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Abstract

This study is focused on the relationship between mothers and their daughters, and the ways
in which this relationship serves as a critical site from which black women (specifically from
rural Venda area in Northern South Africa) construct their identities. Within the broad
framework of qualitative research, this investigation employs a hybrid theoretical model
rooted in black feminist epistemology incorporating standpoint feminism, feminist social
constructionism, and intersectionality theory. The study draws on 18 interviews with mothers
and daughters aged between 35-55 and 18-25 respectively. Using thematic narrative analysis,
various themes, i.e. perceptions of femininity, intersectional nodes of femininity, and tensions
between normative and counter normative constructions of femininity are explored to

showcase shifts and changes in gendered narratives of femininity.

The research finds that the multiple and varied ways in which identity is constructed is a
complex relational process mediated by various social factors such as class, gender and
location; and are consistent with the traditional conception of women as respectful, resilient,
‘silent’, and nurturing. Furthermore, findings showed that most mothers played an active role
in enforcing patriarchal ideologies of femininity, whereas most daughters actively challenged
traditional conceptions of femininity to construct an empowered sense of femininity drawing
from their mother’s own lived experiences. The study further illustrates that the critical
triangle of the self, motherhood and social location is a messy one that demands complex and
dynamic understanding. This highlighted the need to use socio-cultural and socio-economic
frameworks to investigate the multi-layered, complex process of femininity construction for
women in rural areas, and how mothers and daughters in interaction with each other can

become agents of social change in relation to gender relations.

Key words: Femininity, Intergenerational, Black feminism, Social construction, Mother-

daughter relationship, identity.
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Glossary

e Khomba -An adolescent girl or young adult

e Musevhetho- cultural initiation ceremony for girls aged between 4 -11 *

e Vhusha- Cultural initiation ceremony for teenagers

e Domba- Cultural initiation ceremony for both male and female adolescents and young
adults

e Ukwevha- Labia minora elongation

e Tshitavha-Virginal inspection

e Vhukunda- beads (Traditional beads)

e Muvenda- A person who speaks Tshivenda and is born within the culture

e Musadzi-Woman

e Mufumakadzi-Wife

e Musidzana -Girl

e Uphasa/ Thevhula- Ancestral veneration

e Tshivenda- Language spoken by Vhavenda people

e Zwidade- Poems

e Ngano- folktales

e Mbuya Vhuhadzi- a divorcee (traditionally refers to a female divorcee)

e Makhulu- Grandparent

e Makhulu Vha Mukegulu -Grandmother

e Makhadzi- Aunt (Father’s sister)

e Musanda- Chief

e Murundu/Mula-Traditional male circumcision school

! Age of admission varies according to context
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the thesis

1.1 Constructing black femininity within the Mother-daughter relationship.

Our heartbeats, notes each separate,
but part of the same melody.

The lyrics of our lives Intertwined,
Composed of love,

Will be sung for generations.

“The Mother-Daughter Song’ by Cheryl Morikawa

Mothers and Daughters: A

Poetry Celebration
The quote above is an excerpt from ‘the mother-daughter song’ and signifies the importance
of the mother-daughter relationship over any other relationship, as it is a complex lifetime
union that not only shapes one’s identity as a daughter or mother, but influences how one
conceptualises their position and identity in society; especially because the two share a
gender and the mother serves as the primary source of socialisation. As such, this relationship
is often fraught with periods of conflicts stemming from “tensions between mothers’ and
daughters’ sense of separate I, and perception of collective we” (Lerner Cited in Boyd,
1989:283) as their feminine identities often become enmeshed. As important as this
relationship is, very little is known within the South African context about this relationship
and its importance in relation to femininity construction. To address the gap in conceptual
and theoretical understanding of this process, this study is a qualitative exploration of the
relationship between mothers and their daughters, and the ways in which this relationship
serves as a critical site in which black women (specifically from rural Venda area in the

Northern South Africa) construct their identities.

Rooted within black feminist epistemology, the researcher used black standpoint feminism,
intersectionality theory and feminist social constructionism theory to discuss the ways these
women talk about their conceptions of femininity and their mother-daughter relationship.
Through the usage of thematic narrative analysis, this research explores constructions of
black femininity across generations, showcasing shifts and changes in gendered narratives;
tensions between mothers and their daughters; and the conflicts between normative

constructions of femininity and counter-normative constructions of femininity. The study
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draws on 18 individual interviews with mothers and daughters between the ages of 35-55 and
18-25 respectively. It is to be noted that in some sections, femininity was used
interchangeably with the concept of womanhood. This was rooted in the conception that
while femininity is the sum of all attributes that convey (or are perceived to convey)

womanhood, womanhood is defined asthe state of being a woman.

In the following sections, the researcher will explicate on why the current study was
necessary as well as the socio-cultural and socio-historical context of the research.

1.2 Problem statement

Being a black woman and growing up in rural South Africa poses many fundamental
challenges. Black women in this part of the world must contend with typical developmental
tasks such as: educational progress, reproductive tasks (childbearing and rearing), care for the
sick, unpaid domestic labour, navigating a patriarchal culture that undervalues women and
unequal access to resources and opportunities compared to both men and women living in
urban areas of South Africa (Kehler, 2001; Meena, 1992). Rural black women are not only
the poorest of the poor (i.e. socio-economically) in South African society, but they are
“burdened with multiple roles concerning productive and reproductive responsibilities, and
also subjugated and discriminated both in and out of their homes” (Kehler, 2001:45). In
addition, their identity as women is influenced by patriarchal gender norms of what
constitutes an ideal African woman, which often seriously restricts their self-expression and
actions (Meena, 1992). Although it is not the main objective of this research to focus on
inequality within the rural areas of South Africa, it is pertinent to note at this early stage that
patriarchal ideologies, which are common in African cultures, are an important foundation for
women’s identity-formation and subservient gender roles (Sathisparsad, Taylor & Dlamini,
2008; Makongodza, 2010 Matshidze, 2013).

Historically, the apartheid regime in South Africa perpetuated a racial superiority/inferiority
complex through the constant definition of ‘blackness in relation to whiteness’ (Meena,
1992). This continues to be prevalent in the post-apartheid era, as ‘blackness’ often continues
to be viewed in a position of aspiring or wanting to be white (Durrheim & Mtose, 2006).
Despite the notion that self-perceptions were and are continually being transformed in the
context of liberation (i.e. post-apartheid era) (Durrheim & Mtose, 2006), the effects of South
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Africa’s past have had a significant impact on continued ambivalence in contemporary
identity construction. For instance, although both women and men participated in the
liberation of the country, “power was essentially transferred to few men who inherited the
colonial administrative apparatus” (Meena, 1992:9). The administrative power aimed at re-
writing black people’s culture was, in reality, used to reinvent black masculinity, which was
highly subjugated by white masculinity during the apartheid era (Meena, 1992). As such, the
majority of current South African research on gender politics is concerned with constructions
of masculinity (Ratele, 2013; Ratele, 2017; Smith, Khunou & Nathane-Taulela, 2014,
Waling, 2018) or hegemonic masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa (Morrell, Jewkes &
Lindegger, 2012).

Nonetheless, a number of studies have contributed to understanding constructions of
femininity in South Africa, however these are often situated within the context of
reproductive health issues, specifically HIV/AIDS, as well as gender-based violence
(Graham, 2016; Pettifor, Macphail, Anderson & Maman, 2012; Reddy & Dunne, 2007
Sanger, 2009; William, Ntini, Gibbs & Jewkes, 2019). Subsequently, these bodies of
femininity studies are often ‘hidden’ in these larger topical areas and not addressed as a topic
in its own right, whereas the construction of masculinity is often studied as a topic on its own
as discussed above. Thus, there is less research focused on constructions of African or Black
femininity in South Africa.

As noted by Williams (2001), the lived experiences of black women in society has remained
an area relatively unexplored by formal research overall and especially in relation to African
and rural South African women. Most of the literature on black femininities and mother-
daughter relations to date has been produced from an African American women’s perspective
(Everet alt et al 2016; Fox, 1980; Cole & Zucker, 2007; Onayli & Erdur-Baker, 2013). In
direct contrast to the significantly limited body of research that exists on their demographic,
the reality is that the lived experiences of South African women differs widely, especially
along the lines of the socio-historical factors noted above: therefore, put simply, the
experiences of South African women need more attention (Mama, 1995). This is not only a
theoretical concern given that the scarcity of knowledge regarding their experiences
perpetuates the oppression of African women (Collins, 2000). Hence, going forwards, there is
an urgent need for understanding the constructions of black feminine identities from the

perspectives of South African women themselves.
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A great number of studies have noted the central role mothers play in the development of
their children’s identity, constructions of femininity, sexual agency, perceptions of
womanhood, perceptions of motherhood and cultural reproduction (Acock & Yang, 1984;
Ashcraft & Belgrave, 2005; Beir et al., 2000; Browde, 2010; Chaney 2011; Colaner &
Rittenour, 2015; Evert alt et al., 2016). However, these studies are based on daughters’
testimonies of their mothers’ influence on them, creating a one-sided narrative. To overcome
this limitation, this study focused on both mothers’ and daughters’ narratives in order to
create a two-way narrative which offers a clearer picture. The present study will explore how
black women construct their feminine identities within the context of mother-daughter
relationships. Although authors like Gqola (2017) use a feminist perspective to illuminate the
importance of the mother’s role in the development of their children’s feminist identities by
exploring other themes, for example: the beauty of feminist rage (weaving together the shift
in gender discourse in South Africa’s public spheres); mothering while feminist; and
‘becoming my mother’ (exploring themes of fear, envy, adoration and resentment in mother-
daughter relationships), Gqgola is not focused explicitly on intergenerational dynamics in
black feminine identity construction.

Using the above as a backdrop, the following research questions were developed:

1.3 Research questions

1.3.1 General research question

e How do black women construct their identities within the context of mother-daughter
relationships?

1.3.2 Specific research questions
e How do mothers and daughters speak about their identities as black women?
e How are black women’s identity constructions influenced by their relationships with

their mothers/daughters?

e How are black femininities constructed across generational lines?
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1.4 Aims and objectives of the study

1.4.1. General objective

e To examine how black women construct their feminine identities within the context of

mother-daughter relationships.

1.4.2. Specific objectives

e To explore how women narrate their own identities as black women in South Africa.

e To explore women’s narrations of how their mother-daughter relationship influences
their identities.

e To examine generational divergences and convergences in black feminine identity
constructions.

e To investigate the intersectional (i.e. raced, classed, gendered) aspects of black

feminine identity constructions.

1.5 Rationale of the study

The relative lack of South African research on how femininity is enacted, negotiated,
entrenched or resisted in mother-daughter relationships necessitates the present study. It is
hoped that the focus on mother-daughter relationships as a key site for understanding the
reproduction of gender, specifically femininity, along with its possible re-inscription along
more positive and empowering lines will potentially create a new lens through which to
explore constructions and reiterations of black femininity and how certain modes of

femininity become normalised, or potentially resisted and reimagined.

The present study explores intergenerational constructions of black femininity by comparing
mothers’ and daughters’ conceptualisations, showcasing potential shifts and changes in
gendered narratives in rural areas. By exploring black feminine identity constructions from a
mother-daughter perspective within a rural South African context and taking cognisance of
the residual effects of a patriarchal apartheid regime (Meena, 1992), this study will enable a
new understanding of the significance of the mother-daughter relationship in the
constructions of blackness and femininity. However, painting the entire relationships’

dynamics with broad concepts of ‘gender’ and ‘race’ may limit the understanding of this
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relationship, hence the reflection on cultural dynamics is fundamental to deconstructing the
complex act of femininity construction. In addition, this study grants black women an
opportunity to construct and narrate their own identities in ways that voice their lived
experiences, thus potentially countering patriarchal ideologies of what it means to be a
woman. Ultimately, this could help to improve women’s self-confidence by giving them the
power to deconstruct problematic views of black femininity and find pride in their existence,
irrespective of male-centered validation. Moreover, by placing black women at the center of
black femininity discourses, this study opens an opportunity for theoretical and conceptual

development.

1.6 Socio-cultural contextualisation of the study

As previously noted, black femininity is not only embedded within the contexts of race and
gender, but is significantly influenced by the socio-cultural context within which one’s
femininity is enacted and challenged. In this section, the researcher will discuss the socio-
cultural context of rural Venda, where the study takes place: The geographical location of the
study, the gender dynamics within the area and the cultural construction of femininity will be
assessed through a discussion of the rites of passage ceremonies. Vhavenda history is
complex and there is limited historical analysis of their cultural practices. According to Ross
(2017), for reasons of cultural protection and defense, some descriptions are purposefully
obscured. However, the researchers’ identity as a young Muvenda woman enables the
participants to freely share such information with them. Nonetheless, given the complexity of
this culture, the rites of passage defined below should not be viewed as an exhaustive account
of the cultural construction of femininity within this context. Moreover, women’s experiences
with such practices should not be viewed as representative accounts of all women in rural

Venda, but rather as embodied experiences of the women in the present study.
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1.6.1 Location of the study

Mudimeli

Hanglip
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Figure 1: This is an image of the research site in rural Venda, specifically the Vhembe district, Nzhelele
via the N1 route (Google Maps).

The study was conducted in Venda, as depicted in the map above, the center of which lies
around the Soutpansberg (Mabogo, 1990). Specifically, the study focused on women within
the rural Vhembe district. Vhembe is one of the six districts (i.e Capricon, Sekhukhune,
Waterberg, Bohlabela, Mopani and Vhembe) of the Limpopo province (Kyei, 2011). During
the apartheid era, Venda was a homeland (bantustan) and its capital, Thohoyandou, was
named after a chief in the eighteenth century (Kyei, 2011:364). It was declared independent
from white rule in 1973, and the former bantustan (Thohoyandou) is now the current capital
of the Vhembe district (Kyei, 2011). According to Mabogo (1990), Venda is delineated
politically. As such, the Vhembe district remained a predominantly black community even
after the demise of the apartheid system. It is for these reasons that people living in the rural
areas rarely encounter people of other races unless they travel to work or study in the urban
areas. It is possible that such minimal interaction with other races has contributed to
blackness being viewed as a minor aspect of the participants’ identity conceptualisation.
According to Kyei (2011), Vhembe is one of the least developed parts in the Limpopo

province and therefore one of the most rural areas in South Africa.
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Although the primary location of the participants is supposed to be rural Venda and
participants are to be interviewed within the rural context, some mothers and daughters may
be students or employed in other contexts, so the research setting is not strictly fixed,
however the primary location remains Venda. The Vhavenda people speak Tshivenda and
live according to Vhavenda customs and traditions which are characterised by a patrilineal
organisation of the society (Mabogo, 1990; Matshidze, 2013). In addition, although the
Vhavenda nation might appear to be homogenous from the outside, the truth of the matter is
that “this nation is characterised by different origins and customs (including tribes such as
Vhangona, Vhambedzi, Vhalembetu, vhatavhatsindi, Vhatwanamba, Vhalovhedzi,
Vhakwevho, Vhaluvhu (Singo), Vhalaudzi, and Vhalemba)” (Mabogo, 1990:12). As such,
the construction or conception of femininity and womanhood may vary significantly from
tribe to tribe. However, the participants in this study were not asked to define which tribe
they belong to. Hence, for the purpose of this research, the researcher will not discuss the

above tribes’ history and characteristics, opting instead to regard the region more broadly.

1.6.2 Gender and power

Relevant to the current study, the role that women play within the home and the Vhavenda
society as well as the power they hold as custodians of cultural knowledge and values
associated with femininity must be discussed. In the pre-colonial era, Vhavenda women could
individually possess movable property such as livestock, household items, and surplus
agriculture (Ross, 2017). The above exemplifies the communal relationship to resources in
Vhavenda culture which was not determined by gender, and denotes “women’s agricultural
agency in pre-colonial Venda society” (Ross, 2017:64). According to Amadiume (1997),
patriarchal or matriarchal concepts are colonial concepts as they have no validity in African
contexts, unless power dynamics are interpreted through a western archetype of power which
hinges on a gender binary. During the pre-colonial era, women exercised power in both
public and domestic settings that influenced the state of their communities, and these women
accessed power through gender flexibility (Ross, 2017). For example, these gender theorists —
Oyewumi (1997); Amadiume (1997); and Achebe (2011) argue that [a] ‘female father,” a
‘male daughter’ and a ‘female husband’ (or woman-to-woman marriage) in Africa was not a
sex distinction or indicator of sexuality, but alternatively denoted birth order, political power,

wealth and status or the absence of a man relative to or suitable for a position. Thus, it is
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evident that, pre-colonialism, sexuality and gender did not determine social power dynamics,
but rather birth order.

A Makhadzi (the paternal aunt) holds a strong position in Vhavenda families and society at
large. According to Matshidze (2013), it is she who decides who becomes king and, should
the successor be too young to ascend the throne; a Makhadzi would serve as regent herself
until the young person is ready to take over. Although a Makhadzi from the royal family
plays a significant role in determining chiefdom matters - including but not limited to
governance with the chief, public rituals of Uphasa and thevhula, or the liberations and
thanksgiving after harvest (Matshidze, 2013) - she also plays a central role in overseeing
important rituals pertinent to the “family’s sacred objects, eco-cultural knowledge and
communicating with the ancestors” (Ross, 2017:67), which is also a central role played by a
Makhadzi from a non-royal family. Furthermore, irrespective of the class distinctions
mentioned above, it should be noted that all women in Venda society are respected for being
spiritual mediums (Matshidze, 2013; Ross, 2017).

With the arrival of colonialism in the 16th century, women’s roles and status began to change
as the “political dynamics set in motion resulted in the erosion of the role of Makhadzi
through the apartheid and post-apartheid democratic era” (Ross, 2017:67). However, in
relation to femininity construction, the women in a society inclusive of Makhadzi and
Makhulu (grandmother) “remain an institution of knowledge transfer and a body of
indigenous knowledge that stores, transfers and disseminates knowledge and value”
(Magogwana, 2018:75). Therefore, there is an intergenerational succession of femininity
conceptualisation from Makhulu (grandmother) to mme (mother), and then to nwana wa
musidzana (daughter). According to Magwedzha (2019), it is the elderly women that
facilitate the rites of passage to be discussed below, hence the importance of women in the
cultural succession of values, knowledge and gender ideologies. In addition, Nwoko (cited in
Matshidze & Nemutandani, 2016) posits that women also provide traditional education,
conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms within the family. Although these roles are no
longer publicly recognised following the colonialism and apartheid eras, these roles were
nonetheless preserved by the indigenous knowledge systems; however, they are in constant
tension (i.e. power tensions) with recent legislation and policy on traditional governance and
traditional courts (Matshidze, 2013).
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In summary, women, historically and currently, play a significant role as cultural custodians
and spiritual mediums within the Vhavenda context. In the following sections the rites of

passage which serve as the formal socialisation into femininity will be discussed.

1.6.3 Vhavenda’s traditional construction of femininity

Like any other personal development processes, femininity construction is a lifelong process.
As soon as a person is born, their family and society engage in a process of socialising them
into various roles and norms associated with their ascribed gender as a result of their
biological sex. For a Muvenda woman, they are to go through various initiation processes that
bridge the transition from childhood to mature womanhood. During these initiation processes,
the young women are taught about sexuality, morals, respectable behaviour, retaining one’s
honour, how to be an honourable wife, parenthood and how to respectfully interact with other
people in various social settings (Sivhabu, 2017). The rites of passage practices are tailored
for specific age groups. Although there are rites of passage aimed at teaching young
Vhavenda boys how to transition into manhood, this paper is specifically focused on the
processes intended for girls. Below are the different rites of passage conducted for young

girls at different ages:

Musevhetho

Musevhetho is defined as a rite of passage in which young girls are initiated from babyhood
to puberty and this occurs before they begin their menstruation (Milubi, 2000). Normally the
girls that participate in Musevhetho are aged between six and thirteen (Magwedzha, 2019).
Here the girls are taught how to play games and music (kutambele kwa nwana wa
musidzana); discouraged from playing with boys or engaging in sexual intercourse; and
versed in (zwidade, ngano na dzi thai) Tshivenda poems and riddles and idioms (Magwedzha,
2019). In addition, these young girls are taught how to elongate their labia minora (Ukwevha)
(Madima, 1996) to prepare themselves for Vhukomba (puberty) (ibid.) The practice is
believed to increase sexual pleasure in adult years (Martinez Pérez, Bagnol & Tomas Aznar,
2014). Moreover, “well stretched labia minora would afford the little girl some praise from
the elders” (Madima, 1996: 9).

10| Page



“Musevhetho is very important to us as Vhavenda people, because it reduces early
sexual debut amongst young girls. Here the girls are taught how to respect elders, how
to differentiate between their peers and their mothers or fathers, taught that when one
wakes up, they must sweep the yard, they must not deny being sent on errands by
their elders or shout when they speak to them. They are taught how to respectfully
bow when addressing their elders and that collecting wood, water and cooking is a
girl’s job and they must do it with pride.” Magwedzha (2019)

Vhusha/Tshikanda

Upon reaching sexual maturity, marked by the commencement of menstruation, young girls

are to undergo the process of Vhusha (Magwedzha, 2019). However, girls from noble
families do not undergo this process and instead a special intermediary ritual (Tshikanda) is
staged in order to teach them traditional rules in preparation for the process of Domba
(Madima, 1996; Phuravhathu, 2019). Here the girls undergo vaginal inspection to ensure that
they are not deflowered (Phuravhathu, 2019). Moreover, they were taught good manners,
cleanliness, household chores and respect, to gain their full identity as Khomba (a matured
young lady) (Phuravhathu, 2019; Magwedzha, 2019). This process is carried out by older
women from the community (Magwedzha, 2019).
“As one undergoes the Vhusha process, the elders have their ways of checking down
there to see if something has been done or if you are still a ‘good girl.” The inspection
process is called Tshitavha. They will spit on you if you are no longer a virgin, [and]
it is embarrassing not only for you as the attendee but for your family as well. We
stand in line and go inside the hut one by one. If one is no longer a virgin they would
be given red bracelets (Vhukunda) made of beads as a symbol that they are no longer
a virgin whereas, those who are still virgins are given the white beads to show that
they are ‘good girls’, untouched by men. One is not to take those beads off as they

serve as evidence for your family that you went through the process.” (Magwedzha,
2019)

Domba
Domba is defined as a pre-marital initiation that is done for both matured girls and boys
(Magwedzha, 2019). The young people participate in traditional songs and dance in a ritual

that is conducted every night over a specific period.

Each of these practices are conducted and monitored by elderly women within the
community. Music plays a significant role within each phase, as “culture [does] not allow
women to open up and reveal their feelings [thus] imparting messages through songs [is]
therefore non-threatening for them” (Madima, 1996: 12). The various lessons learned during

the day are subsequently reinforced at night through songs (Magwedzha, 2019). According to
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Mafenya (cited in Madima, 1996:12), this is one of the most popular songs sung during
Vhusha:

“Nandi nwana wa kholomo
Hafha fhasi a hu tsiwi
Kholomo dzibva hanefho

Dzirokho dziva hanefho”

This translates to English as: “Hey child, you dare not go down, for that is where cattle and
clothes [bride prize] will come from” (ibid., 196:12). This song warns the adolescent girl not
to tamper with her virginity as this will reduce her chances of getting married. Marriage plays
a significant role in confirming one’s femininity and, evidently, “you become a woman once
you get married, if you have a child, that is when you are a real woman” (Magwedzha, 2019).
In addition, Magwedzha (2019) explains that during the process of Domba, both boys and
girls are taught the meanings of marriage, how to detect signs of pregnancy and are also
taught how to deal with some of the major life challenges they may encounter during the
course of their life. The aforementioned practices ultimately enable the preservation of

traditional culture and play a significant role in identity formation for those who participate.

These young women are accorded respect and considered to be more dignified than their
fellow peers who did not participate in the initiation or those who did not keep their virginity.
In addition, “[u]pon maturity, a Muvenda girl is often told: “zwino ni wa musadzi” (English
translation: ‘now you are a woman, thus part of the adult world) (Madima, 1996:8). However,
due to social changes and evolving constructions of femininity, the above practices are losing
their significance in Venda. Moreover, fewer and fewer mothers are encouraging their
daughters to partake in these initiation processes. Despite this decrease signaling an erosion
of cultural sovereignty over identity construction, according to Sivhabu (2017:22), “an
unfortunate consequence of the decline is that elders are no longer instructing youngsters on

sexuality, morality, parenthood, good citizenship and growth.”

From this context, it is evident that women (specifically mothers or grandmothers) are viewed
as the custodians of culture and morality: they shape their daughters’ constructions of
femininity, as informed by the initiation processes. The majority of the mothers in this study
underwent the initiation process themselves, and although some would want their daughters

to also partake in the process, others advised against participation - for others still, their
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daughters actively choose not to participate (this will be discussed in more depth in Chapter
five). Through a discussion of normative constructions of femininity as informed by culture
and counter constructions of femininity, this study seeks to show how there are generational
convergences and divergences in relation to constructions of femininity in rural Venda, at

least in part underpinned by adherence to or rejection of rites of passage rituals.

In the following section the organisation of the dissertation is discussed.

1.7 Organisation of the dissertation

This chapter has introduced the study by highlighting the main objectives and the rationale of
the study, including the socio-cultural and socio-historical context of the study’s setting. The
next chapter, chapter two, will highlight the literature about the mother-daughter relationship
and femininity construction, reflecting on studies within the African context and worldwide
research. Furthermore, this chapter will review conceptions of feminine ideals within African
contexts as informed by the notion of Africana womanism. These studies highlight that
identity is a relational concept constructed in interactions with other individuals and various
social structures. In addition, the studies reflect the complexities of mothers’ and daughters’

interactions which result in various connections and disconnections.

This is followed in chapter three by a discussion on the theoretical framework, methods and

techniques used to collect and analyse the research interviews.

Chapter four is a discussion of the complexities within the mother-daughter relationship
drawing from the women’s own experiences. The chapter is reflective of the perceptions of
femininity and mother-daughter relational dynamics, followed by various sub-themes. It
highlights the connections and disconnections between mothers and daughters in relation to

their conceptualisation of this relationship and how they define themselves as women.

Chapter five argues that identity construction is not only a relational process, but is
influenced by social factors such as culture, class, gender and location. Thus, this chapter is a
discussion of how women interact with these factors when constructing their perceptions of

femininity.
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Chapter six is the conclusion chapter, which integrates the major findings from chapters four
and five in relation to the theoretical framework and literature review. In addition, this

chapter highlights the major implications of these findings for practice and further research.
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Chapter 2: Literature review
2.1. Introduction

Significant studies have accounted for gender constructions from a social constructionist
perspective (Cheesebro, 2001; Connell, 2002; Dowling, 2011; Lorber & Farrell, 1991, Piller,
2006; Tracy & Scott, 2006), however explorations of black femininity within the South
African context are still relatively new endeavors. In addition, of the studies that are focused
on the mother-daughter relationship, the accounts are reported from the daughters’ point of
view (see page 2-3), hence the need for this study to focus on both mothers’ and daughters’
narratives. In this chapter, the literature most salient to this present study on the construction
of black feminine identity within the context of mother-daughter relationships will be
discussed. Thus, the researcher begins by explicating on the concept of the family (i.e. its
function and form) as a centre for the reproduction of normative gender. Secondly, the
importance of the mother-daughter relationship as a critical site within which the conception
of womanhood/femininity is mutually constructed and contested as the two women interact
over time and space will be discussed. In addition, identity construction will be analysed in
relation to the five aspects of social construction of gender proposed by Cohen (cited in
Remmo, 2009:5): “gender identity, gender roles, gender displays, gender ideals and gender
stratification™ (ibid., 2009:5). Finally, feminine ideals will be discussed in greater detail as
they pertain to the conception of an African femininity or womanhood over time. This
chapter concludes with a critical summary of previous work on the mother-daughter
relationship and femininity construction. The following discussion will be framed through the
usage of theoretical assumptions of feminist social constructionism and standpoint feminism,
which will be discussed in detail separately; under the theoretical and methodological

framework section in chapter three (see 35-40).

2.1.1 Family: Functions and form

According to Koen, Van Eeden and Rothman, the family is a universal institution composed

of members that live together “in order to undertake various joint activities and to contribute
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with the resources necessary for life, and to have children” (2012:343)% Besides biology
qualifying somebody as a member of a family, the above definition reflects how the active,
social bonds that bring people together under one roof - to interact with, care for and
contribute to their communities through engaging in various tasks - also qualifies them as a
family. This family system does not exist in isolation, thus as a social institution, the family is
constantly affected by various social forces which, according to Bornstein & Chea (2006) and
Haralambos & Holborn (2000), may cover political trends, societal values and important
public events. Albeit affected by these various s