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Abstract

This study is about understanding the constructions of and meanings behind aid
workers’ and independent migrant children’s representations of the category of childhood and
vulnerability. A cross-cutting theme is concerned with expounding the ways in which aid
workers construct the characteristics and worlds of meaning of independent adolescent
migrants from Zimbabwe, partly through a kind of dialogic interface between local and
global ideas of who these children are and the ideas that independent adolescent migrants
have of who they ought to be. Exploring insights on the diversity of independent children’s
experiences and varied representations in humanitarian work is at the centre of the
investigation. The study challenges dominant and homogenising discourses about
independent migrant children in migration and humanitarian work contexts.

Based on fieldwork in Musina, South Africa, the study uses traditional ethnographic
methods. This methodological approach is appropriate for studying the lived reality and
lifeworlds of different social actors. This study is anchored mainly on “the New Social
Studies of Childhood”, social constructionist and actor-oriented ethnographic approach
developed by Norman Long. It employed thematic analysis and discourse analysis to
understand the various discourses in child migration and humanitarian work.

The study contributes to a growing body of literature in New Social Studies of
Childhood, anthropology of childhood which documents and theorises the gap between aid
workers’ representations of independent migrant children and the lived experience of these
children in a humanitarian context. With childhood and adulthood boundaries often being de-
emphasised or fading, this thesis , which provides situated accounts of the lives of social
actors, underscores the prominence of social context, lifeworlds, power and shifting interests
of different social actors in producing multiple, contradictory, negotiated and contested
representations of independent migrant children. The representations of independent children
tended to vary depending on the lifeworlds of the different actors and the context in which
they operated. Focusing mainly on child mobility, sexuality and work, | argue that contrary to
homogenising representations, there are formal and informal representations of independent
migrant children. Thus, the study provides a critical antidote to the danger of taking dominant
representations of childhood for granted. The complexities, ambiguities and contradictions in
the representations of independent children which also generated different childhoods for
different children, were a result of the significant tensions but also complementarity of local
and global understandings of childhood. The study observes that childhood in humanitarian
work is gendered, classed, nationalised and economised. Thus it challenges the discourses of
childhood innocence and vulnerability which dominate humanitarian work. The varied and
conflicting childhood discourses often led to exclusion and pathologisation of independent
children by humanitarian workers. The study also revealed how the dominant discourse of
childhood innocence and vulnerability was sustained through reminders of childhood and
vulnerability. Noting that there are exclusionary and pathologising discourses at some
moments, the study argues for critical, reflexive and nuanced representation of independent
migrant children in migration and humanitarian work.

Key words: independent migrant children, childhood, vulnerability, agency, social actors, social
contexts, lifeworld, discourse analysis, New Social Studies of Childhood, actor-oriented and interface
approach, humanitarian work, formal and informal representation, child work, mobility and sexuality.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

Introduction

In recent years, there has been an increasing national and international interest in ‘out of
home’ childhoods, including independent migrant children who are beyond their national
borders. The idea of children on the move, without their parents and guardians, conjures
thoughts of victims of abuse, deviancy and neglect. The representation of these children by
humanitarian workers has been analysed from a few angles, for example: independent
children and livelihoods (Hashim and Thorsen, 2011; Heissler, 2010; Hoffman, 2010);
independent children and their rights (Schreier, 2011); and independent children and
vulnerability (Ensor and Gozdziak, 2010). | define representation as a particular way of
understanding, speaking of someone or portraying an independent migrant child or group of
these children. Representations of independent children by humanitarian workers and the
children themselves, which | argue can be formal or informal, tend to be produced during
encounters between these different social actors with different ideas and experiences (see
Long, 1999). According to Norman Long, social actors are those “‘entities (individuals or
groups) that can be regarded as having agency” (2001: 241). They tend to be seen as
possessing “the knowledgeability and capability to assess problematic situations and organise
‘appropriate’ responses” (Long, 2001: 241). Uncovering representations of independent
children by aid workers and these children’s own representations sheds light on
understandings of childhood and vulnerability. This study also enriches the debate on the
theorisation of childhood and offers some practical insights into development work with child
migrants in resource poor and violent society.

Drawing from a social constructionist paradigm (James and Prout, 1990; James, Jenks and
Prout, 1998; Woodhead, 2009), the objective of my study is to provide an understanding of
the constructions and meanings behind the predominant representations of the childhoods of
Zimbabwean children, who have migrated from Zimbabwe to Musina — a border town in
South Africa — without their parents or guardians. Specifically, | seek to explore the interplay
of humanitarian workers’ understandings of independent migrant children’s lives, and the
latter’s own representations of their lives. It is important to observe and talk to these children
and humanitarian workers so as to explore their interactions as this can be a useful way to

understand the representations of independent migrant children whose lives appears



intertwined with local and global ideas in dynamic humanitarian and migration milieus. Both
these groups of social actors seem to being influenced by local and global ideas on childhood
in different ways. As such, this thesis also set out to explore how the representations of
independent children appear informed by global as well as local understandings of childhood
(notions that are unpacked later) and the related consequences. This is important, as Finn,
Nybell and Shook (2010: 247) argue, because “Global processes are infiltrating local contexts
in different ways, with varying effects, but their force is felt nonetheless.” The moments and
ways these global principles, (for example, the child’s right to participate in decisions that
affect him or her) tends to be evoked, contested and function in the context of independent
migrant children in Musina is a further subject of later chapters. As Holloway and Valentine
(2000: 769) observe, “An analysis of the importance of ‘global’ influences” and children’s
‘local’ worlds enriches childhood studies. Drawing on ethnographic research that | conducted
for ten months in Musina, | analyse the ‘social interface’ between independent children and
humanitarian agencies, global and local understandings of childhood, and implicit or explicit
model(s) of childhood used by service providers with the central concern being how they
understand children and childhood as well as make sense of the competencies,
responsibilities and privileges of childhood in the contexts of migration and humanitarian
crisis.

A social interface is:

...a critical point of intersection or linkage between different social systems, fields
or levels of social order where structural discontinuities, based upon differences of
normative value and social interest, are most likely to be found...Such
discontinuities are characterized by discrepancies in values, interests, knowledge
and power. Interfaces typically occur at points where different, and often

conflicting, lifeworlds or social fields intersect (Long, 1989: 1-2).

Of note is that interface analysis centres on understanding the interaction between social
actors and not just actions of individual actors. Thus, as | unpack the actions of different
actors, discourses that social actors draw from to represent independent children, | pay
attention to the social context and social actors’ different ‘lifeworlds’ as well as their multiple
realities. Life-world is defined as a “lived-in and largely taken-for-granted world” (Schultz
and Luckmann, 1973 cited in Magadlela, 2000: 15). Magadlela (2000: 16) defines multiple
realities as “the co-existence of different social actors and their diverse world-views, their

varying perceptions of their common situation, based on their background, their networks,
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knowledge, and social status”. These concepts tends to be important as the “universalising
ideal of childhood may not capture the reality of children’s lives in diverse contexts” (Hashim
and Thorsen, 2011: 38). Thus, | will be able to appreciate why social actors mobilised,
highlighted, emphasised, de-emphasised or manipulated certain ideas or social processes
which shape the representations of independent children.

The other specific objectives of the study are to understand how environmental factors,
social context, and the choices made by independent children affect aid workers’
understandings of childhood, and in the process deconstruct representations of child
vulnerability (Hoffman, 2011) and images of deviant behaviour associated with independent
children. Orgocka aptly observes that “independent child migrants are often conceptualised
within a discourse of vulnerability” (2012: 3). Orgocka adds that this way helps in the
prioritisation of assistance.

Focusing on child migration in order to unpack the conceptualisations of childhood and
vulnerability, my study goes beyond documenting the basic things independent migrant
children need or have. In addition, the purpose of the study is neither to define independent
children’s “real needs”, nor to critique the provision of support to these children or
romanticise what aid agencies appear to be doing. | probe assumptions made by aid workers
about childhood and vulnerability, debate why aid workers act in the way they do: their
constructions of the other (independent children), how the environment that they live and
work in structures their views, actions, and how they themselves rationalise their actions
either in relation to the law, local and global practices. | also discuss local practices which
define childhood and how children as social agents (see Ensor, 2010) make meaning of their
engagements with service providers, and contribute to the construction of the way they tend
to represented. Consequently, in this study | go beyond the categorisation of independent
children that only understands them as fixed categories or homogeneous groups and instead
attends to the complexities, contradictions and ambiguities that surround the construction of
their representations. | reject “essentialist perspectives that treat all migrant children as a
vulnerable category” (Ensor and Gozdziak, 2010: 9).

I consider the influence of social factors like age, gender, nationality and class in
powering various discourses and their functions. Following Kitzinger’s (1990) observation
that an analysis of power, which shapes children’s position, is often rejected in favour of a
paternalistic approach to children, | also see the need to question the structural power

imbalances which characterize the relationship between adults and independent migrant



children. The paternalistic approach limits children’s autonomy since it sees them as
immature and needing protection from adults.

Thus, evidence and arguments | present in this study are built on the premise that children
are social actors who have the ability to analyse multiple social worlds, create meaning about
themselves, construct and shape their experiences and those of others including adults as well
as the societies they live in (see O’Kane, 2008; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). | also assume
that children negotiate their social world (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998) to resist and shape
it.

Although I recognise independent children’s social competencies or agency, | also sought
to understand the different structural factors that sometimes constrain children’s autonomy,
access to services or undermine their agency to deal with different challenges in their
everyday life. This point echoes Clark-Kazak’s argument that “analysis of structural
constraints and asymmetric power relationships provides nuanced insight into dynamic
(social and) political processes” (2011: 20).

A cross-cutting theme is concerned with elucidating the ways in which independent
children constructed their own identities and worlds of meaning, partly through a kind of
dialogic encounter between their own ideas of who they are and the ideas that others,
especially service providers, have of who they ought to be. Also explored are the
understandings and responses of independent children to paternal and maternal controls or
protectionist approaches of service providers towards them.

Several studies have revealed that independent migrant children occupy an important but
precarious social position in cross-border movements (see Mann, 2012; Clark-Kazak, 2011;
Wernesjo, 2011; Fritsch, Johnson and Juska, 2010; Palmary, 2009; Hillier, 2007; Setien and
Berganza, 2005) as a result of being in foreign lands without their parents (Halvorsen, 2002).
There appears a plethora of possible discursive frames for representing independent children
but 1 will advance Cheek’s (2004: 1143) point that “which discursive frame is afforded
presence (at any moment) is a consequence of the effect of power relations”. This then allows
me to reflect critically on the frames of representation put forward by children and aid
workers.

I specifically also consider the different discursive frames for thinking and speaking about
independent migrant children that aid workers bring to bear on their interactions with these
young people. Like Clark-Kazak (2011) in her research on the political narratives of
Congolese young people in Uganda who challenged the homogenising discourses about

migrant children, | also analyse how the diverse representations tends to be generated,
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mediated, lived with, made sense of, reproduced, disseminated and served the different
children, individuals or groups within the humanitarian and child migration contexts. Of note,
childhood is culturally specific (Chin, 2003). Different cultures have different understandings
of childhood. | reflect on the social processes and dynamics of independent children’s
relationships with aid workers and environment which produces these understandings of
independent children, “the power imbalances that shape them and the ideological contexts
which inform their production and reception” (Spyrou, 2011: 151). Basically, I investigate
the representations in a culturally sensitive way. Through the “analysis of how different
discursive practices produce different childhoods, each and all of which are ‘real’” within their
own regime of truth” (Prout and James, 1990: 27) this thesis contributes to understandings of
complex and contradictory discourses which portray independent children positively or
pathologise them.

This thesis, which is partially inspired by Bornstein’s work that highlighted *“the moral
struggles of development workers and donors” (2005: 2) and the beneficiaries, should not be
read as an indictment of the work of humanitarian agencies (see also Burman, 1994) nor as a
charge that their possible reproduction of vulnerability and legitimation of practices which
pathologise independent children are conscious acts. It is also not about the correct way for
adults to raise a child or aid workers to care and support children. Rather, the thesis is
concerned with the discourses that tend to be generated as aid workers try to understand
independent children and how these representations (and the consequent predispositions
toward youth that they imply) affect the mode and outcome of interactions between these
children and those service providers. In fact, | interrogate the ways in which different aid
workers engage with and make sense of the life of independent children in relation to their
representations. I am also concerned with how these children engage with these
representations, whether they challenge, manipulate, negotiate or accept them. I explore how
a critical engagement with existing different representations of migrant can yield insights into
the problems of independent children, aid workers and help generate more appropriate and
effective service provision for these young people. Though it is not my primary concern, |
also envisaged that this study will contribute to the improvement of care and support
practices following the persuasive argument put forward by Euwema, de Graaf, de Jager and
Van Lith who studied children in war-affected areas, that research results “have to lead to
outcomes and measures that will benefit the children in some way or another” (2008: 203).

Moreover, | do not propose to present an exhaustive study of the experiences of

autonomous migrant children in South Africa or attempt to establish “the truth” of what was
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happening or what happens when children interact with aid workers, even if this was
possible. Rather, this study is an attempt to gain a better and in-depth understanding of
linkages between meaning, power and knowledge (Foucault, 1980) when aid workers
interface with independent migrant children. In addition, the study does not address the
impact of interventions targeting independent children or number of children receiving
assistance.

| locate my study within the new field of anthropology of childhood (Hoffman, 2011,
Lancy, 2008; Bock, Bluebond-Langer and Korbin, 2007), child migration (Ensor and
Gozdiak, 2010) and humanitarian aid. I seek to deconstruct ideas of childhood vulnerability
(Cheney, 2010) by examining how the concept of childhood vulnerability which is
dominantly rooted in universal discourses of children’s rights, functions at local levels. At the
centre of the study is the interface of the representations of independent children as
vulnerable (see Wernesjo, 2011) and the lived realities of the children who demonstrate
agency in negotiating problematic and challenging situations in their lives (see Hoffman,
2011).

Researchers’ understanding of children and childhood has a bearing on how they conduct
research (Kellett et. al., 2004 cited in Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). My standpoint in this study
is that there is a multiplicity of childhoods; children are beings who as social actors possess
agency (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998) and have different degrees of vulnerability in different
contexts and moments, and this vulnerability is produced and reproduced by a complex set of
structural factors (see Bluebond-Langer and Korbin, 2007). Following Bluebond-Langer and
Korbin (2007: 241), | “recognise that these attributes manifest themselves in different times
and places, and under particular social, political, economic, and moral circumstances and
conditions”.

In this ethnographic study | draw centrally on the New Social Studies of Childhood (see
O’Kane, 2008) and the actor-oriented and interface approach (Long, 2001; Long, 1992; Long
1990) as a theoretical as well as a methodological approach. I also use discourse analysis (see
Long, 2001; Parker, 1999; Lupton, 1992) to identify competing, multiple and contradictory
discourses in the perception, treatment and representation of independent migrant children as
well as the functions of these discourses. Furthermore, | employ the non-dichotomous
understanding of James, Jenks and Pout’s (1998) framework of social/minority group and
social constructionist/tribal child approaches as enunciated by Holloway and Valentine
(2000) as a theoretical device to unpack the different representations of childhood and

vulnerability and treatment of child agency by service providers. Of note, the above
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theoretical devices share an interest in discursively constructed subjectivities (meaning
making), power and knowledge (see for example, Foucault, 1980), which are key resources
that drive the study as will be elaborated later in this chapter. Central to understanding the
various representations of independent migrant children in this study are the workings,
interface of local discourses, and major discourses in the conceptualisation of children and
childhood in the West (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Kehily, 2009).

Study Rationale

The overriding justification for this study stems from my observations that child
migration, particularly by independent children, has received fair attention in the media and
humanitarian aid sector but empirical work with a much more refined, nuanced understanding
and analysis of different aspects of their lives remains scarce (see these examples of the
scarce studies: Wernesjo, 2011; Hashim and Dorte Thorsen, 2011) particularly in Southern
Africa. Generally, child migration work in both policy and academic literature is in its infant
stages (Hashim and Thorsen, 2011). Some researchers in West Africa have tried to attend to
this under-researched area but it has tended to focus (largely) on children in particularly
difficult circumstances, for example, child soldiers, street children, AIDS orphans (Hashim
and Thorsen, 2011), independent children’ experiences of migration and work (for example,
Howard, 2012; Hashim and Thorsen, 2011; Thorsen, 2006).

My interest in children’s well-being and development dates back to my childhood years,
when | grew up in Zimbabwe where many children lived in a state of political conflict and
abject poverty. Then through my work as a researcher in Zimbabwe (for example, Munyati,
et al., 2009, Mahati et al., 2006; Magome et al., 2006) | came face to face with how the
above mentioned factors were devastating the lives of children across Zimbabwe. My close
interaction with a number of child related service providers as we conducted operations
research solidified my interest to understand how ideas on childhood and interventions,
conceived locally or elsewhere, were interfacing, being understood and responded to by the
beneficiaries, particularly children who are widely assumed to be immature and vulnerable.
One of the common messages to service providers from the children interviewed was for the
children to be at the centre of interventions targeting them. Their message is anchored in the
children’s rights discourse. | realised that children felt marginalised by service providers from
the design to evaluation of programmes that targeted them. All this made me strive for, but

also critically appraise, children’s participation in research and eager to understand their



lifeworlds regarding understandings of childhood and how they are being represented in aid
work.

With regard to the situation of independent children, my interest in understanding their
lives arose in 2007 through research | participated in on “responses to HIV and AIDS, and
gender based violence needs of Zimbabwean cross border mobile populations from South
Africa” in Beit Bridge town, on the Zimbabwean border with South Africa. The town is
adjacent to Musina town in South Africa. This study exposed me to the existence of
Zimbabwean children who risked their lives by illegally crossing the crocodile infested
Limpopo River which divides the two southern African countries and evading gangs of
violent criminals, commonly known as magumaguma, who patrol both sides of the river. |
will elaborate on the interface between magumaguma and independent migrant children later
in this chapter. The returnees, including independent children, narrated horror tales about
how they crossed Limpopo River. They said a number of Zimbabweans including children
had drowned whilst crossing the flooded river in the rainy season (see Rutherford, 2008b).
Then looking at these children from the child protectionist discourse (see James, Jenks and
Prout, 1998) as well as the abolish “child labour’ perspective, a fellow researcher and | were
both amazed and shocked that independent boys and girls under the age of 18, and some as
young as seven years old were going to South Africa to work, something which I and my
peers had never dreamt of doing as children. I grew up thinking that one cannot dare cross an
international border without the right documentation. | never imagined that children could
leave home without a parent or guardian even to travel to the next village, suburb or town in
Zimbabwe to seek employment. Together with my peers, | had childhood fantasies of going
outside the country but after finishing school when we envisaged that our competencies to
eke out a living even under difficult circumstances would have developed. In fact, when we
were growing up, we were continuously advised that child work and schooling were
diametrically opposed, a view which is dominant in both the global north and south. Taking a
cue from our parents, we, to use Bourdillon’s words, basically structured “the world into
binary categories, such as children and adults, with binary sets of characteristics and
appropriate behaviour” (2006: 1203). Thus, it never crossed our minds to transform our
dreams into reality, particularly by going to South Africa which was and is still perceived by
many Zimbabweans as economically prosperous but very violent.

Independent children’s stories of crossing the border and living in a foreign country
without their parents or guardians fascinated me. | became curious about their lives. Of note

is that during the study in Beitbridge, | noted what seemed to be a gulf in thinking between
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independent children who had been repatriated from South Africa and aid workers who
received them in Beitbridge as the latter questioned and admonished children for thinking
that, as young as they were without having finished school, they could live and work in South
Africa, especially without passports or required documentation. Children, on the other hand,
seemed to dismiss these criticisms. During that time South Africa’s Department of Home
Affairs (DHA) working together with SAPS in contravention of their national laws was
deporting undocumented minors in large numbers. What struck me was that much to the
chagrin of aid workers who wanted to freely assist these children that they officially depicted
as vulnerable to go home to their parents and guardians, independent children soon after
being dropped off by vehicles hired by the South African government quickly trooped back to
South Africa, leaving Norway’s Save the Children well-resourced, neat and ‘child-friendly’
temporary shelter in the border town. They quickly retraced their footsteps back to South
Africa without the required travelling papers or having contacted their parents or to migrate
with their parents or guardians. Together with my research colleagues, we wondered about
the children’s motivations for rejecting the advice and spurning the ‘nice’ aid which they
were being given (for example, hot meals, children’s games, temporary good and safe
accommodation, free transport to their parents or guardians’ door steps among other forms of
assistance) and also how these minors, who appeared poor and vulnerable, were being
understood by service providers. | wondered whether the expectations of these children and
the services they were being offered matched (see Settien and Berganza’s paper in 2005 on
how Spain’s official institutions reacted to independent minors).

Thus, this experience of seeing a disjunction between the lived realities of aid workers
and independent children on understandings of child migration planted in me an idea that an
in-depth study could be carried out to have a nuanced understanding of this phenomenon of
independent migrant children and the interactions between them and humanitarian agencies.

There has been scant attention and fragmented exploration of how understandings of
childhood shape everyday representations of independent children by aid workers. According
to Finn, Nybell and Shook, “viewing childhood as a socially constructed category, as opposed
to a biologically determined one, opens up new possibilities for understanding contemporary
experiences and representations of young people” (2010: 248). Consequently, in this study |
try to make sense of the representations of independent migrant children in the context of
their lives and realities.

From my observation and conversations with aid workers in Musina, a number of local

and global humanitarian agencies are galvanising resources and have expended huge amounts
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of money, time and energy rolling out different interventions targeting the multitudes of
Zimbabwean independent children assumed to be running away from the debilitating political
and economic morass, under the banner of protecting them. These children are considered
“out of bounds” (Chin, 2003: 309-325) — meaning they are in spaces where they are not
supposed to be and not fitting into the bracket of normal childhood. So far, however, there is
little said on contrasting ideas of local and global understandings of childhood in the
everyday practices of aid workers and of the children themselves in the contexts of
humanitarian work and migration respectively. Ideas of local and global understandings of
childhood are discussed in chapter two. In this new global economy, how these universal
ideas function in local environments is very important for understanding children and
childhood. The research (for example, IOM, 2009) and media articles (for example,
Ngwenya, 2012; Lombard, 2010)!? on independent children to date have tended to
repeatedly focus on and stresses the drivers of migration, the needs and vulnerabilities
children experience (see I0M, 2009), what is being done by humanitarian agencies and the
government, the problem of child trafficking (see Palmary, 2010; Howard, 2012; Dottridge,
2002), and the resources which need to be mobilised rather than, for instance, revealing the
ideas or motivations behind the aid workers’ actions towards independent children. Hashim
and Thorsen (2011: 111) note that “until recently, most of the engagement with the subject of
children who move without their parents has been at the level of policy and/or advocacy on
behalf of children”. In addition, it is important to heed Burman’s (1995a) call that the
discourses of children’s rights be analysed to check whether they can fully promote the
interests of children. There is need to understand how the discourse of children’s needs
operates and is deployed by different social actors.

Under critique in this study is the re-production of discourses of childhood (see Burman,
2008; Walkerdine, 2001), children’s innocence (see Archard, 1993; Burman, 2008; Kitzinger,
1990), dependency (see further critiques of this notion in these books: O’Connell Davidson,
2005; Qvortrup, 1987 cited in Iversen, 2002: 831), passivity (see Morrow, 2008; Kitzinger,
1990), immaturity (see Burman, 2008) and vulnerability of children (see Skinner, 2004;
Kitzinger, 1990) and their purposes in different contexts of child migration and humanitarian

crisis. Qualities of dependence and powerlessness are dominant in defining childhood

1 See, Ngwenya Kaizer “A rising tide of Child Refugees” Drum 12 July 2012, number 29.

2 For example, Anna-Maria Lombard “Unaccompanied migrant children at risk as funding dries up”
http://www.citypress.co.za/SouthAfrica/Features/Unaccompanied-migrant-children-at-risk-as-funding-dries-up-
20100627 (Date of access: 2010-06-26).
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(Burman, 1994). Consequently, efforts to protect and free children from responsibilities are
legitimated.

Contrary to research on children which has not paid much attention to structural analysis
(class, gender, age, knowledge and so on) (see Qvortrup, 2007), this study | do not underplay
the effect of structural factors on children. | recognise the problematic situation which is
produced by this analysis as, for example, Bograd (1999) points out that if these social factors
which differentiate people are negated, some people may not be considered ‘genuine’ victims
and consequently may not be given adequate protection from violence. Bluebond-Langner
and Korbin (2007) note that children, like adults, are subject to structural constraints. Thus,
attention to social, economic and cultural constraints facing children will shed light on how
children are being understood.

Furthermore, the characteristics of individual and structural factors that give rise to
autonomous behaviour or inhibit it have to be explored. These and other issues such as
analysing the inherent, assumed understandings of childhood and vulnerability, are important
to advance, for example, Burman’s (2008) point that an understanding of the limits of the
current models of childhood used by service providers will provide guidance about ways in
which more realistic assumptions about agency and the representations of childhood and
vulnerability can be made.

The notion of child protection is one of the common themes running through much of the
literature on independent children. | will interrogate what assumptions underpin child
protection and how it functions. The concern about child protection emanates from the idea
that children are relatively weak and therefore have to be protected. There is little analysis of
the structural power imbalances surrounding child protection and the discourses they draw
from. For example, Kitzinger (1990) notes, in her comments on childhood studies, that an
analysis of power, which shapes children’s position, is often rejected in favour of a
paternalistic approach to children. In attempting to plug this gap, this study will go beyond a
categorisation of vulnerability that reduces the discussion to questions of which children are
vulnerable and which are not, and instead, brings out the complexities, contradictions and
ambiguities that surround this discourse in the field of child mobility.

I am of the view that there is need to extend existing knowledge on child participation
particularly by researching children in a humanitarian aid context. A neglect of independent
migrant children’s own understandings is not helpful as Spyrou (2011) argues that accessing
the silenced voices of children is key to understanding childhood. However, it has been

argued, as the literature on child participation shows, that giving voice to children is fraught
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with challenges (Bourdillon, 2008b; Naker, 2007; Fanelli, Musarandega and Chawanda,
2007). As independent children interacted with aid workers the core question in this study
was: what determines who “... speak[s], when, and with what authority, and, conversely, who
cannot” (Ball, 1990 cited in Cheek, 2004: 1142). The study also highlights how the silencing
of independent children’s voices and social constructions of childhood and vulnerability are
both gendered, nationalised, spaced and classed amongst other factors.

Away from the discourse of child participation, another key area of interest is the
portrayal of children in humanitarian discourses. One of the few academic works that comes
close to this analysis is a paper by Erica Burman (1994) which explores how Black children
in the global South were being represented in charity appeals. She argued that the image of a
poor starving Black child is very important for charity organisations to successfully mobilise
donations as well as that there are attempts to universalise the Global North’s understandings
of childhood. With anti-child migration and more generally xenophobic attitudes towards
foreigners prevailing in South Africa, it is important to explore how independent children are
being perceived and assisted by people in an environment under the influence of different
global and local ideas on childhood.

Following Setien and Berganza’s (2005) point about matching the expectations of
independent foreign children and services for them, it is imperative to explore and reflect
how the representations of childhood and vulnerability function in practice in a developing
country as well as in ‘humanitarian crisis’ context. For example, Isabel Rodriguez Mora
(2010) argued that during the 1999 floods and mudslides in Venezuela support for children,
together with women, slid into surveillance and generated reproduction of exclusionary
practices against the same.

Thus, the study contributes to the concerns which Burman (2008) raises that the
globalization of the Global North’s definition of the child, which tends to see a child as
innocent and dependent on adults, can lead to the pathologization or demonization of children
whose behaviour contradicts the conventional norms. | follow the point made by Burman
(1995a) that it is important to re-conceptualise how we see children in the Global South and
also make an assessment of the socio-political practices that determine their position. The
subjectivities that characterise their actions and the power relations inherent in their
interactions with service providers still need to be understood. Burman (1995a) warns that
failure to do this will result in current models of development which are propagated by
globalisation through international legislation gain false authority. It is also worth noting that

the implementation of these models has implications for the general well-being and
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development of children. Thus, this study interrogates the constructions of childhood and
vulnerability as they circulate within service providers, local and international, so as to
contribute to efforts of understanding independent children and improving programmes
aimed at them.

There seem to be a number of lessons that can be transferred from feminist writing for
this study. For example, there is literature which shows that “women can negotiate and
renegotiate strategies and alternatives within abusive relationships in order to cope within
their immediate constraints” (e.g. Baker, 1997 cited Boonzaier, 2006: 146) and “also to allow
them to gain some small amount of power and control in their relationships” (Kirkwood,
1993 cited in Boonzaier, 2006: 146). Kitzinger writes that efforts by survivors to “resist and
endure abuse (exploitation) remain largely uncharted and unheard” (1990: 162). More than
two decades later, this gap in literature still exists in child migration studies. In fact, and of
interest to this study, very little was found in the literature on the discourses which service
providers draw from when portraying child migrants and how these discourses are
functioning. It is hoped that these gaps will be closed somewhat in the pages that follow.

Writing about the state of anthropology of childhoods, Bluebond-Langner and Korbin
(2007) observes that past anthropological works focused on asserting and documenting
children’s agency. However, Bluebond-Langner and Korbin notes that “What is less clear is
the degree of agency, the impact of that agency, let alone the nature of that agency... singly
or in groups” (2007: 242). They argued that children like adults, their actions are restricted by
structural factors. The effects of various social factors on the way children or groups of
children express themselves needs to be problematized and understood. Following their
argument | say not much is known about what people like service providers think of
children’s agency, for example, in a humanitarian aid context and the discourses they draw
from.

As will be argued later, attention to independent children, agency, and vulnerability also
requires engagement with the gendered nature of representations of childhood through
programmes or activities which aim at controlling the type of work children engaged in,
sexual behaviour and so on. In this study, attention is paid to any gender differences in the
representations of both boys and girls as they can either reinforce the dominant patriarchal
system or be mediated and transfigured in a humanitarian context.

This study is anchored on the assumption that humanitarian agencies’ work is being
informed and guided by universalist policies like the 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
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(ACRWC) of 1990, which “recognises that the child is both a self-determining subject and in
need of protection” (Nieuwenhuys, 2001: 540). According to Abrahams and Matthews (2011:
28) the UNCRC and the ACRW seem “premised more on the rights of the child than the
powers of the parent over the child”. The UNCRC established children’s rights to exercise
some life choices and asserted that actions concerning children should have their best
interests as their primary concern. These ideologies have widely circulated and have been in
vogue in child development discourse for many years. A lot of literature has been produced
emphasising the importance of regarding children as autonomous beings (see Invernizzi and
Milne, 2002; Bourdillon, 2008b; Arnold, 2000).

This study offers critical reflections on global (or other) models of childhood. At the
centre of the study is the presumption that there is tension between international and local
values which inform child care practices, and that aid workers and children have different and
often competing interests and values. Notions of childhood from the West are widely seen as
problematic if applied in the South (see Burman, 1994). The study aims to understand how
the global ideas on childhood are being mediated and transformed in a migration and

humanitarian setting in the South.

Framing the Zimbabwe and Musina Context

As this study is concerned with different discourses, this section gives background
information on the different social actors and the often fraught and contradictory social,
economic and political milieu in which the representations of independent children are
shaped and presented. This is important as it lays the base for understanding how childhood is
being conceived and perceived. In other words, it clears the ground for understanding how
representations of independent children from Zimbabwe are being produced, mediated and
re-produced.

Emphasising the importance of understanding the social context, Michael Bourdillon

writes:

Attention to context is especially important if we want our studies to assist in
attempts at intervention and to offer practical support to underprivileged people.
Context includes the macro-economic environment, but it also includes the way

people think and speak, i.e. their culture (Bourdillon, 2011: 98).
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Robert Levine emphasise the importance of grasping the temporal, social and cultural

contexts in which children live:

The ethnography of childhood, then, is based on the premise — constantly re-
examined in empirical research — that the conditions and shape of childhood tend
to vary in central tendency from one population to another, are sensitive to
population — specific contexts, and are not comprehensible without detailed
knowledge of the socially and culturally organised contexts that give them
meaning (Levine, 2007: 247).

Alldred and Burman (2005: 176) also point out that “discursive work insists that analysis
is similarly grounded in the context in which it is produced...” This is even important as
“childhood is lived and experienced contextually’ (Hashim and Thorsen, 2011: 114). Thus,
this section lays the ground for understanding the social, political and economic environment
and social actors’ multiple realities.

Situating Zimbabwe

The socio-economic situation in Zimbabwe has a bearing on how independent children
were represented. Due to actors’ different life-worlds and interests, the construction of
Zimbabwe’s socio-political situation is contested. So in this section | just give a sketch of
Zimbabwe’s socio-economic and political situation in order to shed more light on how
independent children’s representations are constructed in different social contexts, for
different functions and their consequences of representations.

Despite its early successes, Zimbabwe’s economy has been in a perilous state since the
late 1980s and it severely deteriorated from 2000 when the Government embarked on the
‘fast track’ land re-distribution programme (see Raftopoulos, 2009) and faced economic
sanctions by some Western countries. A combination of poverty (characterised by hyper-
inflation®), a high rate of unemployment, inequality, the HIV and AIDS epidemic,

corruption, incessant droughts, economic mismanagement, governance crisis*, Economic

3 IRIN News (Wednesday 18 February 2009 Zimbabwe) reported that the official Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe
figure, dating back to July 2008, put year-on-year inflation at more than 231 million per cent.
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?Reportld=82500. The hyper-inflation devalued savings, income and
impoverishment of the majority of the Zimbabweans.

4 Mandivamba Rukuni and Stig Jensen (2003) argued that besides the land crisis, Zimbabwe was also faced a
“serious governance crisis, which in turn has precipitated a major food crisis.
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Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP)>, political instability (see Raftopoulos, 2009) has
severely battered the economic, social and political fibre of the Southern African country.
Some of the lowlights of the crisis include: serious shortages of basic goods particularly food,
the near collapse of the once illustrious educational and health service delivery system, and
collapsed social security schemes. In 2009 one independent migrant child in Musina reflected

on life in Zimbabwe:

Life was very hard in Zimbabwe when | came here [in 2008]... It was difficult to
get things including school fees and food. Life was hard there but here it’s better.

We get food and go to school. We also get money and other things.

As the political contest between Zimbabwe African National Union (Patriotic Front)
ZANU (PF), which ruled Zimbabwe from 18 April 1980 to 13 February 2009, and the
factions of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) intensified, there was political
polarisation amongst Zimbabweans. The ZANU (PF) led Zimbabwe government was widely
accused of gross human rights abuses. Many of its nationals including minors left and
claimed asylum in neighbouring and distant countries like the United Kingdom and Australia.

As people battled to cope with the economic hardships, a number of families and the
Zimbabwean State faced a mammoth task of supporting vulnerable children and the growing
number of children orphaned by the AIDS epidemic who were in a state of destitution
(Munyati et.al., 2009). There was also an increase in the number of children living and
working on the streets. The stressed extended family system failed to assist orphans and
vulnerable children (Munyati et.al., 2009; Mahati et al., 2006; Foster et al, 1995). The State
and non-governmental organisations were overwhelmed by the magnitude of the population
in need of assistance. As the hardships took their toll, a number of people of all age groups
responded by abandoning their homes, and left en masse with or without proper travelling
documents, to neighbouring countries particularly South Africa and Botswana in search of
livelihoods and access to social services like education and health (see Rutherford, 2008).
This situation is captured by Crush and Tevera’s (2010: 1) who observe that “[w]hen modern
[S]tates go into terminal decline or fail altogether, the predictable response of ordinary people
IS to get out, as soon as they can, to wherever they can go”.

5 ESAP was introduced in 1990 and it negatively impacted on Zimbabwe’s economy (see for example,
Marquette, 1997).
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On 13 February 2009, under pressure from an economic and political crisis, the general
populace in Zimbabwe and the Southern African Development Community (SADC), ZANU
(PF) and the two factions of MDC formed the Government of National Unity (GNU). But the
heavily battered economy saw little revival under the shaky GNU. The majority of
households remained very poor, the political situation volatile and future uncertain. The
GNU’s term ended on 31 July 2013 with ZANU (PF) winning the election but these results
were disputed by the dominant faction of the MDC. Economic sanctions imposed on
Zimbabwe remain in place. Thus, the exodus of Zimbabweans of all ages, class and both
sexes to other countries which continued during the GNU period is continuing unabated.

Though this study is not about why Zimbabweans were migrating to South Africa, it is
important to note that the question of why Zimbabweans migrated is highly politicised — as
the reasons put forward range from the socio-economic hardships to governance issues. South
Africa claimed economic migration, thereby denying many Zimbabweans asylum. However,
other countries like the United Kingdom allowed asylum applications. This shows the
different understandings and responses to the Zimbabwean socio-economic and political
situation.

The next section presents the study site to clarify the context.

Musina Town and the Border Post Area

Located in the northern province of Limpopo and in Vhembe District, Musina town is on
the major frontline of migration into other parts of South Africa. It is situated 520 kilometres
from Johannesburg in Gauteng province, the most common destination for foreign migrants
and also local people. The border town is surrounded by commercial farms employing a
number of Zimbabweans. Zimbabweans’ migration to farms during the 2000s economic crisis
had precedence. Zinyama (2002) notes that the Zimbabweans who in the 1990s came to work
in the farms in northern Limpopo province were mainly pushed by the limited economic
opportunities in Zimbabwe as a result of the economic austerity measures implemented by
their government.

Through exploring the different spaces independent children lived and socialised in, |
will understand how these children were represented. The area under study in Musina can be
divided into four zones. The first zone covers the town centre and the affluent suburbs. The
second zone comprises the residential areas for the poor and middle income households.
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Some of the dwelling units were mkhukhu®. The third zone covers the bushy area between
the Musina Border Post’ and the low income residential area. It also includes the border post
area and the bushes around the border post where the magumaguma mostly operate. The
border post area has several dealers in re-conditioned cars, several spazas®, a few shops, a
police post, houses for border officials, a small taxi rank and truck stops. The fourth zone is
the area after the town centre en route to Johannesburg. This is where the detention centre for

irregular migrants, Soutpansberg Military Grounds (SMG), is located (see chapter two).

Although the dry and hot town appears dormant as it has few shops, no big industries and
a small (official) population of about 57 000 people (Statistics South Africa, 2007)°, there
was never a dull moment in Musina during my time there. As Zimbabwe’s economy melted *°
and its service delivery system collapsed from the start of this new millennium, Musina grew
rapidly in terms of the number of new retail shops. The number of people, particularly
Zimbabweans in transit, those conducting various businesses on the streets, and those buying
groceries in shops, increased exponentially. Most shops in Zimbabwe were empty of
groceries and the few goods in a few select shops were unaffordable to the majority of the
population. Such was the huge presence of Zimbabwean shoppers with very few South
African registered vehicles along one busy street in Musina that one senior local authority
official commented that it was commonly called “Robert Mugabe Street”, after the President
of Zimbabwe. Anecdotes have it that the street was named after Robert Mugabe as it is
heavily populated by Zimbabweans and he is widely accused by his critics of causing such a
presence of Zimbabweans in Musina. His government and political party, ZANU (PF), are
accused of mismanaging the economy, corruption and committing human rights abuses.

Due to the collapse of Zimbabwe’s health service delivery system, many Zimbabweans
were also coming to Musina to give birth and to access other health services (see Elford,
2009; Musina Local Municipality, 2009). One of the consequences of the failure of
Zimbabwe’s health service delivery system was exemplified by the cholera outbreak in

6 Shacks in Zulu are often called mkhukhu (chicken run). They are shacks usually made up of different sheets of
corrugated iron, plastics and wood. They look like chicken runs hence the name mkhukhu.

7 The 24 hour border post is one of the busiest ports of entry in sub-Saharan Africa.

8 A spaza is an informal shop, which is usually located in the South African townships.
9 Statistics South Africa’s Community Survey 2007.

10 In 2009 Steve Hanke reported that “as of 14 November 2008, Zimbabwe’s annual inflation rate was 89.7%
Sextillion per cent”.
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Zimbabwe which spilled into Musina in November 2008 (see Musina Local Municipality,
2009; Elford, 2009).

Musina is a melting pot of many ethnic groups but TshiVenda and Sepedi (Northern
Sotho) are the dominant ethnic groups and languages. The TshiVenda language is also spoken
in Beit Bridge district in Zimbabwe. As obtains in other South African towns, ethnic tensions
simmer amongst people in Musina. The mass exodus of Zimbabweans to South Africa!! has
resulted in a heavy presence of the Shona and Ndebele speaking people in Musina.

In 2008 a number of South African towns, particularly in poor communities, were
engulfed by xenophobic violence (see Tafira, 2011; Landau, 2010). However, Musina
remained surprisingly peaceful. A female humanitarian worker, born and bred in Musina,
attributed the absence of xenophobic attacks in Musina to a huge population of South
Africans in this former mining town who had parents, grandparents and other relatives of
foreign origin. The attacks on foreigners and ‘other suspect outsiders’ (Landau, 2010) were
sparked off by South African citizens’ anger that foreigners were frustrating their social and
economic interests (see Hassim, Kupe, and Worby, 2008). Although migrants including
children freely spoke Shona and Ndebele, they found it strategic to learn and speak the local
languages in order to negotiate for livelihoods and ensure protection of their rights through
representing themselves favourably to the police and the community.

Contrary to its appearance of tranquillity, Musina town is suffering a near disaster in the
bushy area around the border post. | present a detailed description of the nature, prevalence of
violence and crime in this area as it has a bearing on independent children’s actions and how
they are represented. Every day irregular migrants including children are violently robbed,
attacked, threatened and murdered by magumaguma. Magumaguma (in Shona) or
amagumaguma (in Ndebele) are mostly male criminals who way-lay undocumented migrants
using illegal entry points on both sides of the Limpopo River and violently rob people of their
valuables like mobile phones, clothes, and money in Beitbridge and Musina towns. They are
also accused of conning people, sexually abusing migrants particularly women and girls (see
Mahati, 2012). Magumaguma use dangerous weapons like guns and machetes. They often
take beautiful and fashionable clothes that migrants, including children, are wearing. Owing

to the numerous reports of crimes being committed by magumaguma at night, the police

11 MSF head of mission Mickael le Paih in 2009 said: "We have been told by the DHA (department of home
affairs) that there are 300 people per day arriving at the DHA to apply for asylum (in Musina),"
http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/Politics/300-arriving-from-Zim-per-day-20100512 (Date of access: 12
May 2010)
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sometimes scaled up their night patrols at the border post area. Periodically, magumaguma
engaged in running battles in the bush with SAPS working together with the South African
Defence Force, Zimbabwe Republic Police and the Zimbabwe National Army. Fierce running
battles occurred in a bush nicknamed “DRC” where many key informants including children
said magumaguma’s rule was supreme. The bush on the eastern side of the South Africa
border post was named DRC after the Democratic Republic of Congo which hosted arguably
the largest war in modern African history from August 1998 to 2000 (see Horace Campbell,
2003). The bush surrounding the border post and along the Limpopo River was littered with
torn women’s panties, brassieres, purses and bags. According to Takudzwa, an independent
child aged 15, who temporarily worked at one of the farms along the border before he stayed
at a boys’ shelter, he and his friend, an independent minor like him, saw several dead bodies
on the farm whilst herding cattle. He and other children who had used illegal entry points or
worked as human smugglers reported being traumatised by what they had seen and
experienced in this bush.

During field work | witnessed some of the violence and social suffering of migrants,
including children. For example, in March 2010 | witnessed at the border post a
magumaguma in his 20s being severely punched, kicked and thrashed by security guards,
truck stop owner and a 16-year-old unaccompanied migrant boy working at a truck stop. The
magumaguma was apprehended by the security guards soon after he had robbed two
Zimbabwean boys in their late teens who had used an illegal entry point to cross the Limpopo
River. After brutally assaulting the magumaguma they set him free as they said reporting to
SAPS was a waste of time. Despite this worrisome situation, | exchanged pleasantries with
some of the magumaguma almost every day as we shared the same working space and
nationality. Nevertheless, it came with risks.

Migrants, including independent children, also experienced frequent police brutality.
Members of the South Africa Police Services (SAPS) were widely accused by aid workers
and migrants of being perpetrators of violence, crime and xenophobic attacks. Whilst doing
fieldwork, 1 experienced first-hand, the hostility of some of the members of SAPS. | recount
my encounter with the police in order to show the abuse which is prevalent in this area and is
faced by children every day. On 26 March 2010, I arrived at the border post at 11pm to do
fieldwork. Soon after | parked the South African hired and registered vehicle | was driving at
a fuel station, about ten armed police officers surrounded my car. They aggressively
demanded to know why | had driven a South African car to within less than a kilometre from

the border with *“your country” (referring to my country of origin, Zimbabwe). Fully
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cognisant that police officers have the right to stop and search anyone within a radius of 10
kilometres from the border | tried to explain my mission. However, without giving me an
opportunity to speak, their leader, who pompously told me that he had the rank of an
inspector after | had asked for his name, accused me of intending to smuggle “our country’s
car to your country”. As | protested against his slander and untoward behaviour, the police
inspector forcibly took my prescription spectacles making it extremely difficult for me to see.
Spewing expletives at my nationality, he expressed xenophobic statements and manhandled
me. When | explained to him that | was legally studying in South Africa he reproached me
for not studying in my country. He derisively asked me why foreigners were coming to study
in South Africa. When | told him to treat me with respect as | had rights as a migrant, he was
incensed. He retorted, “This is not Zimbabwe. This is South Africa you have no rights. How
dare you come into my country and tell me that you have rights? What rights?” After
harassing me for almost twenty minutes, the law enforcement agents finally asked to see the
registration papers of the car and my passport. They inspected the car. After finding
everything in order, they walked away leaving me shell-shocked and angry. Moments later, |
shared my experience with some independent children and instead of being shocked they
unanimously said | had been “treated well” by that group of police officers which they
described as brutal. These boys revealed that they had lost count of the number of times they
had been unceremoniously picked up by the police officers and subjected to brutal treatment,
for example, their heads being put into toilet bowls and water flushed, assaulted particularly
at night, and cold water poured on them regardless of the time of the day and weather. They
described police officers as “cowards” since they often arrested and beat them thoroughly
“until they are tired”, then released the boys without laying any charges. The boys argued that
if police officers thought they had genuine cases against the children then they should charge
them so they could appear in court. Independent children’s labelling of police officers as
‘cowards’ served to delegitimise their actions and claim victimhood.

Apparently what was happening in Musina was not unique as The Mail & Guardian (June
3 to 9, 2011), published the results of its investigation which indicated that across the
country, the South Africa Police Service uses heavy handed and military style approaches. It
also reported Independent Complaints Directorate figures which showed that there was an
increase in the number of police assaults from 1380 in 2007-2008 to 1667 between 2009 and
2010 (The Strong arm of the “force’ by Kamvelihle Gumede-Johnson, 2011: 4).
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Amidst these hardships, independent children often showed their mastery of the art of
evading arrest, deportation, and self-protection. However, they did so at a great cost to their
physical and emotional well-being, a source of concern for aid workers informed by the

discourses of rights and child protection. Melusi, aged 15, explained:

We are used to these raids which often happen either when a new group of police
officers which is not child friendly arrive to police the border or when they receive
directives to weed out migrant children. We have several ‘gate-ways’ or escape

routes, and hideouts like trees and rooftops.

These children weathered the police’s heavy-handed blitzes against undocumented
migrants and child workers. Reports of the abuse of independent migrant children worried the

civil society in Musina, resulting in their campaigning against these practices.

Independent children’s Encounters with Crime

Illegally crossing the border into South Africa is often a toilsome, dangerous and
expensive journey for many Zimbabwean migrants. However, reports have paid scant
attention to independent children’s encounters with magumaguma (see Kropiwnicki, 2010;
Rutherford, 2008b). Independent children often left their homes without telling anyone, hitch-
hiked in buses or trains and walked on foot carrying very few items. Having no change of
clothes or money was described by many of the children as “no big deal” as they imagined
easily getting a well-paying job soon after arriving in South Africa. Looking at the bright
lights of Musina at night from Beit Bridge town, which contrasted greatly with urban centres
of Zimbabwe which rarely had electricity due to the constant load shedding, they had a strong
feeling that they were about to reach Egoli?. A number of them confessed that they had
mistaken Musina for Johannesburg. They reported that dreams of a better life across the
border had spurred them to overcome one last hurdle of crossing the border either through the
crocodile infested Limpopo River or at the formal entry point without the required
documentation. The majority of Zimbabweans are unemployed and cannot afford a passport.
For instance, in 2010 it cost US$150 to get a passport (see MSF, 2010). Under these

conditions, human smugglers and magumaguma who included women and youths (some

12 | iterally, “The Place of Gold,” which is a popular name for Johannesburg. In fact, the whole of South Africa
is popularly referred to as “Egoli” or “Joni”.
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under 18 years) deceived migrants without proper documentation that it was safe to use
pathways in the bush to cross the border (see Rutherford, 2008b).

The magumaguma had a reign of terror along the banks of Limpopo River (both sides), in
the bush surrounding the border post, at the border post, Musina town, and in residential
areas'®. A number of independent children including those who socialised with
magumaguma had horrific encounters with them when they were crossing the border or
escorting irregular migrants through illegal entry points in the bush. Independent children
recounted harrowing stories of being stoned, stabbed by knives, savagely beaten up, robbed
of all the money they had, raped, gang raped and hearing that migrants were killed by
magumaguma. Some children had been kidnapped for hours and sometimes days and forced
to witness or participate in crime by magumaguma. A number of independent migrant boys
who made a living through illegal activities such as smuggling migrants and goods like
cigarettes, narrated ordeals of often witnessing women being raped and migrants being
robbed of their possessions. For example, "Women will sleep on top of you (men will be the
‘beds’). They will then rape the woman", said Ford, aged 17, describing magumaguma’s
behaviour. On a number of days | heard the screams of migrants being attacked by
magumaguma near the houses of South African border post officials. Some members of
SAPS expressed frustration at continuously attending to many irregular migrants who had
been robbed or brutalised by magumaguma and hearing cries for help. Nevertheless, several
times | saw them rescuing migrants with children and then interrogating the visibly disturbed
migrants about why they used dangerous illegal entry points.

Migrants and local adults often accused independent migrant boys of being criminals
conniving with magumaguma to rob them. The boys on their part denied these allegations
arguing that there were a lot of hostilities between them and magumaguma. | witnessed many
of these hostilities (see Chapter one and three). In situations like these, boys felt unprotected
even by the police. This was evident when | asked why they did not furnish the police with
the names of the robbers. They replied that the police would accuse them of being
accomplices of the robbers when all they would have done was witnessing the magumaguma

committing crimes or hearing stories of crime from the robbers' colleagues.

13 Two years after fieldwork, the problem of magumaguma was continuing unabated. At a public meeting with
members of the Musina community in August 2013, one-middle aged woman passionately appealed to SAPS to
seriously clamp down on the activities of magumaguma.
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Magumaguma’s terror was also sexualised and gendered. They carried out humiliating
sexual violence against migrant women and girls in the bush. Magumaguma often searched
for money on every part of girls and women’s bodies including inside their vaginas!‘.
Women and girls being raped by magumaguma in full view of everyone were common
narratives. As they were being raped, other migrants were forced to cheer on this criminal
and dehumanising act. The sexual violation of women and girls’ bodies at the South Africa —
Zimbabwe border is not unique. For example, according to one report, “Up to 80 percent of
migrant women and girls are raped during their border crossing (U.S.-Mexico border), by the
traffickers smuggling them across, other migrants, or corrupt U.S. Border Patrol officials”
(Merlan, 2014, see also a 2010 report by Amnesty International).

Magumaguma often forced, at gun or knife-point, a number of migrants including
children, to commit heinous crimes including rape, sodomy and incest against fellow
migrants. In one incident of incest, magumaguma brandishing knives forced a sick HIV
positive man who entered South Africa through an illegal entry point to have sex with his
sister in her early 20s. The ailing man’s pleas to magumaguma to let him not have sex as he
would infect his sister were ignored. The sister who was based in South Africa had gone to
Zimbabwe to fetch her brother so that he could easily access anti-retrovirals (ARVS) in
Musina which were, at that time, difficult to access in Zimbabwe. In another example, a boy
aged 15 was forced to have sex with his mother as the other siblings and irregular migrants
watched. Overwhelmed by shame, the boy soon after arriving in Musina disappeared from his
family. Other migrants heard him vowing never to see his mother again. This encounter with
magumaguma turned him into an independent migrant child.

The common targets of rape were girls and young women, particularly those considered
‘beautiful’. Attempts by these women to negotiate condom use or ward off rape by giving the
magumaguma valuables like mobile phones and money were often futile. Women who were
spared from rape because they were menstruating were often verbally abused, beaten up,
stabbed with knives and released. As a consequence of this, a number of women and girls
were impregnated and some later gave birth whilst staying at a shelter for survivors of sexual

gender based violence in Musina. Several independent migrant girls also stayed at this shelter

14 See “One woman, they stripped her down, and searched inside her vagina (for valuables and money). All this
took place in front of children”. http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/Politics/300-arriving-from-Zim-per-day-
20100512 (Date of access: 12 May 2010)
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where | conducted the study!®. Some girls terminated the pregnancies. According to
Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF), some of the survivors were infected with HIV during these
acts. Only a small proportion of them sought Post Exposure Prophylaxis (PEP) within the
required period of 72 hours after exposure to HIV through unsafe sex. Reasons for not
quickly seeking medical assistance included ignorance about the existence of PEP, fears of
being arrested and deported for having crossed the border without proper documentation, fear
of stigma and discrimination for having been raped (see Kropiwnicki, 2010:67). These
findings are similar to what is reported to be happening at borders in South American
countries (see a 2010 report by Amnesty International).
On 12 May 2010 MSF revealed that:

When these severely traumatised people seek help, police in Musina are often
unwilling to open a case of rape or indecent assault, saying the incident did not
occur in South Africa but on the Zimbabwean side of the border and that the
opening of the case would amount to a waste of resources as the survivors often

move on to other parts of South Africa within days of the incident (MSF, 2010).

The incidents cited here shows how violence was a central part of everyday life in
Musina. It shaped the research questions, the places visited and most importantly for this
study, the ways that migrant children were represented. However, recounting these stories of
violence and presenting images of human suffering both pose a dilemma because on the one
hand the stories, and | too as the narrator, risk a kind of “‘disaster pornography’ (see Omaar
and de Waal, 2007; Burman, 1994) turning reading about them into an act of voyeurism. On
the other hand few people understand how incredibly violent Musina is and how much
violence shapes the everyday life in the town. That being the case, understanding the types
and nature of violence in the area is an essential part of understanding the analysis to follow
and hence the necessity to relate such stories.

Summing Up

The movement of independent migrant children is a phenomenon that is becoming
prominent in local and international discourse but remains under-researched (Settien and
Berganza, 2005). There have been a few studies on independent children in South Africa.

Notably absent from this literature and public discourse has been the experiences of

15 See article by Ngwenya Kaizer, “A rising tide of Child Refugees” in Drum 12 July 2012, number 29
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independent children (see Fritsch, Johnson and Juska, 2010: 623) particularly their
interactions with service providers including humanitarian agencies.

The huge population of Zimbabwean independent children in South Africa and in contact
with humanitarian agencies presents an opportune context to study the discourses which aid
workers are drawing from to represent these children and how these discourses are
functioning. It also presents a challenging situation to understand the tension between local
and universal understandings of childhood and vulnerability. In fact, there is a growing
realisation, though it is still in its infancy, that the situation of independent children in
Southern Africa deserves scholarly attention similar to other groups of children living outside
their homes, such as street children.

In the main, available writings are concerned with the occurrence of independent children
per se, migrant children’s participation in research, children’s rights, gaps in legal and policy
frameworks covering migrant children, causes of child migration, their socio-demographic
profile, their needs and vulnerabilities. Issues to do with understanding the inherent model(s)
of childhood and discourses being used to inform programming, how the service providers
represent childhood and vulnerability, is still to be interrogated. Much still remains to be
learned about the experiences of aid workers in interacting with these children — their
understandings, prejudices and tolerances. There is silence on how interventions or
humanitarian programmes are crafted, implemented, perceived and responded to by both
children and aid workers.

This thesis is not about whether aid workers are right or wrong when rolling out
interventions, whether they are portraying independent children correctly or not, or a
summary of ‘how to implement programmes for independent children’ Rather, it is an
attempt to answer these questions: How do aid workers and independent children generate,
negotiate, ward off and take up varied representations of independent children within
humanitarian agencies? What discourses are being invoked to understand independent
children and how are they affecting the mode and outcome of interactions between these
children and those service providers? How are different social actors engaging with these
discourses? In answering these questions, I am cognisant of the humanitarian agencies’
efforts to alleviate the problems independent children are faced with.

Through examining some everyday interactions between aid workers and independent
children, | draw attention to the multi-layered contexts, and ambiguous ways in which
independent children were being represented. | show the shifting interests of the social actors

and different meanings they attached to different social issues at particular moments.
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Advancing the view that “Different social issues tend to be marked by the predominance of
different discourses” (Meyer, 2007: 87), | argue that there is a deployment of competing and
contradictory discourses about children, childhood and vulnerability within a humanitarian
setting. In fact, one of my objectives in this thesis is to bring to light the different discourses
through which childhood and vulnerability are understood in a humanitarian context and what
these discourses served to do in the real lives of independent migrant children.

Musina is a complex and challenging area for the many hopeful and poor independent
children Zimbabwean children. A number of these children found South Africa’s ‘bright
lights” and thriving economy very deceiving as their plans were quickly ruined or threatened
by violence and limited livelihood opportunities. | described independent children’s
experiences of crime in order to foreground the hardships they faced and how crime shaped
the way they were perceived by aid workers. Independent migrant children interacted with
State and non-state actors responding to various migration challenges. Both tension and spirit
of co-operation prevailed amongst the social actors. Thus, the need to understand the social,
economic and political context that generates different and contradictory representations of

independent children in Musina is very important.

Thesis Lay-out

This thesis has eight chapters. In all of them I discuss, in slightly different ways, the main
themes of how local and global understandings of childhood are bound together and/or
conflict, the different discourses which are being produced and reproduced to understand
independent migrant children, and the discursive practices that position different actors in
relations of power at particular times. | understand that conceptualisations of childhood and
acceptable actions of children vary over age, “gender, class, and space and need to be
examined at the crossroads of local and global forces” (Ensor and Gozdziak, 2010: 9). The
exploration of the concept of ‘agency’ and its relationship to structural inequality is one of
the common threads that unify the chapters in this thesis.

To facilitate understanding of the representations of independent children, Chapter One
has provided the background of the thesis. I introduced the study by stating the aims of the
study, posing the research questions, presenting the study’s rationale, the problematic context
of the lives of independent children and aid workers, provided a detailed account of the study

setting to set the scene for understanding the social actors’ lifeworlds and their interactions.
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Chapter Two presents a critical literature review and the study’s conceptual foundations.
It discusses these theoretical approaches: the New Social Studies of Childhood; actor-
oriented and interface approach; the non-dichotomous understanding of James, Jenks and
Pout’s (1998) framework of social/minority group, and social constructionist/tribal child
approaches as enunciated by Holloway and Valentine (2000). Social actors’ actions which
shape the different representations of independent children are firmly embedded in a wider
context of relations and social structures. Independent children are active social actors in their
households and communities (see Clark-Kazak, 2011). To understand the social environment
in which independent children lived and interacted with aid workers, | briefly look at the
migration of Zimbabweans to South Africa in context, roles and response of the South
African government and the civil society organisations to the presence of independent
children in Musina.

In Chapter Three | provide information on the ethnographic methods and techniques |
used to collect data. | discuss, justify and explain my use of ethnography. For example, |
explain how | employed ethnography to understand the multiple realities of independent
children and aid workers in Musina, particularly their life-worlds. | argue that to have a
productive fieldwork one has to tactfully invest in social relationships (see Clark-Kazak,
2011) and treat children as competent social actors when doing research on migrant children
(and with them). I also discuss how my social position as a Zimbabwean and male researcher
influenced field experiences and results. | explain why as an social actor in the research, |
situate myself in a reflexive manner going beyond the data collection process to include the
social, political and economic issues which have effected my interpretation of the results (see
also Alldred and Burman, 2005). Furthermore, | reflect on ethical challenges of researching
independent children. In this chapter I also explain how | analysed the data. | then reflect on
the daunting task of researching in a humanitarian setting. | argue that in such a space, a
researcher has to strive to remain conscious of the need to strike a balance between being a
researcher and a responsible human being. However, I am convinced that doing so is
contestable.

Chapter Four to Seven are my central chapters in the sense that | present and discuss
empirical findings with regard to representations of childhood and vulnerability. Aid
workers’ concerns about child mobility, sexuality and work revolve around their safety and
development, which they say is threatened by a range of factors from economic exploitation
to denial of fundamental human rights (Palmary, 2009; Clacherty, 2003). Consequently,

service providers in Musina were providing or trying to provide a number of services to
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eliminate these threats as well as, paradoxically, facilitate independent children’s
participation in the adult world of work and mobility. The ideas they use or the way aid
workers then go about representing independent children deserves particular attention in this
thesis as it sheds light on the understanding of childhood in this humanitarian and migration
context. In Chapter Four and Five | present the formal and informal representation of
independent children in Musina. | focus on children’s mobility, work and sexuality, which are
sensitive and divisive issues in studies on children and childhood, to show the complexities in
the context, contests and paradoxes in the representations of these children. A salient feature
of this chapter is problematising the binary analysis of portraying child work, sexuality and
mobility as either good or bad. | therefore look at the situatedness, competing and
contradictory understandings of childhood. Migration, work and sexuality are examples
which | used in this thesis to understand childhood in Musina. The chapter calls for aid
workers to have a clear understanding of childhood, the local realities (particularly their own
and others’ social world), competing discourses on the depiction of independent children and
how they are function. | look at the local and global discourses which are mobilised to shape
the different representations of independent children. This is important for understanding the
intersection between childhood, vulnerability and situated representations of independent
children. Chapter Six shifts the focus to a discussion of the reminders of childhood used by
aid workers in order for independent children not to transgress boundaries as well as to be
consistent with state of childhood and vulnerability. It also explores the formal and informal
economy of childhood. The discussion provides further insight into the contextual nature of
the representations of childhood in migration and aid work. Chapter Seven deals with the
consequences of the representations of independent children. Key features of this chapter are
the different childhoods for different independent children. | focused on gendered, classed
and national childhoods to show some of the ways in which independent children were
affected by the different representations of childhood and vulnerability. I demonstrate that
gender, social class, space and nationality are important determinants as they produce
expectations, roles and responsibilities that are essential in how childhood is conceived and
perceived

Chapter Eight is the conclusion and provides a summary of findings, arguments, research
contributions and leads for future research on childhood and child migration. | also present
some practical implications of this study for practitioners. The chapter emphasises the
importance of contextualising the representations of independent children in various

situations. The argument is that due to ever changing contextual factors there is fluid dualism
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between formal and informal representations of independent children, local and global
understandings of childhood, all of which create different childhoods.
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review and Study’s Conceptual

Foundations

Introduction

In this chapter | review relevant literature on the conceptions of childhood in the western
and global South literature. This lays the base for unpacking the social interface between
local and universal understandings of childhood in Musina. It has been suggested that the
concepts of vulnerability and agency, a dense theoretical area, are often treated as mutually
exclusive (see Kitzinger, 1990; Levine, 2004) and tension usually characterises their
application. Although it is not the primary goal in this study, as | discuss the representations
of independent children I will show that these two concepts are not mutually exclusive (see
Orgocka, 2012). | look at the discourses that operate in humanitarian work in relation to
childhood, as well as how these discourses function. | begin the chapter with a review of the
concept of childhood at both the global and local levels. Within this section, | present the
theoretical frameworks which inform the analysis of the results. After this, | do a critical
overview of child agency. Then | discuss and justify other theoretical influences. | then
reflect on the major issues covered in literature on child migration and emphasise the gaps in
understanding migrant children.

Migration literature and media organisations have used various terms to describe a child
who “has either crossed a border alone or has subsequently found him- or herself living in a
foreign country without an adult caregiver (not being cared for by an adult who, by law or
custom, has a responsibility to do so)” (Hillier, 2007: 8). For example, they have been called
child migrants, refugee children, separated minors, unaccompanied minors, unaccompanied
migrant children, and unaccompanied foreign minors (see Wernesjo, 2011; Ensor and
Gozdziak, 2010; Fritsch, Johnson and Juska, 2010; Hillier, 2007, Setien and Berganza, 2005;
Halvorsen, 2002). Since | concur with Orgocka’s point that terms like unaccompanied minors
and separated minors “strip child and youth migrants of any agentic capacities to determine
the path of their development and individualisation” (2012: 4), | use the term ‘independent
migrant children’. This is line with my recognisation of the agency of children and their
position as active social actors (James and Prout, 1998).
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In this chapter, | also seek to provide an insight into the social context of child migration
and related aid work in Musina. Painting a picture of the social environment in which the
children interfaced with aid workers is important as “[p]articular conceptualisations of
childhood need to be understood in relation to the social conditions that gave rise to them”
(Heywood, 2001 cited in Ansell, 2005: 10). In that light, | briefly review literature on
Zimbabweans’ migration to South Africa. | then provide more information on the political
and economic problems which this southern African country has experienced in recent years.
This background is important as independent children’s lives in South Africa are intertwined
with their country, Zimbabwe, and its socio-economic and political events. | also describe the
roles of and responses by the South African government and civil society to the huge
presence of independent children in Musina and South Africa in general. Here my emphasis
is on the interventions of service providers and laws related to migrant children. This places

in perspective the actions of all the social actors.

Conceptualising Childhood

In this section, | review literature on the construction of the ‘The Child” in western
literature. This is important as the work of child related service providers in Musina and other
parts is heavily informed and guided by global understandings of childhood which are rooted
in the global North. In western literature, childhood is frequently depicted as a time of
innocence and vulnerability, (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). According to Aries (1962), this
state of innocence makes children weak and vulnerable which calls for their protection (see
UNDP, 2006). Consequently, Stephens notes that “Modern children are supposed to be
segregated from the harsh realities of the adult world and to inhabit a safe, protected world of
play, fantasy, and innocence” (1995: 14). How this idea of the child has evolved over time
and context and influenced the social construction of childhood in post—colonial African
countries is very important but remains by and large unknown.

Although theorists differ in their interpretations, childhood is largely accepted as “socially
constructed by adult society in different ways in different times and places” (Holloway and
Valentine, 2000: 764; see Shamgar-Handelman, 1994; see Chin, 2003). Of note, “childhood
is both constructed and reconstructed both for and by children” (James and Prout, 1990).
Acknowledging Aries’ (1962) contribution in conceptualising childhood, Stephens writes that
“the particular form of modern childhood is socially and historically specific” (1995: 5),

while Lowe (2012: 269) adds that childhood is a “product of values, discourses and
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practices” (for a discussion of childhood as a social construction, see Kehily, 2009, and
James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). Adults use power to shape or re-shape children’s lives at
various levels but this position is not fixed due to contestations and negotiations between the
two groups (see Mayall, 2008).

It is important to review literature on the construction of “The Child” in western literature
as the work of agencies providing some services to independent migrant children tend to be
guided and informed by global understandings of children, which are rooted in western
understandings of childhood. The 1989 United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) is very central in the policies and operations of organisations working with
children. One of the service providers under study, Save the Children UK, is a global
organisation whose work is heavily influenced by the UNCRC (see chapter 3). In addition,
children in Zimbabwe and South Africa are being sensitised about their childhood status and
rights which are also anchored on western understandings of childhood. My assumption is
that the representation of independent migrant children by aid workers as well as by these
children themselves is also influenced by western understandings of childhood.

James, Jenks and Prout (1998) note that there are three dominant discourses of children
and childhood in the Western culture: the discourse of evil (The evil child), the discourse of
innocence (The innocent child) and the discourse of rights (The immanent). James, Jenks and
Prout argue that the discourse of evil “assumes that evil, corruption and baseness are primary
elements in the constitution of ‘the child’” (1998: 10; also see Kehily, 2009). This is also
called the puritan discourse (Kehily, 2009). Consequently, it calls for children to be
disciplined and punished but in a tolerant way. With regards to observation by some writers
that there has been an evolvement of the discourse of evil to discourse of purity and
innocence, and recently to the discourses of rights, Meyer (2007) observes that this has not
been clear. “The discourse of evil persists, and the discourse of rights has not displaced the
discourse of innocence or gained status supremacy. Different social issues tend to be marked
by the predominance of different discourses” (Meyer, 2007: 87).

Clarke (2004a) writes that the Enlightenment view regarded children as inherently
innocent. The Enlightenment view was linked with the growth of Romanticism, which in
some sense saw children as uncorrupted. The Romantic discourse, drawing upon the work of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), claimed that children’s innocence *“is only contaminated
on contact with the corrupt outside world” (Kehily, 2009: 5). The romantic discourse wants
children’s innocence to be protected and not violated (Kehily, 2009). However, this

knowledge was largely confined to the upper classes. For the great mass of the population,

33



children’s lives, like the lives of adults, were characterised by poverty, hard labour and
exploitation. This situation gave rise to calls that children need to be protected by all
including the State (Briggs, 1999 cited in Clarke, 2004a). The notion of childhood purity led
to a proliferation of efforts to respect and protect children’s innocence (Clarke, 2004a;
Kehily, 2009). In stark contrast to this view, was the Puritan perspective which postulated
that children are born evil-minded and that their sense of what is right or wrong is warped
(Kehily, 2009). From this perspective, if children are left to their own devices, they will think
and perform evil deeds. In addition, Kehily (identifies the tabula rasa discourse which is
rooted in John Locke’s “idea that children come into the world as blank slates who could,
with guidance and training develop into rational human beings. This discourse positions
children as “in the process of becoming an adult in the making” (Kehily, 2009:5).

Then there was the growth in humanitarianism which set the foundation for the European
Welfare State and child related humanitarian agencies. The understanding of childhood which
is framed as a universal period of life shielded from dangers and tasks (Burman, 1994) is
constructed as representative of a global child. Consequently, these ideas have functioned in
the South in varying ways. For Burman (2008), and other authors, Global North’s ideologies
categorise children as innocent victims who are not to blame for their situations. Such ideas
justify intervention programmes aimed at protecting children.

In the last decade of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, a
variety of perspectives on childhood have been developed (Clarke, 2004a). One such
perspective sees childhood and adulthood occupying a single continuous world, with
individuals moving gradually from childhood to adulthood (Bourdillon, 2008). This stands in
stark contrast to the idea of the ‘death of childhood” associated with writers such as Neil
Postman, (1994). Concerning the latter idea, “the divisions between childhood and adulthood
have been undermined, especially by media” (Clarke, 2004b: 81) threatening the ‘innocence
of childhood’.

If we concede that childhood and adulthood occupy a single continuous world, children
are understood as subjects with rights and as agents in shaping their own lives (UNCRC,
1989; James, Jenks, and Prout, 1998). People who hold this view seek to support the
resilience of children, rather than treat them simply as the recipients of care and support.
However, emphasis on the agency and competence of children can also be used to justify the
withdrawal of institutions from responsibility toward vulnerable children (Nieuwenhuys,
1997 cited in Bourdillon, 2008) and thus, like all knowledge, this approach creates its own

exclusions.
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Generally, childhood is “primarily a social construct, and, like race or gender, a social fact
in the Durkheimian sense” (Chin 2003: 311). It is constructed as a “privileged domain of
spontaneity, play, freedom, and emotion” (Stephens 1995: 6). This emanates from the idea of
childhood innocence and as a phase for growing up. Consequently, children were seen as free
from economic responsibility and accountability.

As mentioned earlier, | utilised the social constructionist paradigm (see Aries, 1962;
James, Jenks and Prout, 1998) to argue that childhood has no rigid set of characteristics
(Clarke, 2004b). Rather, it is subject to different discourses and has been conceptualised
diversely at different times and in various contexts by different actors. Thus, | concur with
Boyden’s (2003) point that a universalist understanding of childhood, for example, as
espoused by UNCRC, that constructs the world as homogenous in terms of social
circumstances might not do justice to show the diversity of children’s experience, adults’
perception of childhood and the characteristics it should exhibit. The social constructionist
paradigm (Burr, 1995) allows for a reflection on childhood as a cultural construction rather
than a natural state. Below, | explore the forms of accommodation and opposition that arise
between local and global understandings of childhood.

In theorising the representations of independent children I concur with Mayall’s (2008)
use of the word “knowledge” instead of words like “perspective” and “opinion”. Knowledge

implies:

Something derived from experiences in the past; people reflect on these, build on
them and arrive at a body of understanding, commonly in the process of revision...
It is part of our conceptualisations of children, therefore, that we credit them with
knowledge, rather than with the relatively transient and flimsy ‘perspective’,
‘view’ or ‘opinion’ (Mayall 2008:109).

The heterogeneity of independent children has the potential to generate differential
patterns of how they are handled and represented by service providers, how they perceive and
respond to interventions. As Burman (2008: 187) points out, the contemporary question pre-
occupying women’s studies is “which women?” and there is equally a need to ask “which
children?” Thus, for example, some of the questions can be: Which types of children are
being represented in certain ways at particular times? Answering these questions helps

understand different childhoods for different children in aid work.
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The New Social Studies of Childhood

With some of these questions in mind, this study also utilised what has been referred to as
‘New Social Studies of Childhood” which emerged in 1990 as a result of growing interest in
the concept of agency and context in the Social Science field (Ansell, 2005). The expression
of agency, its meanings and form needs to be understood in existing knowledge and power
relations. The *New Social Studies of Childhood’ approach sees childhood as socially
constructed (see Ansell, 2005; Holloway and Valentine, 2000). Emphasising that children are
capable social actors who exercise agency even in difficult situations, this approach argues
that they should be studied in their own right as it views children as actively involved in
shaping their lives (Prout and James, 1990: 8-9).

The Social/Minority Group and Social Constructionist/Tribal Child Approach

I seek to identify and unpack the differences in the representations of childhood and
vulnerability through showing that “the social/minority group and social constructionist/tribal
child approaches” (Holloway and Valentine, 2000: 767) developed by James, Jenks and Prout
(1998 cited in Holloway and Valentine, 2000) “can be combined, which is the non-
dichotomous conceptualisations of global/local to our understanding of young people’s lives”
(Massey, 1998 cited in Holloway and Valentine, 2000: 767). As Holloway and Valentine
(2000: 767) point out, “An analysis of the importance of ‘global’ influences” and children’s
‘local’ worlds enriches childhood studies”. Indeed, studying the intersections of local and
global understandings of childhood, which I find persuasive and useful, becomes unavoidable
when one wants to understand the various representations of children by different social
actors. Through the lived realities lens it is important to understand how global and local
ideas on childhood are interfacing in shaping the ways independent children are being
represented by aid workers and the children themselves.

The global /local divisions have been the subject of some debate. For example, James,
Jenks and Prout (1998) identify a split between childhood research which is global in its
focus and that which has more local concerns. For them, the child is conceived in four
different ways, which can be split into two pairs. In the social structural approach, childhood
is seen as a structural category, a social structure which is present in all societies. Despite the
acceptance that the conditions of childhood vary between times and places due to differences
in culture, social and economic situations across societies, childhood itself is seen as a

universal category. Then there is the minority group child which is an embodiment of the
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empirical and politicised version of the “social structural child” (James, Jenks and Prout,
1998). In this approach, a child is politicised. Thirdly, James, Jenks and Prout (1998) refer to
the socially constructed child which is informed by the social constructionist perspective that
which rejects common assumptions about childhood and the existence of social structures
which construct a common form of childhood. Finally, James, Jenks and Prout add that the
“tribal child, in a parallel move to that made above (social structural approach/minority group
child), is the empirical and potentially politicised version of the socially constructed child”
(1998 cited in Holloway and Valentine, 2000: 765). The tribal child approach posits children
as different from adults. It sees adults and children’s social worlds as different. Punch
explains that this approach “sees the child’s cultural world as separate from that of adults,
where children act autonomously with their own rituals and rules” (2003: 280). It is an
appropriate approach to explore the different representations of independent children. In
addition, it sees the social action of children being structured in a way that is
incomprehensible to adults. This suggests that independent children could be in a social
world different from that of adults such as aid workers. This possibility and how such a
situation produces different representations of independent children have to be explored.
Holloway and Valentine’s (2000) argument against James, Jenks and Prout’s (1998) point
that “the dichotomies global/local, universal/particular and continuity/change firmly remain
intact” is very important to this study focusing on the universal/local dichotomy in the
representations of childhood. Holloway and Valentine argue that this artificial analytical
separation of global/local can be bridged by placing the local and the global in context
(Holloway and Valentine 2000). Both the “*global’ and “‘local’’ are made by “mutually
constituting sets of practices” (ibid: 767). On one hand, the “*global’’ processes are shown to
be both global and local — they operate in particular local areas, thus shaping that area, but
also themselves being reconstructed in the process (Hall, 1995 cited in Holloway and
Valentine, 2000: 767). On the other hand, understandings of local social relations as locally
produced systems of social interaction and symbolic meaning which are fixed are also
critiqued. Massey (1998 cited in Holloway and Valentine, 2000: 767) emphasises that local
cultures must be regarded as products of the interface between local and global influences.
This means that local cultures are neither closed nor entirely local, nor are they divorced from
global influences. This leads Holloway and Valentine (2000: 767) to argue that the global and
local are not separate but closely intertwined. Holloway and Valentine (2000), in a statement
which is central to the exploration of how childhood and vulnerability are represented, further

advance an interesting argument that global studies which do not take into cognisance local

37



outcomes and responses to global processes, and local studies of children’s worlds of
meaning which exclude an analysis of global economic and cultural influences cannot
provide a holistic understanding of children’s lives. Holloway and Valentine (2000: 767)
stress that the “lack of cross-linkages which James et al. (1998) identify is problematic” as it
leaves us with “macro studies which can tell us a great deal about the relative social position
of different countries, and micro studies which help us understand children’s social worlds,
but few studies which link the two levels of analysis” (2000: 767). Consequently, “all macro
studies are placed in the global-universal side of the theoretical field” (Holloway and
Valentine, 2000: 767) while all micro studies placed in the local—particular. This situation
prevents the formation of productive cross-linkages.

As discussed earlier, considering that aid workers’ formal understandings of childhood
are usually informed and guided by this idea of a universal state of childhood, which is
promoted by the UNCRC and governments through Acts like the Children’s Act in the case
of South Africa, it is important to explore the social interface between this idea and local
understandings of childhood. Assumptions that global ideas on childhood promoted by
powerful institutions like humanitarian agencies and government are dominant over local
understandings during service delivery are problematic and likely to be misleading. At the
same time it is important to acknowledge that local understandings on childhood are also
influenced by global ideas. Lifeworlds of social actors are also shaped by ideas and
experiences. Local and global understandings of childhood closely interact but the contexts in
which each dominate or is silenced by the various social actors need to be analysed as they
have a bearing on the representations of independent migrant children. The non-rigid
social/minority group and social constructionist/ tribal child theoretical framework allows for
understanding the concept of child agency and the influence of structural factors in producing

and reproducing different understandings of childhood.

The Actor-Oriented and Interface Approach & Child Agency

I do not intend to homogenise or collapse the multi-faceted characters of independent
children from Zimbabwe into one representation. So | deploy Norman Long’s actor-oriented
and interface approach as it provides a good framework and a better context within which to
understand the representations of independent children in a context where there is external
intervention in their lives. The actor-oriented and interface approach is being used as both a

theoretical and methodological perspective to read cultural diversity and social differences
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inherent in interventions targeting independent children. Long (1999) points out that
interfaces usually occur where different and divergent lifeworlds intersect, or in social
situations in which interactions focus on having a common position. The actor oriented and
interface approach links well with a non-rigid application of the ‘social/minority group and
social constructionist/ tribal child’ theoretical framework. They all recognise the existence of
differences in social worlds and some connections of these social worlds. In addition, they are
all located in social constructionism, which informs this thesis.

I will situate points of confrontation and social differences between children and service
providers within broader knowledge/power domains. Interface analysis gives weight to the
importance of knowledge processes. As actors’ lifeworlds interface, knowledge is constantly
being generated (Long, 1999). Long (1999: 3) argues that “Knowledge is present in all social
situations and is often entangled with power relations”. The knowledge of service providers
will be contrasted with that of children regarding how childhood and children should be
understood, categorised and handled. Of note is the point Long (1999: 19) makes, that “the
interface analysis grapples with 'multiple realities' made up of potentially conflicting social
and normative interests, and diverse and contested bodies of knowledge (such as the
universalist conceptualisation of childhood and vulnerability versus the local one)”.

The interface analysis provides a useful tool for identifying areas where there are social
differences in understanding issues (Long, 1999) when analysing and explaining the common
or different representations of childhood and vulnerability. It will help to explore how the
perception of independent children’s childhood and vulnerability varied by age, gender,
social class, space and nationality. It will also explain the differences amongst aid workers in
dealing for example, with working children who view work as an act of agency.

Questions have been raised about child agency, its manifestation and how it is understood
by adults in each social context. The interplay between structure and individual “agency”, a
term described by Hitlin and Elder (2007) as slippery, is central to much sociological and
anthropological understanding of social processes. This debate is still raging even in
migration studies (Bakewell, 2010). Agency has been defined differently, for example,
Ahearn (2001: 20) defines it as “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act”. However,
Hitlin and Elder (2007: 173) argue that Ahearn’s definition’s “abstractness does not help us
develop ways to identify agentic action”. Motivated by the need to capture the differences
amongst independent children in expressing agency (see Hitlin and Elder, 2007), in this study
I utilise Norman Long (1992), Euwema, de Graaf, de Jager and Van Lith (2008) and
Orgocka’s (2012) definitions of agency. Long (1992: 22) describes agency as the “capacity to
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process social experience and devise ways of coping with life” while Euwema, de Graaf, de
Jager and Van Lith describe it as the “ability to shape one’s own life and to influence the
lives of others” (2008: 202). According to Orgocka (2012: 2) agency is “the ability to exert
one’s will and to act in the world through setting goals, agency includes aspects of
independence and autonomy”. Crucial to understanding agency is the point made by
Bourdillon that “agency operates not only in practical decisions, but also in developing
knowledge and perspectives on the situation they (children) face” (2012: 5).

According to Ritzer (1992) there are notable differences among European writers
involved in the agency and structure debates. For example, there is no unanimity in literature
on the nature of the agent. Some “treat the agent as an individual actor (for example, Giddens
in 1979, Bourdieu in 1977) whilst others like Torraine’s “actionalist sociology” treat
“collectives such as social classes as agents” (Ritzer, 1992: 448). Giddens adds that there is a
third understanding, espoused by Burns and Flam (1986), which takes a middle-ground on
this debate as it regards either individuals or collectivities as agents.

There is no consensus among those who focus on the individual actor as an agent (Ritzer
1992). For Bourdieu (1977 cited in Ritzer 1992:448) an actor does not have the free and
wilful power to act. However, “while Giddens’s agents may not have intentionality and free
will either, but they have much more wilful power than intentionality and free will than
Bourdieu’s” (Ritzer, 1992: 448). Ritzer further explains the difference between Bourdieu and

Giddens’ agents as follows:

Where Bourdieu’s agents seem to be dominated by their habitus, by internal
(“structuring™) structures, the agents in Giddens’ work are the perpetrators of
action. They have at least some choice, at least the possibility of acting differently
than they do. They have power, and they make a difference in their worlds....
Most importantly, they constitute (and are constituted by) structures (1992: 448).

My position on the conflicting accounts of Bourdieu and Giddens is that a social actor’s
ability to act with free will constantly shifts as it is dependent on the social context he or she
IS operating in. | see at times these actors being dominated by their habitus and other times
having power to shape their lives. This scenario has the potential of generating complex and

contradictory representations of social actors.
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When studying children, the interaction between agency and structure features
prominently given that they are generally regarded as passive (see for example, Morrow,
2008). Euwema, de Graaf, de Jager and Van Lith (2008) dispute the construction of children
as “passive subjects of social structures and process”. Considering that they are understood to
be constrained by so many factors in foreign lands, it is important that studies be carried out
to explore how independent children may be finding ways to capitalise on their predicament
(see Euwema, de Graaf, de Jager and Van Lith, 2008).

Working with both service providers and orphans and vulnerable children in Zimbabwe
(the latter group lived in their parents’ households or communities), | traced some of the
problems which children faced in their lives to failure by adults to harness children’s
knowledge, listen to and respect their knowledge. This situation can also be attributed to
studies that rely heavily on adults’ knowledge and in the process children becoming “muted
voices” in Social Science research (Woodhead and Faulkner, 2008: 11). However, the idea of
giving voice to children is a subjective process (Alldred and Burman, 2005) and runs the risk
of reifying childhood as a universal state. That act of ‘giving a voice’ is also subjective, for
example, the politics of ‘giving a voice’ such as which children get to talk, listened to, why
and at what moments. The other challenge is that even when children are being heard it does
not mean that they are being listened to by the adults. I identified the actor-oriented approach,
usually applied in rural development studies (for example, Magadlela, 2000; Kujinga and
Manzungu, 2004), as “appropriate for the analysis of social relations and their role among
local actors” (Magadlela, 2000: 11) and also the representations of children on the move.
Turnbull, Hernandez and Reyes (2009) in their study of street children in Mexico
successfully used this approach '®. They managed to see things from the perspectives of both
children and their helpers. However, the focus of that study was not on understanding the
discourses the different actors drew from.

The actor-oriented approach argues that actors are knowledgeable, capable of re-
interpreting and re-orientating interventions to suit their own understandings of their needs
(Long, 1992; Long, 2001). Long and van der Ploeg credits a social actor with agency, which
makes it possible for him or her to “devise ways of coping with life, even under the most
extreme conditions of coercion” (1994: 66). Due to differences in knowledge, power,

experiences in life, among other social factors, social actors respond to or view situations or

16 Stephen Biggs and Matsaert (2004: 2) observed that the actor analysis is increasingly being used to
understand the role of donors and non-governmental organisations in the same ‘framework as looking at actors
at the village and national levels’.
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issues differently as they attach different meanings to them. This approach further argues that
in situations which appear to be uniform, actors respond differently to similar structural
conditions. Long (2001: 13) argues that “people are not simply disembodied social categories
or passive recipients of interventions” and that they are not “powerlessly constrained by the
larger structures within which they operate” (Bakewell, 2000: 108).

The actor-oriented perspective is in line with the new paradigm that gives priority to the
‘personhood’ of children, to their 'lived experience' (James and Prout, 1995: 92 cited in Mason
and Steadman 1997: 35). It sees children as 'human beings' rather than 'human becomings'
(Waksler, 1991 cited in Mason and Steadman, 1997: 35; see Qvortrup, 1994: 4). This
paradigm sees children as acting on, as well as being acted upon, by the social world. It posits
that they are “possessed of individual agency, as competent social actors and interpreters of
the world” (Mason and Steadman, 1997: 35). These two scholars further note that:

This alternative paradigm considers children as having conceptual autonomy,
being subjects rather than objects, and able to contribute actively to decisions.
Individual children are placed within contexts which take account of age, gender,
class, race and ability (Mason and Steadman, 1997: 35).

The actor-oriented approach recognises human agency as it notes that people do not take
interventions as given. Biggs and Matsaert (2004) in their paper on how to strengthen poverty
reduction programmes using an actor-oriented approach, urge us to be aware of the
possibility of different social actors analysing situations differently and that the analysis
might be driven by political considerations. They argue that in the past, the analysis of actors’
interactions was “often ‘deinstitutionalised” and ‘depoliticised’” (2004: 12) as well as
“depersonalised” (ibid). Other key social actors were excluded and their work not well
analysed. This study contends that interpretations of acts or actors, for example,
representations of social actors seem also fuelled by other motivations. In order to have a
holistic understanding of the complex and often contradictory representations of independent
children 1 also depart from the “depersonalised, depoliticised and deinstitutionalised
frameworks of analysis” (Biggs and Matsaert, 2004: 12).The approach also seeks to clarify
how actors attempt to create space for themselves amidst interventions in their lives and “to
determine which elements contribute to or impede the successful creation of such space for
manoeuvre” (Leeuwis, Long and Villarreal, 1990: 19). Thus, as a person interested in the
interactions between aid workers and independent children, “constraints on and processes of

agency” (Hitlin and Elder, 2007: 173) are central, and not whether agency exists.
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I see social actors including independent children as active agents in constructing and
shaping their life-worlds and this is in line with the New Social Studies of Childhood. In fact,
I see independent migrant children having the ability to exercise power, make some choices
at some moments during the course of migration and interaction with aid workers. Children
have a different way of perceiving reality. They can act in ways which can be interpreted as
expressions of powerlessness. However, a close analysis of their actions and choices can
reveal that their acts are “based on a different appreciation of the situations they encountered”
(Long, 1999: 18). In fact, their acts can be calculated strategies. But |1 do not romanticise
children’s agency. | recognise the limits of agency. Consequently, as | look at the agency of
independent children, I do not divorce the analysis from the wider social structures
(Holloway and Valentine, 2000). Holloway and Valentine write:

Recognition of children’s agency does not necessarily lead to a rejection of an
appreciation of the ways in which their lives are shaped by forces beyond the
control of the individual children (2000: 6).

At some moments, structural factors like social class, traditional practices, nationality and
gender determine or limit independent children’s agency to make own free choices. Since |
see childhood as a heterogeneous and fluid category which changes with situations, | take the
middle ground of “recognising the importance of finding the balance between structure and
agency” (Bakewell, 2010: 1690). This is the reason why I will unpack and understand the
representations of independent migrant children in context.

Thus, as | seek to understand the discourses social actors draw from when representing
children as weak or resilient, | follow Ensor (2008:13 cited in Ensor and Gozdiak, 2010: 7)
who points out that

It is important to acknowledge that children’s agency, and their ability to
overcome the challenges of migration, is framed by their evolving capacities and

reflects their own individual and socially generated vulnerabilities and resilience.

In seeking a deeper understanding of how independent children’s agency is constructed
and functions in an “emergency” situation, this study employs and reflects on the actor
oriented perspective as a theoretical and methodological approach (Long, 1992). Its

positioning of actors and recipients of external interventions, at the hub of development work
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appealed to me as | have seen people as social actors manipulating, challenging, accepting,
partially accepting or totally rejecting external interventions.

I am cognisant of some of the limits of agency, particularly that not all children have
room to make choices, some have to give up ambitions and some have shortened, difficult
and desperate lives (Whitehead, 2007). Qvortrup (2008: 68) cements this argument by
observing that children are “born into economic and cultural circumstances which cannot be
explained away”. Considering Mayall’s observation that children’s experiences of life are
boxed within “childhoods constructed for them by adult understandings of childhood, of what
children are and should be” (1996 cited in O’Kane, 2008: 126), it is interesting to unpack the
discourses which reproduce this state. It is also important to analyse how child agency
manifests in practice and how children drawing from a number of discourses respond to the
different ways they tend to be represented by service providers and by themselves.

Cockerham (2005) and Dunn (1997) cited in Hitlin and Elder (2007) observe that there is
increasing consensus amongst most theorists who have participated in the agency and
structure debate that the rigid dualism between agency and structure is flawed. They add that
the majority of these theorists “understands the need to include both freedom and constraint
while also noting the ways that free actions reproduce structures” (Hitlin and Elder, 2007:
172). Hitlin and Elder (2007) also cite the criticism which is directed at Western sociologists
that they amplify and romanticise Western conceptualisation of individual agency. In the
Global North, where the discourse of individual freedom prevails but in a much more
complex way than is often represented in the media, individuals are constructed as having the
power to drive various social actions (Hitlin and Elder, 2007).

Qvortrup (2008) argues that discussions of either structure or agency are not very helpful
since it is obvious that children are actors. Of interest is exploring the “variability of
childhood as a macro-phenomenon” (Qvortrup, 2008: 68). Still to be understood is at what
moments independent children exercise agency and with what intentions as well as how the
variability of their agency shapes the understanding of children on the move.

An actor oriented analysis, will also show how social actors actually strategise to deal
with the many challenges, how they manipulate (if so) and thereby create space for
themselves (in an attempt to reduce their vulnerability or assert their autonomy). The social
structural factors that might be constraining child agency will be identified and views about

them analysed.
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According to Bourdillon (2004) past studies have negated the knowledge of children and
their agency in shaping their own lives. The construction of children as passive human beings
or recipients of adult socialisation (see O’Kane, 2008) can be attributed to the “traditional
relegation of children to the world of the muted — along with groups such as women, the
disabled... and minority peoples” (Twum-Danso, 2004:1) and the prevalent construction of
children as passive and immature (Burman, 2008). However, there has been an increasing
respect of children’s viewpoints from the late 1980s. This development is rooted in the
children’s rights discourse, which is anchored in the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC).

The response of service providers to child agency has not been interrogated in resource
poor settings where adults are not able to support children, and there is enormous pressure for
children to contribute to family incomes (Bourdillon, 2008). Though the ACRWC (1990)
asserts the responsibility of children to assist their families in case of need, and to place their
physical and intellectual abilities at the service of their communities (Article 31 a, b), the way
they are treated when they exercise this (e.g. decision to work) can be understood differently
by service provision workers. Bourdillon (2003) argues that the general competence of
children is underestimated and they are not afforded opportunities to make a difference in
terms of material contributions to their families and communities as many careers, and
packages of humanitarian aid, are anchored on ideas which see children as weak and in need
of support and protection. However, since agency appears in unpredictable ways, which
sometimes forces adults to re-think the way they view children (Bourdillon, 2008: 1a), it is

important to understand the discourses adults draw upon to represent independent children.

Gendered Nature of Vulnerability and Childhood

Considering childhood as embedded in broader relations of power and constantly a
subject of negotiation by children and adults (O’Kane, 2008), of interest also to this study is
the gendering of the representations of independent children. Within this, a focus on how
work, movement, HIV and sexuality are dominant in South African gender discourses
provides a good opportunity to analyse the different representations of childhood and
vulnerability. One of the most significant current discussions in migration and health is the
high prevalence of HIV and high risk of infection. Generally, sexuality plays a vital role in
popular thinking about childhood largely because part of the ideal of childhood innocence is
the idea of the asexual child (Archard, 1993; Burman, 2008; Robinson, 2008). Archard
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(1993) argues that even if young children are given all the information about sex, they are
simply incapable of making informed sexual decisions. This construction has been prevalent
in the West since the Victorian era. Archard argues that the idea that before Freud children
were understood as sexless creatures is contestable (see Foucault, 1980). Archard (1993) adds
that the assumption that we are now readily prepared to see children in sexual terms is
misleading. Consequently, sexual abuse of children is condemned as first and foremost a
violation of their innocence (Archard, 1993) threatening the very state of childhood
(Kitzinger, 1990).

However, the notion of children as asexual is always threatened by the representation of
girls as seducers (see Walkerdine, 2001). For example, girls are accused of wearing clothing
deemed to be sexually explicit, or ‘rape provoking’ mini-skirts in conservative parts of South
Africa (see Woijcicki, 2002). In Musina there are reports of independent children being
involved in sex work and *“voluntary” sex (for example, Clacherty, 2003; I0M, 2009). The
question is: what are the different discourses aid workers and independent children
themselves draw from when children express their sexuality and what do they serve?

Burman notes that “(Global) Northern images of the child link categories of the natural
with innocence (often signified as the girl child), thus setting up an opposition between
innocence and experience that is supplemented by discourses of child care and child
protection, and reflected in the cultural polarisation of naivety and damage” (2008: 190). She
then points out that it becomes very problematic when children in any part of the world act in
a deviant manner against the acceptable practices and this situation might lead to the
withdrawal of privileges which are normally given to one who is regarded as a child. This
problem can be traced back to the portrayal of poor people as “psychologically lacking and
pathological and can be related directly to the kind of assumptions that became taken for
granted in work on children of the poor in general” (Walkerdine, 2001: 18). Burman (2008)
notes that this situation results in problems of reconciling the fact that children are not
passive sexual beings with the need to protect them from abuse. For Burman, “since the
dominant definition of childhood is a Northern model rendered global, [then] children of the
South who of necessity deal resourcefully with the conditions they live in may thus invite
further stigmatisation for their failure to conform to the image of the innocent, helpless child”
(2008: 190-191). This in gender analysis is what Walkerdine (2001: 23) identifies as
“femininity becomes the Other of rational childhood”. Walkerdine adds that a deviant girl,
one who does not behave as expected of a child, is labelled a social misfit and a threat to

normalcy and morality. Adolescent girls who cross international borders alone particularly
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using unorthodox ways like crossing borders illegally are often stereotyped as having loose
sexual morals and thus do not deserve help. The assumption is that these girls expected
sexual violence from using illegal entry points. The notion of deserving independent children
generates a lot of consequences for children who do not conform to expected social horms.

Walkerdine (2001) notes that very often young girls themselves, especially working class
girls, are accused of being complicit in sexual abuse, which raises challenges about the
relation of childhood to adult sexuality. Walkerdine (2001) adds that the portrayal of little
girls as eroticised is an issue that touches on a number of very difficult and often taboo areas.
The “topic of little girls and sexuality has come to be seen as being about the problem of the
sexual abuse of innocent and vulnerable girls by bad adult men, or conversely, less politically
correct but no less present, the idea of little girls as little seductresses” (Walkerdine, 2001.:
22). Walkerdine’s argument above, whilst useful, is based on British children and in the
South African context, sexuality and its relationship to vulnerability and agency has been
shaped, at least in part, with a concern for HIV infection and the process of migration (rightly
or wrongly) as central to its spread (Brummer, 2002).

The concept of life-world, which Magadlela defines as “the way actors view their
situation in a particular place, together with the constraining and enabling factors around
them, in their world” (2000: 15), will also be used to understand how the issues of child
abuse shape the way that discourses of vulnerability are mobilised. It focuses on actors’
understanding of themselves and their situation, their everyday lives, and encompasses how
they see the outside world and interventions (for example, campaigns against child labour,
children’s involvement in sex) using their conceptual tools acquired in their world view.
Independent children are most likely to have different life-worlds from service providers with
regards to how their agency is being dealt with by service providers and how childhood and
vulnerability is being represented. The concept of life-world can explain the differences in
strategies children adopt to manage ‘abuse’, exploitation and other related challenges.

In the next section | give a brief overview of the sociological context of children’s
sexuality given that sexuality is an important issue that is widely seen as marking the

boundary between children and adults.
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Childhood in the ‘African’ Context

Taking into cognisance the fact that aid workers are working in a context where
traditional and cultural understandings of childhood also influence the representations of
independent migrant children, I briefly review literature on childhood in the *African’ or local
context. It is instructive to note that aid workers are also community members and part of the
social cultural context of Musina, whose perceptions of and interpretation of the world is
influenced by local traditions and culture. When working with independent migrant children,
aid workers are not only influenced by the organisations they work for; they can potentially
influence their organisations’ practices towards children. Concerned that the 1989 United
Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) had not taken into cognisance
important socio-cultural and economic realities particular to Africa, the African Charter on
the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) was developed and adopted. In other words,
the argument was that the UNCRC is ethnocentric and dominated by Western knowledge on
childhood, and therefore an African approach was needed. Contrary to the assumption that
childhood is homogeneously experienced by having common age criteria, there is
heterogeneity of children’s childhoods and vulnerability as a result of differences in class,
time, space, social and cultural constructions of this concept (Ensor and Gozdiak, 2010;
James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). Be that as it may, the claim that the ACRWC represents
Africa’s understanding of childhood in totality is equally problematic in its homogenising and
essentialising assumptions.

Twum-Danso (2005: 12) writes that “Unlike the Western viewpoint, childhood in the
African context is not necessarily a stage of incompetence. On the contrary, children are
viewed as being competent and capable”. Opposing the UNCRC which sees children as
leading individual autonomous lives, the ACRWC acknowledged that in African societies
“children are seen as having a responsibility, like adults, to contribute to the subsistence of
their families and wider communities” (Twum-Danso, 2005: 12). Despite expecting children
to make a contribution in their households and communities, the tasks they perform should be
consistent with their age, strength and competencies (Twum-Danso, 2005). Emphasis is
placed on making sure that the duties they perform do not harm their growth and
development. However, in the chapters to follow, I question this idea that there is such a

thing as an “African child” in this essentialised way.
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There is a dominant view, particularly in the Western media that African children have
poorly protected childhoods due to a number of factors like armed conflicts, diseases
(particularly HIV/AIDS, malaria and diarrhoea), poverty and “cultural’ practices like female
circumcision (for example, see Arnfred, 2004). They are seen as having “abnormal”
childhoods whilst “First World children tend to experience more privileged, protected
childhoods compared to most of the world’s children” (Punch, 2003: 277). Consequently, this
justifies interventions targeting African children. However, there is need to question this
characterisation of African children’s childhoods in the context of child migration and its
functions.

Generally, African children are socialised to contribute to household economy and doing
household chores (see Bourdillon, 2006). The idea that they have a responsibility to help their
families, and elders in communities, “in case of need”, is captured in the ACRWC’s Article
31). However, Article 15 of the ACRWC emphasises that a child should be protected from
exploitation and harmful work. Arguably, it positions children as ‘human becomings'
(Waksler, 1991 cited in Mason and Steadman, 1997: 35; see Qvortrup, 1994: 4). It frames
children as lacking the competency to protect themselves against exploitative and dangerous
work. The question is how childhood is understood and contextualised in child migration.
Another question is whether this thinking is also extended to other activities children engage
in besides work and with what consequences.

In addition to work, the ACRWC shows contestations of culture. Van der Zalm (2008)
points out that though the ACRWC acknowledges the value of cultural heritage and history,
Article 1 clearly states that “[a]ny custom, tradition, cultural or religious practice that is
inconsistent with the rights, duties and obligations contained in the present ACRWC shall to
the extent of such inconsistency be discouraged” (OAU - ACRWC, 1990). The tensions
between local practices, national laws and international treaties like ACRWC and UNCRC
are likely to present challenges to service providers. Van der Zalm writes that “mere
constitutionalisation of children’s rights in South Africa was insufficient” (2008: 899). These
are at least two ways in which the ACRWC shows the failings of universal notions of
childhood and seeks to distinguish African children through their work and culture. Yet in
doing so it relies on an equally generalised notion of the African child that glosses over
diversity and difference within the continent.

This is not to deny that there may be common factors that impact on African children
disproportionately, such as HIV and economic challenges. However, these social factors tend

to impact differently on different children. Across the continent, thousands of children are
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working in the formal and informal sectors. By so doing they are challenging the Western
knowledge that childhood necessarily implies passivity in livelihood issues. However, they
are seen by people who are steeped in the discourse of anti-child labour as victims of abuse
and exploitation. All in all, people or international conventions often define what a child is
but these definitions are constantly being challenged and negotiated by various actors
including the children themselves who are using a multiplicity of discourses. In some ways,
the ACRWC tries to be local but fails because it cannot fairly accommodate the diversity of

childhoods and power dynamics which characterise social relationships.

Zimbabweans’ Migration to South Africa

Like the thousands of adults in Zimbabwe who used various avenues to escape from the
economic and political melt-down, a huge population of independent children responded to
these challenges by moving to neighbouring countries like South Africa (Palmary, 2009;
Clacherty, 2003). However, situating these children in migration is a contested matter due to
a number of contextual factors. Consequently, the representations of these children are
located in a myriad of discourses and social contexts. In this section | briefly present the
historical context from which | make sense of their migration. Though it is beyond the scope
of this study to revisit the history and debate on the push and pull factors to South Africa, it is
important to understand some of the reasons why children migrate as it has a bearing on the
nature of their interactions with aid workers in South Africa.

The migration of Zimbabweans to South Africa is not a new phenomenon. There is a long
tradition of Zimbabweans migrating to Africa’s second biggest economy especially to work.
It dates back to the colonial days when people used to be recruited by the Witwatersrand
Native Labour Association (WNLA), popularly known as "WENELA" to work in
Johannesburg’s gold mines (see McNamara, 1985). What is likely to be new are, for example,
the socio-economic and political reasons for migrating, the scale and speed of movement as
well as that this migration is increasingly being feminised and children are also participating
on a large scale.

Migration has become a norm among the people in the Western regions of Zimbabwe,
who formed a significant population of the migrants to South Africa (Mahati, et al, 2006).
For decades South Africa, particularly Johannesburg, has been seen as the ‘land of milk and
honey’ (see Worby, 2010, Mahati, et al., 2006). In this research and previous ones in

Bulilima and Mangwe districts in Zimbabwe, | established that the appropriate trajectory of a
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Zimbabwean migrant to South Africa requires a man, an adult one, as migration is highly
gendered since the colonial era, to attend school, complete at least Form four and then reach
adulthood before heading to Egoli or Joni to work in the mines, farms and hospitality
industry. Many migrants including independent children imagine realising their fantasy of
driving an expensive car within a very short period of time (a point I shall return to).

Through circular migration, which is a key feature of southern Africans’ livelihoods for
decades (see Pott, 2011 on circular migration in Zimbabwe and sub-Saharan Africa), this
myth about South Africa as a land of riches is popularised by returnees and migrant workers
to Zimbabwe who are popularly known as “injiva” (Ndebele for a rich person). During major
holidays like Christmas and Easter, injiva wearing the latest fashion and with an aura of
elegance and flamboyance, travel to Zimbabwe. They bring lots of groceries, clothes, money
and buy a lot of alcohol. However, drawing from the discourse of formal education being key
for success in adulthood — probably a result of the “overestimation of the benefits of school”
(Bourdillon, 2013: 2) — injiva were perceived as having abandoned schooling and were
associated with crime (Mahati, et al., 2006; Maphosa, 2004), particularly violent crimes, an
activity which aid workers feared that children might end up engaging in.

Generally, child migration is seen as “detrimental to children’s education as children drop
out of school in order to migrate for work” (Hashim and Thorsen, 2011: 117). These two
scholars add that:

It is on this basis that many interventions aimed at preventing children from
migrating are justified, in addition to the assumed inherent dangers associated with
children’s movement away from their immediate families (Hashim and Thorsen,
2011: 117).

Holding values about the importance of migrating early in life that clearly diverge from
those of aid workers and other adults, a number of independent children indicated that they
had been inspired by people, including those who had dropped out of school, left Zimbabwe
as destitutes but returned driving nice cars bearing ‘GP’ (Gauteng Province) number plates
(see also Mahati, et al., 2006). In separate interviews many independent children expressed
the hope to quickly own and return home driving expensive cars. This finding backs
Bourdillon, Levison, Myers and White’s observation that “the decision to move can arise
from unrealistic hopes of a better life elsewhere and a lack of awareness of the risks
involved” (2010: 141). Though sometimes scorned by locals for their profligate life-styles
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and perceived involvement in crime among other factors, injiva do leave an indelible
impression on their compatriots based in Zimbabwe prompting further movement to South
Africa. Being an injiva has been, with varying degrees over time, a status symbol associated
with prosperity. For example, households with family members in South Africa (and also in
countries like the United Kingdom and the United States of America) who receive
remittances in the form of money, clothes and groceries are usually economically better than
households with no one in the diaspora. Relatives of injiva are highly regarded in these
communities. Injiva were also said to be popular with women in Zimbabwe, something a
number of local boys and men envied. Whole villages particularly in the Western provinces
of Zimbabwe, and increasingly in the south eastern provinces as well, have been deserted by
young people, especially males, in their quest to improve their lives. With the socio-economic
crisis in Zimbabwe deepening, a number of children saw themselves as having no chance of
improving their socio-economic position in Zimbabwe. They saw migration as their chance
for social mobility.

The economic aspect of migration aside, migration to South Africa is also associated with
being elevated from boyhood to manhood. It is considered as a ‘rites of passage’ (Maphosa,
2007; see Hashim and Thorsen, 2011). In fact, there is an underlying belief that if a boy does
not migrate to South Africa, the boy is not ‘normal’ (Maphosa, 2007). Not migrating, then,
put some boys in difficult positions. Thus pressure is often applied, directly or indirectly, to
young men to “act like a man” by following other men to South Africa. Those who have not
been to South Africa in the South Western regions of Zimbabwe are often derided or
described as ibhare (unsophisticated or stupid) (Maphosa, 2007). Following the hierarchy of
masculinities in the pre-colonial (see Shire, 1994 cited in Uchendu, 2008: 9) and post-
colonial period in South Africa, boys want to transit from boyhood to manhood. Chiuri
describes masculinities “as methods that men use to justify their superior and exploitative

positions in any society” (2008: 163) and masculinities feature prominently in this study.

Independent Migrant Children’s Vulnerability

The debate on children’s vulnerability and its qualities has been ongoing for some years
and is strongly connected to the above discussion on agency. According to Western literature,
the two central qualities of the model European construction of childhood are innocence and
vulnerability (for example, Christensen, 2000 cited in Meyer, 2007; Kitzinger, 1990). But
vulnerability is difficult to define and apply to actual situations (Skinner, 2004; Levine, 2004;
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Delor and Hubert, 2000) as the indicators are contentious. Children’s vulnerability in
different contexts has been studied but not much is known about children’s vulnerability
within the context of migration and the tension between the global and local understandings
of childhood. The issue has grown in importance in light of the increase in the population of
independent children. Independent children are seen as physically and psychologically
vulnerable to many dangers associated with migration like high risk sexual behaviour,
exploitation and they are perceived as requiring “special protection appropriate for their
situation” (Schreier, 2011: 62). Children’s resilience is often neglected or silenced. The
discourses which are mobilised at particular moments and their purpose remain to be
understood. For example, Save the Children UK (SCUK) studies from 2003 (see Clacherty,
2003) have buttressed the notion of the girl child being vulnerable when they drew attention
to the many migrant girls that were allegedly having sex with security guards manning the

South Africa and Zimbabwe border.

Role and Response of the South African State to Independent Children

Consistent with the international agreements it signed, for example, the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (ratified by South Africa on 16 June 1995)!" and the
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ratified by South Africa on 7 January
2000), the South African government has in place various laws (for example, the Children’s
Act, which came into effect in 2010; the South African Schools Act, 1996; National
Education Policy Act, 1996), policies and structures, which also protect the rights of migrant
children. For example, South Africa set up children’s courts that deal specifically with
children’s matters, and determine whether a child is in need of care and protection. Every

magistrate’s court is a children’s court, and magistrates receive training on the provisions of

17 Among other things the UNCRC emphasises that: States must respect and ensure the rights set out in the
Convention of all children within their jurisdiction, regardless of nationality (Article 2); The best interest of the
child is a primary consideration in any actions involving children (Article 3); States have an obligation to
provide the child with the requisite protection and care necessary for his or her well-being, and to guarantee that
all institutions and services dealing with the care of children meet the minimum standards of safety and health,
and have sufficient, properly trained staff (Article 3); Children deprived of their family environment must be
given special protection, including the provision of alternative care (Article 20); For children seeking or in need
of refugee protection, States must take measures to provide appropriate protection and humanitarian assistance,
and also assist with family tracing where applicable (Article 22); Children have the rights to health (Article 24),

social security (Article 26), an adequate standard of living (Article 27), and education (Article 28).
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the Children’s act. The Children’s Act lays out the relevant procedures under the Children’s
Court. According to Section 155 of the Children’s Act, before the children’s court
proceedings, a designated social worker must investigate and submit a report within ninety
days assessing whether the child is in need of care and protection. The child may be placed in
temporary safe care during this period. Then, Section 155-156, says that the court must
consider the social worker’s report in reaching a final decision, and make an order in
accordance with the best interests of the child. If the court finds that the child is in need of
care and protection, the court can order that he or she be placed in temporary safe care until a
permanent placement is made (Section 156). Section 159 indicates that the court order lapses
after two years and cannot extend beyond the child’s eighteenth birthday. The court must
review the order every two years and either extend it or release the child.

Section 28 of South Africa’s Bill of Rights focuses on children’s rights. It explicitly
protects the rights of all children, regardless of nationality. Independent migrant foreign
children fall within the Children’s Act. This Act, which constructs independent children as
children “in need of care”, makes it very clear that it seeks to preserve and promote families.
So it is under the umbrella of this Act that interventions like placing them in home like places
(places of safety) and re-uniting them with their families are carried out. In addition,
independent children are covered under the Refugees Amendment Act (No. 33, 2008).
Amongst other things, this Act states that independent children who appear to qualify for
refugee status must be brought before the Children’s Court in accordance with the Children’s
Act and may be assisted in applying for asylum. However, this differs from the current
statutory position which refers broadly to a ‘child in need of care’ and not to independent
children specifically. The amendments to the Refugees Act are still to come into force.

To ensure children have access to education, the South African Schools Act, No. 84,
1996, requires public schools to admit all children without unfair discrimination (Section 5).
Thus, independent children’s access to education is supported by this Act. One of the major
driving factors of child migration is pursuit of educational opportunities (Palmary, 2008;
SCUK, 2010). However, at the time of fieldwork, only a tiny population of the children were
enrolled in the local schools in Musina. School authorities demanded the following papers
from these children who left their home countries under difficult situations: letter of transfer
from the previous school, last school report and a permit to be in South Africa (a temporary
asylum permit or passport with a study permit). The majority of independent children had
problems in producing these documents. Through concerted efforts by some officials of

humanitarian organisations a small proportion of these children were enrolled in some local
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schools.

The other key piece of legislation that governs migration in South Africa is the
Immigration Act (No. 13, 2002) which addresses the issue of the Detention of
Unaccompanied Minor Children. Under the Immigration Act, the detention of an illegal
foreigner is discretionary, must be weighted towards liberty, and must be based on a
reasonable consideration of factors and a foreigner can be detained for 180 days. Of note is
the observation made by Kaajal Ramjathan-Keogh, LHR's head of the Refugee and Migrant
Rights Programme, who observes that “the South African Children's Act prevents the
detention of children for immigration purposes and states that they cannot be removed
without a court order”. She adds:

Section 138 of the Children's Act prohibits the unlawful detention of children as
well as their removal without a court order...The Children's Act is applicable to all
children living within South African borders. It does not exclude children who
have entered the country through irregular channels (Ramjathan-Keogh,
undated).®8.

The Immigration Act (No. 13, 2002) states that if detained, minors should not be mixed
with adults; rather, they should be put in accommodation appropriate for their age.

These laws were and continue to be violated by the State actors (see LHR, 2013)*° and
implementation is very poor. For example, South Africa set that there should be social
workers to protect and support vulnerable children. However, like the rest of the country,
Musina had a shortage of social workers. A number of key informants including the social
workers themselves said they did not have the technical and material capacity to deal with
hundreds of independent children. Another example is that despite having some posters,
numerous meetings and representations by non-governmental organisations and inter-
governmental agencies against the detention of minors at Soutpansberg Military Grounds
(SMG), children were often mixed with adults which further raised concerns about their
safety and well-being (Lawyers for Human Rights, 2013)*. The SMG detention centre for

irregular migrants was managed by SAPS, yet according to the Immigration Act, a detention

18 http://www.lhr.org.za/news/2013/zimbabweans-ordeal-sas-detention-centres (Date of access: 15 March
2013).

19 http://www.lhr.org.za/news/2013/zimbabweans-ordeal-sas-detention-centres (Date of access:15 March 2013)
20 http://www.lhr.org.za/news/2008/1hr-launches-report-monitoring-immigration-detention-south-africa (Date
of access: 15 March 2013).
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centre should be under DHA. Inside the detention centre migrants received a barrage of
verbal abuse and some would be beaten up by the police, for example, for being disorderly.
There were numerous cases of children who had been detained and ‘deported’ illegally.

These cases were common at the border post particularly at night.

Photo 1: Messages on the wall inside SMG (male section). Tashupika munyika yaZuma (JZ) (We have
suffered in President Jacob Zuma’s country). Photo taken by author (14 January 2010).

Concerned about human rights abuses at the SMG, humanitarian agencies and the
Department of Social Development introduced monitoring visits. They also removed and
placed minors in temporary places of safety, particularly the shelters under study. Other
agencies like the UNHCR and the Refugee Children’s Project (RCP) regularly visited the
centre to sensitise detainees about their rights. MSF went there to give health assistance to
detained migrants and to apprise them of the availability of medical services they could

access, including PEP.
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In February 2009, the Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR) issued a media release which
stated that it had

... lodged an urgent High Court application challenging the legality and conditions
of the Soutpansberg Military Grounds detention centre in Musina. Further, the
application challenges the blatant violation of the constitutional provision against
the detention of children (LHR, 2009: page not stated).

According to LHR (2009) in November 2008, the DHA had denied responsibility for SMG
and had withdrawn its staff from that place. The official reason given was that the “DHA
could not continue to expose their officials to the unhygienic conditions at SMG, and could
not be seen to condone keeping people in such a place” (LHR, 2009: 1). In a report released
by Save the Children (UK) (SCUK) in 2010, this organisation claimed that as a result of their
frequent visits to SMG, “children’s right to protection from abuse and neglect” (SCUK, 2010:
26) had improved. However, a number of other aid workers and children claimed that these
gains were quickly eroded when SCUK stopped working directly in communities in
December 2009. The facility was closed down in 2012,

Children recounted numerous incidents in which they had been detained, beaten and left
on top of the Limpopo Bridge on ‘no man’s land’ by SAPS. For example, Alex, a 17-year-old
boy and one of my key informants was arrested at the border post, taken to some farms and
savagely beaten up and then dumped on the bridge on 29 March 2010 at night. He labelled
one senior police officer who beat him, a “coward”. This label was generated by the police’s
practice of not wanting to follow the laid down procedures of dealing with people suspected
of breaking the law. Another example is that of a 16 year boy who was thoroughly beaten by
SAPS and then dumped on the Zimbabwean side of Beitbridge but the Zimbabwean soldiers
forced him to go back to South Africa as they were angry over the state he was in. He
returned to South Africa but the South African police did not take him to hospital. Some
pol