none of the panel 

members turned to console him. The probation officer then continued, ‘My concerns about 

Quinton are that there is no control at home. His grandmother is too old to look after him and 

won’t have much control over him. I’m also worried that he will use drugs again and then 

[there is] the problem with peer pressure.’ The occupational therapist and social worker who 

work with Quinton at the secure care facility attempted to intervene and include more 

positive aspects. They mentioned he was hard-working, creative and sensitive; nevertheless, 

the occupational therapist said, ‘But he is still so very guarded. He is not strong enough to go 

into the community because drugs will be a problem for him again. He’s still very 

vulnerable.’  

Finally, after much discussion but with unified opinion, the panel decided to send 

Quinton to another secure care facility. According to them, this would be a place where he 

could develop his creative skills and learn more ‘structure’ (discipline). The occupational 

therapist then turned to his grandmother and said, ‘He’s too sensitive to go home. He misses 

home and is very sad and depressed. He needs further counselling.’ As the panel was closing 

the session, they explained to Quinton’s grandmother that this was in the child’s best interest 

and that he would be looked after. The panel gave Quinton and his grandmother a chance to 

say goodbye and he was escorted back to the dorm, while his grandmother watched with 

tearful eyes as he walked away. 

 

8.2. Unpacking the panel’s decision-making process  

Different factors played a role in the panel’s decisions for Marvin’s release and 

Quinton’s move deeper into the justice system. First, the risk of a return to criminal activities 

was postulated in the light of the panel’s appraisal of the family situation they would be 

sending the boy home to. In line with the Children’s Act, the panel clearly hoped to place the 

child in the family’s care at the earliest possible opportunity after apprehension and 

incarceration. How well the family is performing as a support structure is crucial in the 

decision whether to release or further institutionalise the boy. The panel’s expectations of 

what good family care should look like were overtly expressed during the cases of Marvin 

and Quinton. Marvin’s family appeared to be financially and emotionally relatively settled 

and Marvin had a good relationship with his mother and stepfather, who were both available 

to supervise him; Quinton’s family was disrupted, his mother was an alcoholic, unable to 

support him and frequently abusing him, and his father was absent from his life. As his main 

caregiver and guardian, his loving, but elderly grandmother apparently had no real control 

over him. A good family support system means a stable economic situation, absence of 

substance abuse and the presence of at least one loving adult or caretaker with parenting and 

disciplining skills. 
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A second vital consideration in the panel’s decision-making was the boys’ conduct 

inside the institution. This pertains to what staff considered desirable and undesirable 

behaviour: a boy’s history of being co-operative and hard-working and friendly with staff 

members, or, on the contrary, being involved in peer fights, disobedience or perceived 

aspirations for gang membership. The boy’s willingness to develop himself during his stay 

also played a role; changes for the better in a boy’s behaviour (for instance, an increasing 

ability to express his thoughts and feelings verbally) were taken as a hopeful sign.  

Thirdly, a boy’s perceived psychological status and emotional balance were also taken 

into account. Marvin appeared to be composed: he was relaxed and confident, and able to 

keep his anxieties in check. He and his mother seemed able to understand the risks the panel 

still observed and willingly agreed to participate in an anger-management and conflict-

resolution programme, a substance-related programme and home-based supervision. In 

Quinton’s case, both the social worker and occupational therapist who worked daily with him 

said they sensed ‘sadness’ in him. While working with him in my research I had also noticed 

this feeling in him; we knew he was struggling with his relationships at home with his 

abusive mother and absent father. When the lack of support at home was made explicit during 

the panel assessment, he broke down in tears, and it seemed as though Quinton himself was 

uncertain what would happen if he were sent back home. The panel, however, decided that 

Quinton was ‘not strong enough to go out’ and that he first needed counselling to deal with 

his relationships and the pain he was suffering. Unresolved emotional pain clearly is seen as a 

risk factor for returning to substance abuse and criminal behaviour. 

In their weighing up of the condition of the family (and the outside environment) and 

boy’s own behavioural improvements and psychological well-being, the panel genuinely 

aimed for the best possible pathway away from crime. In this thesis that aims to gain insight 

in the boys’ own perspectives, experiences and strategies, the question that needs to be 

answered is how a boy’s appraisal of what is needed to survive with as little damage as 

possible outside the institution compares to the panel’s view on positive behaviour. I try to 

find answers to this question by presenting the appraisals of Marvin and Quinton that I 

interacted with in the institution. The panel may consider a supportive family life one of the 

guarantees for a boy staying away from criminal behaviour. However, the context in which 

boys’ lives are lived is much larger than the context his family provides him with. That wider 

context is neglected in the panel’s decision-making process.  

 

8.3. Boys’ own perspectives on desirable and undesirable behaviour 

One morning I spoke to Anwar in Panthers dorm. At the time, he was a 12-year-old 

boy who had been incarcerated for four months. So far I had not met Anwar in person, but his 

reputation preceded him. He was infamous for his quick response to being stabbed or his 

attempts to stab his peers when angered. Staff and peers alike would laugh when they 

described how Anwar would run to his room to grab a pen or any sharp object he could use to 

injure someone. They usually said, ‘Anwar wil net steek’ (Anwar just wants to stab).  

In the interview, Anwar’s first statement was that he would stay out of trouble when 

he returned home. I asked what he meant and he explained, ‘I won’t do things like breaking 

into homes or stabbing people with a knife again and robbing them. I’ve had lots of cases 

already.’ However, as we continued, he described his struggle with keeping himself from 
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violence. He explained how at times he would get angry and what would happen to him at 

that moment: 

Sometimes when people make me angry, I swear at them. Sometimes I just want to be 

alone! I don’t like it when they tease or swear at me. I get angry and stab them with a 

knife. Even if it’s someone I know who teases me, if I catch them, I will hurt them. I’ll 

hit them. Now and then I will stab them.  

He recounted an incident when he fought with a peer at school because the boy hit 

him with a chair and would not stop even after Anwar reported this to the teacher. He decided 

to take action himself and stabbed the boy with a pencil. It was for this incident that Anwar 

was expelled from school. 

At first, I was sceptical about Anwar’s intentions to stay out of trouble, and assumed 

this story about his peer’s aggression was how he justified his violent actions. However, 

during my visits to the dormitory, I started noticing a recurrent pattern of interactions. It 

would start with Anwar’s peers teasing him about his ‘kort fuse’ (short temper). He would 

react by asking the boys to leave him alone but they would continue, without much 

intervention from the care worker on duty. Eventually, Anwar would get angry and this 

would lead to him becoming verbally and physically aggressive. As a result of Anwar’s 

violent reactions, his peers would either leave him alone or they would report him to the care 

worker, who would eventually remove Anwar from the group if his behaviour continued. 

Why the boys targeted Anwar was not altogether clear. Perhaps it was his periodic self-

chosen withdrawal from the group. Anwar made it very clear that he needed to be alone at 

times. 

Undesirable behaviour – in the case of Anwar, enacting violence – was motivated by 

his wish to maintain a certain degree of social and physical space and to prevent or counter 

intrusion and assault. Dylan, one of the seasoned boys in the dorm, argued that  

If you don’t act a certain way [aggressive], if you don’t fight for your things or for 

yourself, the others [peers] will take advantage of you. They will come into your room 

and steal your stuff and they take over everything.  

Indeed, as we have seen, the physical setting of the institution and its daily 

functioning does not encourage and allow for much physical and social distance among the 

boys and between boys and staff alike. My observations confirm that boys who were more 

withdrawn and therefore perceived as less assertive, often experienced their peers invading 

their physical space in the dorms and stealing their belongings. Particularly in the hall when 

the boys were having lunch, boys who were more assertive were also the boys that were 

almost never assaulted or tested by their peers. With assertive boys, the mere threat of what 

they are capable of in fact prevented the need for showing it, which would amount to 

undesirable behaviour. Paradoxically, boys who were in principle stronger were thus better 

able to stay out of conflicts. For boys like Anwar and Dylan, the visible enactment of 

violence or withdrawal from social interactions is experienced as the only recourses to create 

some personal space and stay out of harm’s way. 

Both Anwar and Dylan explained their aggressive behaviour from the constant 

harassment they experienced from their peers. These repetitive challenges to their physical, 

social and emotional boundaries frustrated them deeply. However, their experiences in the 

institution were not new to them, since they had experienced similar challenges in the 
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community as well. Outside the institution, the often aggressive mockery, however 

normalised, between generations and among peers frequently resulted in violent responses. 

Anwar’s immediate response to his peers’ assaults on his personal space was usually to say 

that he wanted to be left alone, before opting for verbal or physical violence. Violence can be 

the final step in an accumulation of frustration. From Anwar’s and Dylan’s perspective, their 

behaviour was effective because it indeed instilled insecurity and fear in their peers, who 

became more hesitant to interact with them. Thus Anwar and Dylan felt they were able to 

create personal space for themselves in the facility through projecting an image of someone 

inclined to unpredictable bursts of violence. However, the result of such repetitive 

accumulative processes was that within the institution Anwar and Dylan created images of 

unpredictable, angry and violent personalities. The violent behaviour these boys experienced 

and enacted as a means of staying out of trouble led to their being perceived by their peers as 

violent individuals – which only perpetuated the harassment they were trying to avoid.  

 

8.3.1 Creating safety in unsafe conditions  

During my interview with Anwar, I questioned him about his three different criminal 

charges. His first house-breaking case took place when he was 11 years old. His second and 

third criminal charges were for being in possession of a weapon (the same year) and for 

assault (a year later). I asked Anwar to tell me about his second criminal case. Without 

hesitation, he said: ‘The merchant
1
 gave me the gun. He didn’t want to go to jail for having 

it.’ Anwar did not know exactly what the merchant had used the gun for, but explained: ‘He 

probably used it to shoot someone. When the police came they got away and I was caught. I 

had the gun for one day.’ I asked Anwar how he felt, carrying the gun around the community. 

He grinned: ‘I felt that if anyone should look for trouble, I would shoot them’.  

As the interview progressed, I asked Anwar about his assault case when he was 12 

years old. He explained how he was playing in the park with a skateboard when some boys 

assaulted him: 

Two boys took my skateboard from me and when I caught the one I stabbed 

him. There were three boys and they were about my age. It was about a week 

after they robbed me. I saw him in our road and stabbed him with a knife in 

his chest. It was one of my mother’s cooking knives. I stabbed him and threw 

the knife away, by the train lines. I didn’t want to get caught with the knife. I 

did confess in court about stabbing him, thrice. I was angry because he took 

my skateboard! Something just told me to stab him. I told him the day he stole 

my skateboard that I was going to stab him when I get him the next time. 

Then, that day, when I saw him walking near my house, I ran inside, grabbed 

the knife and stabbed him. If I didn’t stab him, he would do it [rob] to me 

again and then, others would also [rob me]. 

When I asked another boy, Darius, to describe one of the criminal charges for his 

incarceration, he started telling about his second case when he was 11 years old:  

                                                           
1
 People on the Cape Flats and in Cape Town also use the term ‘merchant’ for ‘drug merchant’. This is 

someone who sells drugs and often also allows drug users to use drugs on their premises. 
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My mother sent me and Debo [his friend] to the shop to buy some food. I 

always keep a knife on me. I left Debo at Spar and I went to Shoprite [the 

names of two different convenience stores] and when I came back he was 

crying. He told me that one of the boys took a bag from him. When I got 

home, I didn’t know what to tell my mother and saw the boy walking past our 

house. I ran after him and when he tried to stab me, I took my knife out and 

stabbed him thrice in the back. I took the bag and left him there.  

Darius also spoke about the rape case for which he was then awaiting trial. The victim 

had reported him as the lookout. She said he was the one who watched to see whether people 

were watching them. In his interview with me, he indeed admitted to standing there while she 

was being raped but swore that he did not know that his friends were raping her. But then he 

said: 

It wasn’t nice standing there while she was crying and I’m looking to 

see if anyone was coming. I was thinking I could have told them to 

leave her, but in such a case you don’t think about going against your 

friends. You just leave them. I wanted to walk away but they would 

think I was not a friend to support them. That’s how it works. Then, 

you also become a target. 

As mentioned in Chapter One, most of the boys had been raised in communities 

where they, their families and their peers are exposed to high levels of violence and crime. At 

the start of my work with the boys in the institution I had trouble understanding why they 

would put themselves at risk of being caught, incarcerated and possibly killed while helping 

others such as the merchant in Anwar’s case and the friends in Darius’s case. However, the 

boys helped me understand that, for them, these were not merely habitual actions or deeds of 

loyalty, but ways in which they were able to survive on a day-to-day basis under such violent 

conditions. The creation of and involvement in social networks in the community assisted in 

developing a certain degree of safety for the boy, and acquiring some protection and control 

in volatile neighbourhoods.  

Much attention has been paid to the issue of children being used by adults to commit 

various crimes.
2
 But when Anwar made the decision to take the gun (whether he was forced 

or not), he created trust, reliance and confidence in the men he had assisted, older men for 

that matter, who were perceived as more powerful than most in the communities. Both in the 

community and the institution, boys involved with merchants or gangs were perceived to be 

protected by these feared groups. Knowledge of a boy’s involvement with gangs and drug 

merchants translated into the perception that he was not acting and could not be assaulted as a 

single entity but as part of a larger, feared group one would have to reckon with.  

From this perspective it is important that such violence is enacted not secretly and 

unseen. It has to be performed publicly. When Anwar ran out of the house to stab the boy, he 

made his anger (and crime, from the perspective of the law) a public spectacle. This spectacle 

is in line with Foucault’s argument in Discipline and Punish (1975) that staging punishment 

as a public spectacle is intended to create fear and hesitation in others. Anwar perpetrated this 

public violence in an attempt to create fear and hesitation in others to perpetrate such 

violence against him in the future. Thus behaviour that is deemed undesirable in the 

institution and perceived by the panel as a negative predictor of a boy’s future well-being 

                                                           
2
 See the COAV project. COAV is the abbreviation for ‘Children and youth in Organised Armed Violence’.  
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may from the perspective of boys provide them with a certain degree of safety within a 

chronically toxic, violent environment.  

From an objective observer’s viewpoint, these strategies form a double-edged sword. 

A boy’s involvement with drug merchants and gangs increases his risk of being victimised by 

others, including by those gangs and merchants. Nonetheless, by their involvement in the 

illegal activities of others, boys perceive themselves taking some measure of control over 

their conditions and positions in the community. It is thus important to understand that from 

the boys’ perspective violence does not only beget violence; perpetrating violence can also 

deter violence. 

 

8.3.2 Ensuring economic resources  

One of the social workers invited me to sit in on the assessments she had to do of two 

boys. They were both re-offenders and familiar with the institution, having been incarcerated 

at this secure care facility once before. The social worker asked one of the boys, ‘So, why do 

you steal?’ and he answered, ‘We are three children and I’m the second eldest. My father gets 

home drunk a lot of the time and my mother will get angry. My parents don’t have money. 

That’s why I steal’. Then, Ferdi, the other re-offender, responded to the same question. He 

had been incarcerated for house-breaking and theft. He explained, ‘It was in a white area; 

where there are only white people living. We rather rob them than our own people. We are 

poor and white people are rich. We work for them.’ A similar explanation was also provided 

when I asked Anwar why he robbed people. He explained: 

I rob people when I need money. I sometimes need money for food or 

clothes and also drugs. We just take a walk and if we see someone 

maybe has a nice phone, we take it. I’ll sell it to the Nigerians in town. 

Once I got a thousand rand for the phone. We spend it quickly on 

expensive food that we don’t even finish. 

I asked him what he considered expensive food. He answered: ‘A gatsby.’
3
  

Poverty, unemployment and financial instability have repeatedly been highlighted in 

the stories that boys narrated to me. In many cases, boys mentioned that their parents were 

unable to support them financially as their parents were too old to work or living with 

grandparents or parents suffering from substance-related behaviour. On numerous occasions 

boys described to me how they would have to fend for themselves to gain a certain degree of 

financial stability both for themselves and their families. Their involvement in criminal 

activities and perpetration of violent behaviour may be considered economic resources. It 

helped them to attend to basic needs like food and clothing as well as support drug habits.  

 

                                                           
3
 A gatsby is a loaf of bread, similar to a baguette, filled with fries, salad, and processed meats such as polony 

or viennas. This bread is usually not considered to be expensive. Instead, people usually buy it when they have 
a little money and have to feed a large number of people.  
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8.3.3 Control, empowerment and a sense of belonging 

One of the most extraordinary examples I encountered of conscious use of violence 

involved Brendon (13) and his brother Randall (9), both incarcerated at the secure care 

facility. Brendon is a multiple offender, whereas his brother, despite having committed 

various crimes, had been criminally charged for the first time. The boys come from 

Rawsonville, well-known for high levels of alcohol abuse, child employment on wine farms, 

and other social problems such as school drop-outs and crime.  

During an interview I questioned Brendon about his family background and his 

relationship with his siblings and parents. He told me his mother had passed away after 

suffering from tuberculosis and that his father was still alive. An older brother and sister did 

not live with their father, who is a cleaner. Brendon confessed that his father was an alcoholic 

and that while his mother was alive his parents were always physically fighting. Brendon 

explained that he would try to stop his father from abusing his mother and that this was how 

he had learned to use violence as a means to protect his loved ones from possible harm. As 

the discussion continued, Brendon described poverty of their home: ‘What I like about the 

secure care facility is that you are warm when you sleep at night and you get warm clothes. 

My father doesn’t want to buy us [clothes]. I don’t know why.’ When I asked him if his 

father had money to buy clothes for him, he exclaimed:  

Yes! But he doesn’t want to. Then I rather look after myself and 

Randall. I either steal or ask my brother to buy me. I steal when my 

father chases me away and let me sleep outside. I would steal blankets 

to keep warm. 

Brendon’s situation at home was noticeably volatile, and what Randall explained to 

me confirmed what the care workers and staff had suspected: at the initiative of Brendon, 

these two siblings involved themselves in a violent crime together as a way to escape their 

desperate living conditions. Through undesirable behaviour they were able to reach the safety 

they desired. Undesirable violent behaviour helped Brendon to care for his younger brother. 

Brendon encouraged his brother to enter the world of crime as a paradoxical means to 

become part of what he perceived to be a more stable environment. The secure care facility 

for these boys proved to be more beneficial compared to what they were exposed to outside.  

 

8.4. Conclusion 

In the toxic environments outside the institution, boys’ tactics to ensure well-being for 

themselves and the ones they care for are often diametrically opposed to what a panel would 

consider positive or promising behaviour. The panel assessment shows that the outside 

environment plays a critical role in the abandonment or extension of a boy’s experience of 

incarceration. Such panels are aware that the boys have to return to their families but they 

also have to be reintegrated into the general population that is ridden with unemployment, 

substance abuse, gangsterism and violence. But what this ethnographic data also reveals is 

that most of the boys experienced the same toxic environment within the institution as the 

one they experienced outside before they entered the secure care facility. Social issues and 

concerns that are prevalent in the outside community are also present inside the institution, 

and the types of peer relationships that boys engage in outside the institution also are at play 

within the institution. For some boys violence was a means of ensuring one’s safety. For 
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other boys who come from better functioning families, such as Marvin, a secure care facility 

may be more risky and more toxic since they are at higher risk of being exposed to different 

forms of violence inside the institution, and they may acquire behavioural skills that they 

were not exposed to before incarceration.  

Neither the toxic environment many boys grow up in, nor the resulting tactical 

behaviour of such boys to survive or keep safe, complies with how children are 

conventionally perceived. The panel has clear ideas of what a stable and safe environment is, 

what type of parenting is expected, what healthy behaviour is, and how undesirable behaviour 

points to problems in the psychological status of a boy, and finally, how this can be weighed 

up to determine a boy’s future trajectory. The exemplary cases in this chapter show how 

muddled and sometimes erroneous such reasoning is in the light of the boys’ daily life-worlds 

both outside and inside the institution. Undesirable behaviour, such as enacting violence in 

peer relations, may or may not point to a boy’s psychological or personality problems. That 

these problems can be expected when taking into account the sometimes toxic environments 

they came from is without question. Here we stumble upon what is recognised as the vicious 

circles involved in cultures of violence. How boys learn to use violence for maintaining their 

boundaries and safety in fundamentally unsafe, violent life-worlds, both outside and inside 

the institution, blurs the boundaries between victim and perpetrator.  

However, these young boys are not simply blank slates onto which the violent 

environment inevitably and sadly imprints itself. There is an actor between the observed 

behaviour and the perceived emotional difficulties making the best of what is available to 

survive in adverse environments. It is to this actor that I will return in my final chapter. 
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9 CONCLUSION  

9.1. Introduction 

This thesis is the result of an ethnographic study which had as its topic young boys 

who are awaiting trial for criminal activities behind bars in a secure care facility in South 

Africa. The preceding chapters introduced some of these boys to the reader through case 

studies providing information about who they are, where they come from, why they were 

institutionalised and what they endure in their daily lives outside the institution. The core of 

the thesis described the social composition of a secure care facility and the daily activities 

and interactions that take place within its walls. We followed the boys in the trajectories they 

took inside and outside the criminal justice system, obtaining glimpses of the families, 

communities and staff with whom they come into contact.  

Overall, the study was guided by three main research questions. How are socio-

cultural and legal-political perceptions of violent children reflected in the infrastructural 

arrangements and regulations of places of safety? How are boys’ daily lives in places of 

safety enacted? And how do institutionalised boys perceive themselves inside and outside the 

institution?  

The methodology of the study was guided by the structures of confinement of the 

secure care facility in which it was conducted. This type of institution functions 

simultaneously as a setting geared towards the safekeeping, caring and betterment of inmates 

and as a place of incarceration for keeping society at large safe from them. The 

methodological approach included participant observation and a number of (child-centred) 

qualitative methods that ranged from informal and in-depth interviews with boys and 

caretakers to focus group discussions and the use of art and games. The emphasis of the study 

was on providing the reader with an in-depth understanding of these boys and the micro-

world of the institution in which they find themselves. Central to the project were boys’ own 

accounts of their lives, experiences, perceptions, aspirations and the reasons why they 

followed various strategies in navigating their social relations with staff and peers. Adopting 

this ethnographic perspective allowed for a thick description of day-to-day interactions in the 

institution. 

The following sections aim to provide answers to the core questions that the study 

posed. First, the general findings are presented in an overview that takes into account the 

main themes which emerged from the analysis and structured the contents of the thesis. 

Secondly, the findings are considered in relation to three core concepts that guided the 

analysis: the total institution, agency and violence. The section thereafter discusses the 

implications that the analysis holds for answering the three main research questions. The 

chapter concludes by making recommendations based on the findings. 

 

9.2. General findings  

The thesis began by describing the heavy, locked steel gates and multiple layers of 

barbed wire atop fences that greet visitors as they enter the institution, and we learned how 
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security guards unlock these gates only once bags have been searched and visitors signed-in. 

The mere process of gaining access to the boys and the institution was governed by strict 

rules and mediated by literal and figurative gatekeepers. In essence, the institution conveys 

the impression of being a bounded and rigidly structured facility where daily activities take 

place according to strict, predefined codes. Physically, the institution looked closed, 

imprisoning insiders and controlling access by outsiders; socially, its anatomy seems fixed 

and hierarchical. However, the more data one acquires, the greater are the number of cracks 

that apear in this image of inflexibility. 

Chapter Two gave an account of facility’s physical structure, location and ground 

plan, as well as its formal policies, roles, rules and regulations. This physical structure forms 

both the background to the dynamic social processes taking place within its walls and an 

intrinsic part of them. The admission of a new boy to the secure care facility implies a 

physical movement, first from his community to the institution, and, secondly, within the 

facility to a specific dormitory. The latter assignment is crucial for what will happen to him 

during his stay.  

By entering a specific institution and within it a specific dormitory, boys enter a pre-

existing social world governed by already-crystallized hierarchies between staff and boys as 

well as among the boys themselves. A new boy’s admission is found to be a turbulent phase 

for all involved, one in which all relations are (re)negotiated and (re)defined. 

Characteristically, a power struggle takes place between a newly admitted boy and what were 

called ‘seasoned’ boys. The new boy confronts the challenge of having to adapt to unfamiliar 

rules that are to structure his daily life in intimate ways and to the new authoritative structures 

and their associated role divisions. But he also has to find, or fight for, a place in the intricate 

and often unstable informal hierarchies that govern relationships between the boys 

themselves. This holds the risk of verbal, physical and sexual abuse by his peers, and usually 

makes the early period in the secure care facility a phase of emotional turmoil.  

However, the data also reveal that the admission of a new boy creates vulnerability 

amongst the other boys. A new admission destabilises power relations between them, which 

impacts on relations between boys and staff. What is commonly perceived as bullying, 

unnecessary violence and intimidation by others is a complex process of negotiation for the 

currency of power and the forging of ever-changing hierarchical relationships. 

The instability that characterises relations between boys and between boys and staff is 

also manifest at the level of identities, that is, the labels by which boys identify themselves 

and are identified by others. Arguments against incarcerating boys sometimes maintain that 

once a boy is incarcerated he will be permanently marked as a criminal. However, this study 

established that daily interactions were decisive in determining how his identity fluctuates 

between being a ‘criminal’ or ‘a child capable of betterment’. The study also showed that 

these interactions are influenced, on the one hand, by the subjective, moral appraisals that 

staff make of a boy’s behaviour and individual traits such as his body potential, and, on the 

other hand, by the resources and competences available among staff and in the institution. 

Decisive and dramatic shifts in identities may occur as a result of incidental yet crucial 

opportunities that are created on the spot when, for instance, a staff member makes a simple 

decision to include or exclude a boy in an activity or interaction. To a large degree, it is these 

volatile identities that determine the boys’ experiences, how they are managed within the 

institution, and, disturbingly, their future, given that the identity labels which arise may 

influence later decisions as to the boys’ discharge or longer imprisonment. 
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Although these interpersonal processes take place within the bounded field of the 

institution, the data also reveal how deeply these processes are embedded in, and influenced 

by, external social norms that regulate interactions in the community beyond the institution. 

The boundaries between social life outside and inside the facility are blurred. The multiplicity 

of factors at work in the community, such as culturally informed ways of dealing with 

differences of gender, age and educational level, are carried into the institution by both the 

staff and boys and translate into equally culturally-informed styles of interaction in the micro-

world of the facility. Thus, the multi-ethnic composition of the outside world translates into 

widely different, sometimes conflicting, patterns of interaction.  

By unpacking these interactions, various layers of difference were brought to light. In 

respect of the staff, questions of how they were socialised in their own communities, what 

they expect of boys’ behaviour and what boys in turn expect of them, form one dimension of 

difference. Educational background and pedagogical skills form another level, one which cuts 

across ethnic and cultural divides. The same goes for a dimension which is more difficult to 

pinpoint, namely the personality traits and interactional style of the staff involved. All these 

differences result in particular daily interactions, leading, even in the course of a single day, 

to widely varying restrictions and opportunities for boys to act and express themselves.  

With regard to the boys, they bring with them culturally informed manners of 

enacting childhood, masculinity and gender that influence their actions, sometimes in 

unexpected ways. Two factors emerged in particular that seemed to contradict the notion of 

boys as children in need of care. The first concerns the use of violence. For many, resisting 

violence in their communities, as well as exercising it to obtain power and protection, was 

part and parcel of their pre-institutional lives. These predispositions influence how they act 

and express themselves, particularly (but not only) in terms of how the engage with their 

peers inside the institution and the extent to which violence becomes part of these 

interactions. Secondly, rather than being cared for, many boys – in line with cultural norms in 

their communities about masculinity – fulfilled caring roles in their pre-institutional lives, 

especially towards mothers and other female relatives. These norms also are at play within 

the institution, and boys were seen to develop caring roles in relation to certain staff members 

as well as their peers. 

For the boys, the community remains a point of orientation in terms not only of how 

they behave in the institution but where they situate their belonging. The common practice, 

during the period of study, of boys’ regular abscondment allowed for an analysis, first, of the 

permeability of the boundaries between the institution and the community, and, secondly, of 

the boys’ intentional management of these boundaries. It appeared that boys usually 

absconded with the explicit intention of returning to the institution irrespective of the 

consequences they might have to face. Staff members seemed to know this, and a few of 

them were little perturbed by the flow of inmates back and forth between the institution and 

community. In some ways this is in line with the Children’s Act, which encourages ongoing 

communication between the incarcerated child and his or her family and community.  

Boys abscond for different reasons. They may want to create space for themselves to 

engage in behaviour considered unacceptable inside, or escape the illegal and sometimes 

violent transactions to which they can be subjected to within the institution. Running away 

may also help them acquire resources, in particular goods that can be strategically used in 

their interactions with their peers inside. Alternatively, absconding is a strategy for escaping 

the boredom of daily life in a relatively poorly resourced institution. However, recurrent 

successful or failed abscondments deeply affect the perception that staff have of boys in such 
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cases, a shift which was seen to materialise in decisions to send them to other facilities rather 

than release them to their families. During the study, recurrent abscondments in all secure 

care facilities finally led the magistrates to enforce serious restrictions that prohibited 

excursions and home visits during their incarceration. The section on agency below (section 

9.3.2.) returns to the double-edged sword that is presented when boys navigate the boundaries 

between the community and the facility. 

A crucial occasion in a boy’s career is attendance at the panel where discharge or 

further institutionalisation is discussed. Here, the adults who are involved with the boy in the 

two micro-worlds, that of the family and community and that of the institution, meet. At this 

vital conjuncture, clashes become apparent between, on the one hand, the tactics the boys 

have learned in order to survive and stay safe within and outside the institution, and, on the 

other, the decision-makers’ interpretation of these tactics as indicative of psychological 

problems or deviance. The panel’s assessment of the parenting skills of the boys’ parents and 

the safety of the community plays a major role in decisions, and boys have little to say in this. 

In the end, despite their fighting spirit, they are subordinated to the power others have to 

decide their fate.  

 

9.3. Reflections on findings from the perspective of core theoretical 

concepts 

9.3.1. The permeability of the secure care facility 

The concept of the total institution as developed by Goffman (1961) was taken as a 

reference point for analysing the study findings; in particular, it was used to examine the 

different dimensions of permeability that applied at the secure care facility at which this study 

was conducted. Goffman regarded his concept of total institution as defining an ideal type 

that did not necessarily correspond to any single existing institution. In practice, certain of 

them conform to this type in more respects than others, meaning that some institutions can be 

more ‘total’ in nature than others. This section addresses various dimensions of permeability 

that were evident at the Middletown facility, and groups them into two kinds: those in terms 

of which the facility corresponded to the ideal type of the total institution, and those in terms 

of which it diverged from that ideal type. The permeability that has been identified enables 

the boys actively to shape their lives to varying degrees within the structures of confinement.  

Middletown does certainly have some of the characteristics of a total institution. It is a 

place of residence, secluded from society by virtue of its geographical location and the 

barbed-wire fencing and steel gates that secure its perimeter, where like-situated boys 

together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life. The incarcerated boys wear 

institutional clothing most of the time and all have the prescribed short hair. They are 

constantly surveilled by the care and security staff, although in certain parts of the building 

the surveillance is less stringent than in others. The boys are collectively regimented and 

march through the day’s activities in the company of a batch of similar others.  

However, the boys are not as secluded as the physical build of the institution would 

suggest, given that physical movement and social intercourse occur to some extent across the 

walls of the institution. Furthermore, within the institution a degree of physical mobility is 

allowed, there is a relatively large turnover of inmates, and the staff-inmate split is not as 

rigid as it would be in a total institution. Rules and regulations are not always strictly 
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implemented; the social distance between the relatively small supervisory staff and large 

group of inmates is not always as great as that which is formally prescribed; and clear, 

institutionally enforced distinctions between the identities, roles and positions of staff and 

those of inmates either do not exist on all occasions or become blurred at times. In extreme 

instances, there is even role reversal, as happens, for instance, when a boy takes care of a 

staff member and watches over her (rather than the other way around), or when staff care for 

boys who are perceived as ‘children’ instead of ‘criminals’. In addition, in their interactions 

with each other boys can adopt the supervisory and caring roles that are otherwise expected 

of staff members. 

While there are hierarchal and power differences between staff and boys, these 

differences also exist among boys. There is an on-going battle between them to position 

themselves in terms of power vis-à-vis each other. Power differences among staff do not play 

themselves out as much as these differences do among boys. More substantial differences 

exist in the way staff members use their power in their interaction with boys. Differences in 

interaction between staff and boys can be explained as the outcome of an intersection of 

differences among staff in, for instance, age, gender, ethnicity, cultural background and 

culturally determined communication styles, language, educational level, communication 

skills and personalities. Boys respond to these differences in their continuous negotiation 

with staff. An example is the negotiation that takes place regarding the boys’ criminal ability 

and criminal identity. Subjective factors among the staff co-determine whether a boy is 

labelled a criminal or a child with potential. The labelling process is not always fair, and has 

considerable impact on the boys’ prospects for remaining in the judicial system or returning 

to the free world. 

The complex of factors that contribute to the volatility of staff-boys interaction also 

reflect circumstances that determine communication and negotiation between adults and 

children in the surrounding society. In this respect, the boundary between the socio-cultural 

world inside the institution and the one beyond it is permeable, permeability which is both 

evidenced and illustrated by the movement that takes place across the physical boundaries of 

the institution. 

The boys maintain contact with the outside during their stay at Middletown, contact 

which is stimulated in various ways by the institution itself and the Children’s Act. Visiting 

rights are not excessively restricted. Family and friends as well as professionals move in and 

out of the institution, while boys themselves choose to run away, spend time in the 

community and then return, a situation that contributes to ongoing communication between 

them and their families and friends. Moreover, for many of the boys, the institutional 

environment is, in a sense, not much different to the world they know outside: survival skills 

learned in their communities are brought with them into the institution, and similar skills 

learned in the institution are transferred back to the community, a process that represents 

another form of permeability. 

I myself as a researcher also experienced this permeability to a degree. While at first I 

found it hard to gain access to the institution and its children, security staff gradually allowed 

me to walk unescorted; I could bring snacks for the boys, and, over time, care staff let me 

engage with the boys without their surveillance. My experience as a researcher was very 

different to that described by Waldram (2009), for whom it was always a daunting task to 

gain access to a prison throughout the 15 years he devoted to prison research in the Unites 

States. 
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Nevertheless, contrasts do certainly exist between life inside and life outside the 

institution. The secure care facility is not like a hospital, where life is shaped by everyday 

society to a far larger extent than it is in Middletown. As Van der Geest and Finkler 

(2004:1998) observe: ‘The hospital is not an island but an important part, if not the “capital”, 

of the “mainland”.’ The same cannot be said of Middletown. Despite the various dimensions 

of permeability identified in the study, this secure care facility does have some of the 

characteristics of a total institution as conceived by Goffman, albeit without the definitive 

clarity found in his work. 

 

9.3.2. Agency in confining circumstances 

When I began my study, mainstream anthropology still had adult actors at the core of 

social theory and intentional action was a capacity attributed mainly to adults. However, in 

the subfield of child anthropology there has been increasing acknowledgement that even very 

young children make sense of, and act intentionally upon, others in the here-and-now, and 

that they should therefore be studied as social actors with agency in their own right. Child- 

focused research was no longer about whether children are capable of demonstrating agency, 

but about the issue of how they do so. As such, the questions shifted from asking if children 

have the capacity for agency to asking how their agency is constituted through actions and 

interactions in specific environments (see Chapter One, Introduction).  

My study has followed this line of thought. In terms of the agency-structure debate, it 

aimed, on the one hand, to establish how children’s subjectivities and motivated practices 

(agency) are shaped and restrained by the existing social world they enter when they are 

institutionalised in Middletown (structure), and, on the other, to examine how children 

contribute to the constitution, reproduction or change of this social world and the restraints on 

their agency (cf. Ortner 2006). My study was to take place in a restrictive environment par 

excellence, a setting where rules and regulations could be expected to be more explicit and 

rigid than in others and would seemingly leave boys with fewer opportunities for strategic 

planning in the course of their lives. This had prepared me for a focus on tactical agency, a 

specific type of agency to cope with the immediate, concrete conditions of life by seizing 

opportunities and openings at any moment (cf. Honwana 2006). As described above, in 

reality the structures of the correctional institution proved to be less rigid and more permeable 

than expected. In this section, then, three concluding remarks are made regarding the way in 

which boys’ agency is constituted within these structures and the extent to which we can thus 

speak of tactical agency. 

First, my findings have shown how boys’ agency within the institution is as much 

shaped by the structures they formed part of and were shaped by before they entered the 

institution; as their agency is shaped by the here and now of their incarceration. When I 

introduced the boys, I referred to the adverse conditions many of them found themselves in 

before they came to the facility. Their narratives were riddled with tales of the poverty, crime 

and violence that characterised their families and communities, the type of stories that lead to 

the representations of black and coloured children as victims of deprivation and inequity that 

are so present in the work of well-meaning NGOs.  

However, the narratives boys told me about their experiences before incarceration 

spoke of lives either almost entirely liberated from adult supervision or enmeshed as the 

pawns of struggling and sometimes abusive parents. Before they came to the institution, most 
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of the boys, even when very young, had made many decisions for themselves, from going to 

work to earn money in order to survive, to deciding to leave their homes in cases where they 

were abused. With neither parents nor the state providing for them, the boys had become 

resourceful and creative in responding to their own needs and those of their families. In so 

doing, they participated in behaviour generally understood as adult behaviour, such as being 

employed, contributing to the financial upkeep of families, engaging in sexual relations, 

abusing substances, getting involved in criminal activities and so forth.  

When boys enter the facility, however, they physically leave behind the precarious 

social world that shaped their expressions of agency and enter a new micro-world where their 

capacity to act is met with an ambivalent reaction. Positioned as inmates in relation to staff, 

the boys find that the resourcefulness which helped them survive on the outside, and which 

used to be seen as a positive strength, is discouraged; intelligence and inventiveness in 

exercising skills are viewed with suspicion and relabelled as ‘risky’ and ‘being difficult’; and 

behaviour that does not conform to what is expected of a child is frowned upon or punished.  

Instead, staff and other adults in power expect the boys to follow strict rules that are 

enforced by the institution; their overall behaviour is required – and actively forced – to 

change from that of a streetwise actor seizing opportunities as they present themselves to that 

of a vulnerable child being cared for by, and obeying and listening to, adults while interacting 

peacefully with his peers. At the same time, boys have to find, and often fight for, a position 

in a micro-world of peers that on the whole continues to be governed by the rules of their pre-

institutionalised life. By institutionalising boys in groups, the institution recreates their 

outside social world inside. Thus, the boys’ agency – which, outside the institution, was 

required and shaped by the demands of life – is constantly challenged within the institution, 

even though it is as necessary as ever for surviving among their peers.  

Moreover, when boys take action and engage with their environment as they see fit, 

adult caretakers label it as resistance, whereas for the boys is simply a matter of exploiting 

the cracks in the permeable and contradictory social world in which they find themselves. 

The practice of abscondment is the perfect illustration of the tactical agency that boys 

employ. Boys used abscondment to create safety for themselves outside of an institution that 

proved to be unable to protect them from their violent peers, or they absconded to escape the 

institution’s terrible boredom and insufficiency of resources to find excitement and familiar 

but transgressive pleasures in the community. Interpreted as demonstrating resistance and a 

lack of adaptation, the boys’ behaviour was reprimanded at an individual level but no 

systemic change was made to the adverse conditions – for example, some boys’ vulnerability 

to peer violence and boredom – that led them to enact this behaviour. On the contrary, at an 

institutional level abscondment ultimately contributed to an effort to seal up the cracks, with 

magistrates denying inmates contact with the outside world. The boys’ cumulative tactical 

agency ironically helped to reproduce the very structures they tried to escape. 

In the third place, this study has shown, rather unexpectedly, that it was not only the 

child-inmates who enacted what could be called tactical agency but caretakers as well. The 

latter’s behaviour was, of course, ordained by rules and regulations, with the day-to-day 

management of the facility laid out in protocols that are meant to create regularity and a safe 

environment for children’s development. However, large variations were apparent in the 

extent to which different members of staff were trained to execute these rules; many simply 

acted on the spur of the moment, grasping opportunities to remain in control rather than 

strategically coaching the boys in more productive modes of behavior. The study findings 

show how the general lack of resources, combined with cultural and educational differences 
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and the scope for personal styles, generated significantly different interactions with the same 

boys, differences that resulted in the boys being offered fast-shifting, contradictory subject-

positions in which, sometimes in the course of a single day, they would be interpellated as 

children in need of loving support or, at the opposite end of the spectrum, as hardened 

criminals in the making. 

 

9.3.3. Violence from the perspective of boys 

As already discussed, the boys experienced such high levels of adversity in their 

communities that they had to fend more or less for themselves to gain a degree of financial 

stability and safety in their own lives and those of their families. While it was common for 

them to have been exposed to crime and violence as victims, they were themselves also 

perpetrators of it. The boys admitted to Middletown were accused or convicted of offences 

that included housebreaking, theft, possession of drugs or a weapon, stabbing, sexual assault, 

rape and murder. Within the institution, exposure to violence as well as its perpetration – for 

some boys, on a daily basis – continued in the form of verbal intimidation (bullying and 

threats) and abuse, theft of belongings, physical fights and violence (beatings), and sexual 

violence (sodomy and rape). The violence was committed mostly by their peers, and, if the 

boys were powerful enough, they would retaliate in kind. However, staff could be violent as 

well: boys were scolded, for instance, or hit with rulers or kicked, and some staff members 

initiated and entertained aggressive interactions with the boys.  

In this thesis, which focuses on boys’ experiences and perspectives, the question arose 

as to how the boys themselves understand what is defined in the justice system as violence 

and how they perceive their accountability. The answers are manifold. In the boys’ narratives, 

different, and at times contradictory, perspectives came to light. On the one hand, in some of 

their narratives the incarcerated boys do not regard themselves as criminal or violent; instead 

they criminalise older men as well as boys incarcerated in prisons or in security care facilities 

that house older boys. Regardless of the violence they committed, the boys perceive 

themselves as children, describing their violent behaviour as part of their day-to-day lives. On 

the other hand, when asked about the violence they committed, they would frequently take 

responsibility and admit they had done wrong and that they needed to change their lives.  

I was not convinced by these statements. Did the boys to whom I had spoken to truly 

realise they had ‘wronged’? Or was their expressed need ‘to walk the right path’ generated by 

the institution’s enforced objectives of rehabilitation and correction rather than a product of 

genuine self-reflection? And how would the behavioural changes that the institution sought 

help the boys lead a safe and less troublesome life once they were discharged and sent back 

to communities riddled with violence, gangsterism, rape and unemployment? Would it help 

them if they were instead sent further into the judicial system and housed in a security care 

facility for older boys or in a prison? Would they be able to cope in such an event? 

Furthermore, was the institution doing them a disservice by seeking to change them, setting 

out to do so aware of the environments from which the boys came and to which they would 

return and yet, at the same time, not taking these contexts into account in its efforts to correct 

and rehabilitate?  

They are not easy questions to answer. To arrive at any answers, the institution would, 

assuming this were possible, first have to gain a better understanding of the boys’ reasons for 

perpetrating violence, which they consider as having been beneficial to them in various ways. 
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To be sure, violence did generate many risks for them, but the bad it brought to others and to 

themselves is also seen to have produced much good. For the boys, violence was one of the 

pathways to managing a situation where parents are absent and a supporting state is miles 

away. In their view, their violent actions are not senseless and meaningless, as is commonly 

said in the media and daily discourse on violence in South Africa. Instead these actions 

enhance the boys’ well-being, enabling them to create safety, a sense of belonging, positions 

of power as well as some financial security. The boys appeared to understand that their 

violence was risky and that they had to weigh up its risks and benefits, but their main concern 

was with the betterment of their position and survival in adverse circumstances.  

Nevertheless, even though the violence to which they are accustomed in their daily 

lives in communities carries over into the institution, through their narratives they confided 

that, despite the struggles among themselves and with the staff, the institution provides them 

with valuable things they do not, and would not, possess outside of it. Within the institution 

they can be, at least to a certain extent, children who are taken care of by others. Whereas the 

boys adopt an adult-like role in the outside world, the institution, with its rules and 

regulations they must obey and the services it affords them, facilitates their adoption of a 

comparatively more child-like identity. This identity includes being cared for by adults, going 

to school, playing with peers, and obeying and listening to adults. Furthermore, within the 

institution they are protected from an unforgiving society that they have to confront when 

they are discharged. As this thesis makes clear, however, the behaviour and experiences of 

the child outside the institution maintain their hold on the child inside.  

In short, even though violence is potentially self-destructive for the boys, it is also a 

pathway for them to attain a sense of well-being that produces meaning, purpose and 

opportunities. Boys use violence to empower themselves in a society that does not respect the 

right each child has to a standard of living adequate for his or her physical, mental, spiritual 

and social development (article 27 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child). In response, 

the police are summoned, the boys apprehended and handcuffed, thrown into the back of a 

police van, and driven to jail cells where they wait to appear in court before ultimately 

landing up behind bars. As such, secure care facilities are socio-political responses to the 

boys’ attempts to achieve greater autonomy through the use of violence.  

While I adhere to a justice system that strongly objects to the violence committed by 

the boys, I keep struggling with the question of what the best response would be to break the 

cycle of violence they undergo in their journey from society to institution and back again to a 

society they find unchanged. The major challenge facing the justice system in general and 

secure care facilities in particular is how to assist the boys to achieve resilient well-being not 

through violence but other, more peaceful means. How could this challenge be met? The 

study findings have provided some modest, partial answers to the question, and these are 

presented at the end of this chapter as a list of recommendations. 

 

9.4. Summary of responses to the three research questions 

How are socio-cultural and legal-political perceptions of violent children reflected in 

the infrastructural arrangements and regulations of a secure care facility? 

The facility is fully embedded in the legal-political system. The 14-16-year-old boys 

housed in Middletown were placed there by a criminal court order for the sake of correction 
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and rehabilitation. They are held accountable for the crimes they committed and for that 

reason are detained, but at the same time are considered as children who need care. The 

institution is thus governed by rules and regulations regarding both detainment and care. In 

practice there are cracks, created either by boys or staff, in the implementation of the rules 

concerning detainment; similarly, the care provided to the boys in their capacity as children 

was not always optimal, and boys themselves at times played out the caring role they had 

formerly adopted in their pre-institutional lives.  

What are boys’ everyday lives like in a secure care facility? 

Although the boys’ lives are regimented and controlled by care workers in terms of 

day-to-day activities and behavior, they are also full of opportunities for creating social 

spaces in which power differences and hierarchies among them can be negotiated. Similarly, 

the boys’ everyday lives are unpredictable and volatile. Typically, days in the facility make 

allowance for instant changes, such as the cancellation of a programme, that reshape the day. 

In addition, the ways in which care workers interact with boys can be highly diverse, ranging, 

for instance, from interactions that empower them and acknowledge the boys’ need for 

constructive attention, to ones that debase them and criminalise them on contestable grounds.  

While the boys are supposed to lead a secure life in the institution, this is far from 

being the case. Boys commit, and suffer from, a range of violent acts amongst themselves, 

and at times are also exposed to relatively minor forms of violence by the staff. Many of the 

boys experience life in the institution as full of boredom and insecurity while nevertheless 

enjoying the positive things it has to offer, like art and woodwork classes in the school. The 

boys juggle between the pressure to fend for themselves and the opportunity given to them to 

be a child who is entitled to care and play. 

How do institutionalised boys experience, perceive and exercise violence in and outside the 

institution? 

The boys experience the violence in which they are involved as perpetrators and 

victims, as more or less a normal part of life. They see themselves not as criminals but young 

people with the responsibility to fend for themselves and take care of family members. In 

addition, they regard violence as a vehicle which is sometimes necessary for responding to 

situations of deprivation. As suggested in the Foreword of this thesis, identities in 

communities rife with violence are continuously shifting, with the boundaries between who 

belongs to the good inside (the home, the community) and the dangerous, criminal outside 

being blurred and unstable. Regardless of his physical shift from the community to the 

institution, the ‘outside-child’ still functions alongside, and is intertwined with, the ‘inside-

child’. This also applies to the normalisation of violence in their lives: violence remains a part 

of their lives in the institution as it probably will even once they are discharged. 

 

9.5. Recommendations 

i. Firstly, increased attention should be given to the transitions that boys experience 

when moving from court to institution. Support and minimal preparation can be given 

to better guide the boys in entering an unknown situation. Creating a ‘buddy’ system 

for new admissions might be useful. Seasoned boys could be assigned to orientate the 

newcomers. In this way, seasoned boys gain a form of responsibility and newcomers 
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are introduced into the general population by an ‘insider’, possibly reducing the abuse 

of new admissions and making for an easier transition into secure care facilities. 

 

ii. Daily activities for the boys should be increased, better managed and formalised. 

Boys should be allowed to engage in a greater number of formal activities, including 

educational sessions. A curriculum could be created for enhancing the boys’ positive 

development during their stay. Schooling could also be better structured and made 

more appropriate to the educational level of individual learners, thereby working to 

reduce the difficulties boys experience when they re-enter the outside school system.  

 

iii. Allocations of staff should be stricter. Individuals with higher qualifications should be 

appointed as carers and educators. Despite the progress made in professionalising 

Child and Youth Care Workers, the personal characteristics of prospective carers must 

be considered to determine if they are suited to the vision and functions of the 

institution.  

 

iv. Specific training opportunities should be provided to the carers. Courses should 

include understanding norms and standards within dominant social groups in the 

region; cultural sensitivity; self-reflexivity; children and youth; and gender issues. In 

addition, increased supervision, guidance and support should be provided to carers in 

their interaction with the boys so as to enable the development of more appropriate 

relationships. Also, carers require psychosocial support for themselves, for example, 

debriefing sessions. Finally, team-building among staff should be encouraged.  

 

v. Simultaneously, specific life skills (soft skills) and various training opportunities 

(harder skills) for the boys can be improved, as opposed to a situation in which short 

courses are offered and sometimes last as little as one hour. Intensive training can be 

introduced to develop the boys during their stay. The period of incarceration provides 

an opportunity for boys to participate in various development opportunities.  

 

vi. Efforts to sustain and improve contact and interaction between the boys and their 

families are crucial during incarceration. Maintaining this connection and influencing 

the child-family relationship can help to prepare the boys and their families for 

eventual reintegration.  

 

vii. Further to this, extensive efforts should be made in preparation for the boys’ 

reintegration into society and their after-care support. Similarly, ongoing attempts at 

working with the family and child are crucial after institutionalisation. Measures for 

building resilient families are also critical for decreasing the risk of children 

reoffending and being repeatedly incarcerated.  

 

viii. The role of the institution should be redefined by creating and improving reintegration 

and after-care support for the boys. Specific programmes can be developed to educate 

boys about reintegration.  

 

ix. The institution could also provide after-care support for those who have been 

discharged, for example by formalising a system whereby previously incarcerated 

boys can return, within a specific time frame, for different forms of psychosocial 

support. Boys and their families would then be able to return to the institution for 
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guidance and support whenever they are challenged during reintegration. Support 

groups could also perhaps be created for them. 
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AFTERWORD  

To this day I continue to reflect on the days I grew up on the Cape Flats, wondering 

why it was that my family and I were largely able to escape the world of violence that 

consumes the lives of so many other people, in particular the young males at the heart of this 

study. While I remain perplexed when attempting to identify the factors that allowed specific 

individuals to be exposed to, yet steer clear of, the forms of the violence that many of the 

boys experienced, I will highlight a few influences that I believe had a preventative effect in 

my own life. 

First, my family played a vital role in the process. My parents as well as grandparents 

were crucial in protecting me from becoming a victim of violence. Some of their strategies 

included restricting my social interaction with children and others in the community; strict 

parenting and surveillance was also vital in protecting me as a child. My social and physical 

movement was restricted and constantly monitored. My grandparents also reinforced certain 

rules, such as prohibiting me from playing outside in the garden where I would be exposed 

otherwise to a variety of threats. Other adults in the family, such as uncles and aunts, acted as 

protectors when I was away from home. In general, then, the adults in my family were 

constantly involved in whatever I was doing. 

Secondly, education was highly influential in enabling me to avoid violence. Under 

the social circumstances at the time, my parents made an effort to educate themselves 

academically and in other ways. Both of my parents worked, which created various 

opportunities for them as well as me. An example was being able to move outside the area at 

weekends to participate in different social activities. Their personal drive was such that my 

parents made significant, and continuous, social and physical investments in the education of 

their children. 

Thirdly, another factor that helped to protect me from becoming a victim to violence 

and/or witnessing high levels of violence was that my parents were able to move our family 

out of a community regarded as one of the more dangerous areas in Cape Town. In other 

words, due to their financial and social development, my parents were able to relocate us 

from Bonteheuwel and buy a house in a safer area. There I was allowed greater physical and 

social freedom in that I was encouraged to make friends with children who lived close by 

and, in the company of peers, was able to walk to and from school without the fear of being 

confronted by gang members. 

I spent most of my teenage and university years in this area, but, after 17 years, my 

parents had witnessed deterioration in its social fabric as drugs, crime and violence began to 

infiltrate it and decided to move us to another community: a previously ‘white’ suburb that 

was considered safer than most ‘coloured’ communities. When we arrived, people were seen 

walking about freely, and houses were not enclosed with high fences and burglar bars. Today, 

a decade later, residents have started to become haunted by reports of crime and violence and 

the possible increase thereof. More and higher walls are being built, and neighbourhood 

patrols are on the lookout for suspicious persons and activities. Those who have lived in the 

area for a long time are moving away, in search of safer residence. Yet my parents remain, 

for now. 
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Reflecting on how they were able to avoid being implicated in violence as its victims 

or perpetrators, I realise that there are those who possess forms of capital, financial or 

otherwise, which enable them to avoid violence in a quite literal way: by picking up and 

moving house and home. By the same token, there are others who lack such capital and 

opportunities. They must find ways of coping within these unsafe spaces, and for many their 

response is to embrace what they cannot flee: that is, to become perpetrators of violence 

themselves. 
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