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Social Protection, Intergenerational Relationships 

and Conflict in South Africa 
 

 

Abstract 
 

It has long been acknowledged that social protection contributes to patterns of 

stratification but there is little attention paid to the ways in which it creates 

conflict and inequalities in intergenerational relationships at the micro level. 

Where social protection has uneven generational coverage, relationships 

between generations are reshaped. South Africa is an important site for the study 

of such effects. It has a long history of social protection as well as multi-

generational kinship practices. The provision of grants to some but not all family 

members recasts patterns of dependency and conflict within families. Expanding 

state intervention through the welfare state has led to refamilialisation rather 

than defamilialisation, with effects varying by class, race, gender and generation. 

 

 

Key words: social protection; South Africa; defamilialisation; intergenerational 

relationships; social grants, care 

 

 

Introduction  
 

This paper introduces the theme of a project on the question of social protection, 

intergenerational relationships and conflict. The project examines how, in one 

country in the global South, inequalities in public provision combine with familial 

norms to transform families and generate new patterns of conflict within them. 

The findings from the project suggest that the predominant literature from the 

global North underestimates the conflicts that arise from expanded public 

provision.  

 

Because welfare states – or ‘social protection’ – redistribute resources, they 

generate new patterns of inequality, stratification, solidarity and, at least 

potentially, conflict. The egalitarian visions of T.H. Marshall and social 

democratic reformers notwithstanding, most welfare states redistribute resources 

unequally, do little more than mitigate inter-household inequality, fail to have 

much of an effect on the inter-generational reproduction of advantage and 

disadvantage, and reproduce much of the status hierarchy. Poverty (and ‘social 

exclusion’) persist despite the welfare state. Esping-Andersen (1990) identified 

three models of stratification and solidarity in the advanced capitalist societies of 
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the global North, each associated with one of his three ‘worlds’ of ‘welfare 

capitalism’. The liberal and conservative worlds of welfare capitalism most 

obviously entailed economic and social inequality, but even socialist workers’ 

movements and parties were prone to reforms that privileged unionised workers 

over other and often poorer social groups. Only rarely – in the social democratic 

Scandinavian cases – did egalitarian and generous universalism become the 

defining ideology of the welfare state.  

 

Provision might be unequal, but most welfare states in the global North in the 

second half of the twentieth century did protect most citizens against a wide range 

of ‘risks’ from cradle to grave: deprivation during childhood, motherhood, poor 

health or disability, involuntary unemployment and finally old age. The breadth 

of direct protection against risks means that much of the ensuing inequality and 

stratification occurred between families: some families received far less than 

others (whether through inegalitarian social insurance or minimalist social 

assistance) or were stigmatised for being dependent on the state (through social 

assistance). Some inequality persisted within families, however. Many welfare 

states did not treat family members equally. As feminist critics of Esping-

Andersen argued, public provision was gendered, in different ways under 

different welfare regimes (Lewis, 1992; Orloff, 1993). Conservative welfare 

regimes, especially, treated women primarily as the dependents of male 

breadwinners. Some welfare states directly protected men against a range of risks, 

whilst protecting (dependent) women indirectly (or not at all) against the risks 

facing their (breadwinning) husbands. The family itself was thus a site of struggle 

and conflict (Delphy and Leonard, 1993). In response, Esping-Andersen (1999) 

distinguished between ‘familialistic’ and ‘de-familialistic’ welfare regimes, 

according (in practice) to the extent to which the burden on women of unpaid care 

for children and the elderly was shifted to either the welfare state (as in the social 

democratic regimes, through public daycare for children and home-help for the 

elderly) or the market (as in the USA).   

 

The literature on the global North paid some, but less, attention to inter-

generational conflicts. As populations aged, scholars debated the state’s 

allocation of resources to older and younger people, and whether countries could 

afford generous pensions and healthcare for the elderly (Arber and Attias-Donfut, 

2000; Vanhuysse and Goerres, 2012). Scholars examined why some states in the 

global North spent relatively more or less on the elderly (e.g. Lynch, 2006). 

Despite some variation in the generational allocation of resources, ‘European 

societies … do not show signs of generational conflict’, concluded Attias-Donfut 

and Arber (2000: 19) in their edited volume on the myth of intergenerational 

conflict. The welfare system nurtured collective solidarity within which private 

contracts between family generations are renegotiated (Attias and Wolff, 2000: 

49). The evidence in the edited collection highlighted how, despite financial 
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inequalities between generations in Norway (Gulbrandsen & Langsether, 2000) 

or in East and West Germany (Kohli, et al. 2000), there was little evidence of 

intergenerational conflict. Of course, this could change. Even before the 2008 

global economic crisis, Attias and Wolff worried that the ‘rolling back of welfare 

systems’ combined with slowing economic growth and demographic aging to 

threaten the European social model and create new conflict over resources 

between the young and old (2000a: 23). But there has been little evidence of this 

in North-West Europe or its diaspora. 

 

The absence of evident inter-generational conflict across much of the global 

North in the second half of the twentieth century reflected at least three factors. 

First, the welfare states of north-west Europe and its diaspora (in North America 

and Australasia) were built on nuclear family norms (notwithstanding falling 

marriage and rising divorce rates): Young adults left their parental homes to 

establish independent households, whilst few elderly people lived with adult 

children. Esping-Andersen provided data from the mid-1980s showing that the 

proportion of elderly people living with their children varied from 4 percent in 

Denmark to 20 percent in France. Even unemployed youth tended to live apart 

from their parents (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 63). Secondly, these countries 

generally maintained a high level of employment, reducing inter-generational 

dependence. Thirdly, welfare states tended to protect all generations against many 

risks. Whilst decommodification remained gendered, in practice, it was rarely 

generational.  

 

The factors underlying inter-generational solidarity in North-West Europe and its 

diaspora were much weaker or non-existent in countries on the periphery of the 

global North. Welfare regimes in Southern Europe and Japan remained deeply 

familialist, continuing to impose responsibilities of support and care on kin 

through extended, multi-generational households (Leitner, 2003). Esping-

Andersen (1999) chose to categorize these regimes as extreme cases of his 

conservative type. Across much of the global South, kin remain crucial. Not only 

do traditional norms impose responsibilities to a wide range of kin, but public 

provision is almost everywhere highly selective and un- (and under-) employment 

ensures that many adults are dependent on others. Inter-generational dependency 

is likely to have increased in Southern Europe: The old-age dependency ratio rose 

from 28 (i.e. people aged 65 and older per 100 people of working age) to 34 in 

Greece, 30 to 35 in Italy and 24 to 29 in Spain, between 2006 and 2017.1 

Meanwhile, economic crisis pushed youth unemployment rates up to about 50 

percent in both Greece and Spain and 40 percent in Italy (in 2015).2 When welfare 

states provide uneven or indirect protection against different risks, it is more 

likely that there will also be conflict within families, including between 

generations. While there is little evidence on conflict in Southern Europe, there 

are some examples emerging, such as in Spain, where the transition to dual parent 
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employment in a context of weak family policy has forced mothers to rely on 

grandparents to provide childcare and there are some indications of the 

unwillingness of grandparents to continue to provide intensive care for 

grandchildren in Spain (Tobio Solar, 2012). 

 

Much of the global South differs even more from the North-West European cases, 

for all three of the reasons identified above. First, whilst kinship norms are widely 

in flux, there is little or no normative commitment to nuclear family households 

in which the only adults are partners of the same generation. Normative 

commitments to support and care for extended kin remain far much more 

powerful than in north-west Europe, and a high proportion of households 

continue to comprise multiple generations of adults as well as distant kin and even 

non-kin. Secondly, whilst public provision (‘social protection’) has expanded, it 

remains very uneven and selective. The result is that in many societies some poor 

individuals receive public support, but others do not. Thirdly, the rise of un- and 

under-employment poses growing challenges of dependency among working-age 

adults. The blocked economic development of the younger generation across 

much of Africa prevents young men and women from becoming social adults and 

independent (less reliant on support) from their parents or grandparents (Durham, 

2017). For all of these reasons, families and households often comprise a mix of 

individuals who support themselves, individuals who are dependent on the state 

and individuals who are dependent on kin. There is often little consensus as to 

who has obligations to whom, and for what, and the potential grows for conflict 

between kin.  

 

This collection of working papers concentrates on these tensions and conflicts 

within families – between generations as well as along gender lines – and how 

these are shaped by the uneven expansion of public welfare provision. We focus 

on one country in the global South – South Africa – but view this as a (currently) 

extreme case of what seems to be a widespread phenomenon across Africa and 

the rest of the global South. Viewed from the global South, the welfare regimes 

of North-West Europe appear to be more the exception rather than the rule in 

terms of the solidarities around public provision against social risks.  

 

Social protection expanded across much of the global South in the 2000s, 

especially for the poor through forms of social assistance (ILO, 2014, 2017; 

World Bank, 2015, 2018). Across Africa – and across the global South more 

broadly – states are ever more involved in the provision of public services, 

including not only public education and health care but also direct financial 

support to selected groups of people. Garcia and Moore (2012, for the World 

Bank) identified more than 120 cash transfer programmes in sub-Saharan Africa 

as of about 2009. ‘Just giving money to the poor’ through social assistance 

programmes is becoming more and more widespread, especially to support 
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children and the elderly (Hanlon et al., 2010; von Gliszczynski and Leisering, 

2016). This expansion can be illustrated with respect to non-contributory old-age 

pensions for the elderly in Africa. ‘Social’ pensions for the elderly, funded out of 

general taxation, have long existed in South Africa, its former colony, Namibia, 

and Mauritius. More recently, social pensions have been introduced in Botswana, 

Lesotho, Swaziland, and Zanzibar, and selective programmes are being rolled out 

in Zambia, Uganda and Kenya.  

 

The expansion has been driven in part by international organisations, most of 

which have their favoured programmes and target groups. Thus, UNICEF and the 

World Bank focus (in different ways) on families with children, HelpAge 

International focuses on the elderly, and the World Food Programme on food-

insecure households. Within countries, domestic politics typically favours the 

expansion of some programmes but not others. The result is a very uneven 

patchwork of programmes, with deep and wide ‘coverage gaps’. Whilst there are 

growing literatures on the design and economic impact of social protection 

programmes, and the politics of policy-making, the social and political 

consequences of the uneven expansion of public programmes has received little 

scholarly attention. The existing literature on inter-generational relations points 

in diverse directions, in different contexts. Golaz et al. (2017), for example, 

suggest with reference to Uganda that inter-generational relations and support 

may be contested when there are not enough resources available in the support 

networks to cover the needs of all, substantial responsibilities continue to sit on 

the family, and the needs of the young come into competition with the needs of 

the middle or older generation within families. Attias Donfut and Wolff (2000b) 

argued that, in the case of Guadeloupe, the introduction of family allowances 

(which funded schooling and education) and social protection for the elderly did 

not create conflict, despite changing the direction of family solidarity from the 

older person who is ‘provided for’ to the older person ‘who provides’. Solidarity 

persisted based on the norm that everyone contributes to collective welfare in 

some way (whether through a pension, wages or carework) (Attias Donfut and 

Wolff, 2000b: 66). The existing literature thus provides snapshots that are 

difficult to collate into a fuller picture. 

 

South Africa is an especially useful site for studying the social consequences of 

social protection because the challenges are unusually pronounced. Both familial 

change and ‘modern’ state-building occurred earlier and more extensively in 

South Africa than elsewhere in Africa (or in most of the global South). South 

African society has been transformed by economic changes (including 

landlessness, unemployment, urbanisation) and social and cultural change 

(including declining fertility and marriage rates, the decline of kinship obligation, 

the increase in women-headed households, and the rise of individualist 

consumerism), both before and after the end of apartheid in the early 1990s. The 
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welfare state has expanded further (in terms of both coverage of the poor and the 

expense of this) than almost all other countries across the global South. This 

expansion has had a notable impact on families and households and on specific 

individuals within these. On the one hand, the reach and amount of the various 

cash grants has helped raise many individuals and households out of poverty and 

has empowered specific individuals (notably pensioners and the disabled) – as 

many studies have shown. On the other hand, welfare state expansion has 

occurred as levels of unemployment have increased and the burden of care due to 

the AIDS endemic have increased. The process of empowering state beneficiaries 

with a grant has thus come at the same time as pensioners and other state cash 

grant beneficiaries carry a larger responsibility for care (both financial and 

physical care). For all of these reasons, the interactions between public provision, 

private provision and intra-familial relationships (and solidarities) are starker in 

the South African context than in most other societies across the global South.  

 

In the global North, the expansion of public provision was widely interpreted in 

terms of defamilialisation. By definition, the state’s assumption of 

responsibilities previously undertaken by kin, in the global South or North, entails 

an element of defamilialisation. In the global South, however, the uneven and 

selective expansion of public provision has often entailed also a process of 

refamilialisation, as relationships between kin are reconstituted. The South 

African case allows us to see how the combination of shifting public and private 

solidarities gives rise to a process of conflicted refamilialisation. 

 

 

Concepts in Context  
 

Before the main points of the project are discussed, it is important to engage 

critically with some of the key concepts that the collection of these papers draw 

upon. Firstly, despite the ideological misuse of the term ‘family’, we use this term 

to include any person within a wider set of kin relations, particularly across 

generations, who may be involved in the organisation or receipt of care. In this 

regard we refer specifically to ‘families’ and recognise the diversity of forms that 

families can take. We also draw on the concept of households as much of the 

statistical information we know about families is based on co-residential 

households. We recognise ‘the household’ is not an ‘unproblematic universal 

phenomenon’ (Russell, 2003: 6). We define a household as a social unit 

comprised of individuals who may or may not be related by blood or marriage, 

who stay together for at least some nights of the week and to some extent (but 

rarely fully) share resources and expenditure (whilst sometimes also sharing 

resources with kin and non-kin outside of the household). We recognise the 

differences between families and households and we do not use these concepts 

interchangeably. 
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Secondly, the concepts of intergenerational solidarity, conflict and ambivalence 

must also be used with caution. The various theoretical perspectives central to 

understanding inter-generational family relations (Bengston et al. 2002; Luescher 

and Pillemer, 1998; Arber and Attias-Donfut, 2000) were developed in and for 

the global North and focus on relationships between older parents and their adult 

children. The dominant understanding and application of the concept focuses on 

parent-child dyads rather than the more complex multi-generational and skip-

generational relationships that are widespread in the global South. Relative to an 

extensive literature on intergenerational transfers from adult children to ageing 

parents or vice versa, the body of literature on the supports that uncle and aunts, 

grandparents and adult grandchildren provide to each other is much smaller. 

Across the global South (and in South Africa in particular), flows of support 

extend across vertical multi-generational family ties and are not restricted to the 

nuclear family. Moreover, these concepts have not always been investigated in 

contexts and cultures (with the exception of Ikels 2004 in the East Asian context) 

that place a high value and expectation on interdependence and reciprocity across 

generations, such as in South Africa. 

 

Furthermore, the terms care and intergenerational relations are often used 

together as family members are frequently heavily involved in patterns of care. 

In terms of care, the collection of papers is interested in what actually takes place, 

who provides care, for whom and of what kind? The papers are also concerned 

with values and norms concerning the role of the family and the state in meeting 

caring responsibilities. Overall, the project engages with the ideological 

construction of the family and norms around obligations as much as actual 

practices of support and care. 

 

The papers in this project draw on a critical theory of care by providing an 

analysis of the South African care regime and practices of care as forms of power 

within families and society. Through links to the economy and social policy, care 

has been coupled with welfare, but this project attempts to separate issues of 

welfare and care by examining not only the strained social conditions where care 

is given and received but also analysing how welfare provision is experienced in 

the local context. For example, the authors draw on local everyday notions of care 

(sometimes labelled as ‘Ubuntu’ in South Africa) to unpack the ways in which 

communal bonds and a relational notion of the self is foregrounded and 

understood. We follow Gouws and van Zyl (2014) who argue that a southern lens 

for a feminist ethic of care analysis allows for contextualising relationships of 

interdependence and needs, while simultaneously highlighting the gendered 

dimensions of care. It also provides a perspective for analysing South African 

state policies framed in the language of both rights and Ubuntu. We uncover how 

rights talk often conceals features of the care situation, namely the structural 
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conditions that produce the dependency of poor people on others or the state in 

the first place.  

 

 

The state and the family in South Africa   
 

Most of South Africa’s social assistance programmes originated in racist 

anxieties in the 1920s or 1930s, which were partly deracialised in the 1940s and 

completely deracialised in the 1980s and 1990s. ‘Liberal’ means-tested social 

assistance programmes were originally introduced for selected categories of 

‘deserving’ poor white individuals and families: the elderly, disabled, and poor 

mothers and their children. Able-bodied adults were supported through job 

creation and workfare programmes. The African majority population was not 

only subject to discriminatory economic policies, which kept most in poverty, but 

was also largely excluded from the welfare state on the grounds that support and 

care were sufficiently and appropriately provided by kin within the ‘traditional’ 

or ‘tribal’ system. Public programmes were slowly expanded to and for the 

African population. In 1993, parity was reached in terms of the value of the old-

age pensions paid to white and African men and women. Discrimination 

continued, however, in other parts of the welfare state. Almost no African women 

were eligible for the grants paid to single mothers, whilst institutional care 

remained largely segregated and deeply discriminatory (Button et al. 2018; 

Seekings and Moore, 2014). 

 

The post-apartheid state inherited deep inequality and poverty in 1994. Failing to 

tackle the root causes of inequality and poverty, especially with respect to 

employment and unemployment, post-apartheid governments expanded the 

welfare state, especially through the reform of social assistance for poor mothers 

and children. The expansion of public provision mitigated only partially poverty 

(Seekings and Nattrass 2005; Seekings 2015b). By 2017, South Africa’s social 

grant system paid out more than 17 million grants every month (South African 

Social Security Agency, 2017a), i.e. for one in three South Africans. Very few 

poor households receive no grants, although there are many poor individuals who 

remain dependent on other households or family members. The households that 

remain very poor typically have no members who are eligible for – or are actually 

receiving – a social grant. The largest programme is the Child Support Grant 

programme, with 12.1 million beneficiaries, which is by far the largest social 

assistance programme in Africa in terms of coverage. About 1 million people 

received Disability Grants and 3.3 million people receive Old Age Grants 

(formerly called pensions) (ibid). Foster Care Grants, which (unlike the three 

larger programmes) are not means-tested and are paid for just under half a million 

orphans and other children placed in care by the courts. As of April 2018, the 

value of the Disability Grant and Old Age Grant was R1690 (or approximately 
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US$135) per month, whilst the Foster Care and Child Support Grants were worth 

R960 (about $75) and R400 (about $30 per month respectively). The value of 

these grants may not be large in comparison to high-income countries of the 

global North, but they are high in relation to most countries across the global 

South. The total cost of these social assistance programmes – at about 3,5 percent 

of GDP – is higher than any other major country in the global South. 

 

South Africa might have an extensive welfare state in terms of coverage, but there 

remain glaring coverage gaps. With an unemployment rate of close to 40 percent 

(using the more appropriate definition of unemployment), there are very many 

adults of working-age who are not themselves eligible for any of the social grants. 

Unemployment rates are especially high among young adults. A very small 

proportion of the unemployed benefit from ‘work opportunities’ through 

workfare programmes. Many unemployed young women receive child support 

grants on behalf of their children, but many others do not, and unemployed young 

men remain entirely dependent on kin (Seekings 2005; Klasen and Woolard, 

2005; Hassim, 2008). Many poor people depend on the state; many others depend 

on kin.  

 

Moreover, the expansion of social citizenship and rights through the welfare state 

has not taken into account the predominant norms and values among the country’s 

African majority. Interdependence has long been fundamental to the norms as 

well as the practices of kinship in Southern Africa, but the grant programmes 

confer rights on individuals without any acknowledgement of their broader social 

responsibilities or obligations. Providing resources to individual young women 

subverts not only patriarchal family relations – to the horror of defenders of the 

patriarchy – but also potentially subverts norms around both the social 

responsibilities associated with interdependency and the value of work, including 

carework (with many women as well as men, of diverse ages, articulating concern 

over the payment of ‘something for nothing’). Through both providing grants to 

some individuals within households and families and denying them to others, the 

state has recast relations of dependency within households and families as much 

as between its citizens and the state itself. 

 

Posel (2010: 131) writes that households in South Africa are ‘more complex 

formations than households typically found in developed countries’. She argues 

that the reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, individuals can be members of more 

than one household, and secondly, they may be considered to be a part of a 

household even if they are not resident in the household for much of the year. 

Such patterns have led many South African households to be characterised as 

‘porous’ and ‘fluid’ in that household composition and individuals’ relations to 

household units can change over time (Spiegel et al., 1996). This does not mean, 

however, that porosity and fluidity are unbounded (Seekings, 2008). Households 
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are also porous and fluid in the sense that resources (money and unpaid labour) 

can move between individuals in different households. Therefore, individuals 

may provide practical, personal or financial care to or receive care from 

individuals outside the household.  

 

Many children in South Africa live separately from one or both of their biological 

parents for a variety of reasons, including orphaning, high rates of extra marital 

childbirth, low rates of co-residence between parents and cultural reasons. 

Approximately one in three children live in a nuclear family. Compared with 

other countries, rates of paternal absence in South Africa are high (Posel and 

Devey 2006). Less than half of rural children have co-resident fathers when they 

are born, and only a third of all children nationally have their father co-resident 

in the household (Hosegood and Madhavan 2012; Seekings and Moore, 2014). 

Although maternal co-residence rates are higher, about one in four children live 

without their mothers. Many children live in extended households. Extended 

households can take the form of ‘skip-generational’ or three or even four-

generational households. Only one in five African people over the age of 60 lives 

alone or with one other elderly person (Statistics South Africa, 2013: 96). Most 

live with younger kin. Data from the 2015 General Household Survey indicated 

that almost one half of all households headed by elderly African people contained 

three or more generations (Statistics South Africa, 2017b: 32). While elderly-

headed households are most likely to be characterised by female headship (ibid: 

17), older women are also more likely to head multi-generational households than 

elderly men (Dungumaro, 2008). The proportion of households headed by a 

woman had risen to almost 40 percent by 2006, reflecting women’s longer life 

expectancy, increased economic independence and the decline in marriage rates 

(Posel and Rogan, 2009; Zulu and Sibanda, 2005).  

 

Marriage rates are unusually low in South Africa, even relative to the rest of 

Africa. Marriage rates dropped dramatically under apartheid and continued 

thereafter. By 2001, the percentage of African women who had never married nor 

were living together as unmarried partners had increased to 54 per cent. By 2011, 

61 percent of women were recorded as never married or living together (Mhongo 

and Budlender, 2013). Changes in marriage rates, living arrangements and 

household headship all shape inter-generational relationships of care in these 

households.  

 

At the same time, inter-generational relations have been challenged and shaped 

by persistent poverty, unemployment, illness and death (including due to AIDS) 

and the high cost of living. For example, whilst caring for grandchildren is not 

new, the level of care required due to AIDS-related illnesses and the missing 

support from the middle generation added a new layer of stress to grandparents’ 

lives and altered reciprocal relationships of care (Chazan, 2008). Rising 
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unemployment imposed similar strains. South Africa has an exceptionally high 

poverty rate given its overall level of development (i.e. GDP per capita), with half 

of the population considered poor using the favoured official poverty line 

(Statistics South Africa, 2017a). The poverty rate was slow to fall after the end of 

apartheid, only dropping well in the 2000s with the rollout of the child support 

grant (Posel and Rogan, 2012; Seekings 2015). Poverty is higher among women 

and within woman-headed households. Social grants are more important for 

poverty reduction among women and woman-headed households (Posel and 

Rogan, 2012).  

 

A further challenge experienced by families in South Africa is labour migration. 

Under apartheid, African men were forced to migrate, leaving families in rural 

areas when they worked in urban and industrial areas, framing family life 

(Budlender and Lund, 2011; Ramphele, 1993; Murray, 1981). After apartheid, as 

across much of Africa, labour migration remains an important livelihood strategy 

(Posel, 2006), with rising numbers of women migrating between rural and urban 

areas also (Casale and Posel, 2006; Posel, 2010). The practice of moving children 

between kin and households also persists, for cultural as well as economic reasons 

(Russell, 2003).  

 

Public provision and family dynamics therefore affect each other in many ways. 

Working-aged adults may have little choice but to reside with kin who have stable 

sources of income. Studies in various parts of the country have indicated that 

many older women use their pension grants to support their unemployed adult 

children as well as their grandchildren, and care for their grandchildren when their 

adult children seek employment elsewhere (Kimuna and Makiwane, 2007; 

Mosoetsa, 2011; Schatz, 2007; Button, 2017). Indeed, adult women are more 

likely to migrate for work if they are members of a household where someone 

receives a pension: income from a social grant provides the means for other 

family members to look for work as well as for a pensioner to look after her 

grandchildren (Ardington et al., 2009). Disability grants provide some financial 

independence to some people incapacitated by AIDS or other illnesses, but they 

often remain dependent on other kin – especially mothers and grandmothers – for 

care (Urdang, 2006; Schatz, 2007; Schatz and Ogunmefun, 2007; Chazan, 2008; 

Fakier and Cock, 2009; Mosoetsa, 2011; Richter, 2011). Receipt of child grants 

has a range of welfare benefits for dependent children as well as their mothers 

(Patel, 2012; Wright et al., 2015; Zembe-Mkabile et al., 2015). The child support 

grant is sometimes a key and the only source of income in a household and is 

redistributed within the family (Goldblatt, 2005; Patel, 2012; Fakier and Cock, 

2009). A large body of evidence exists on how older black African women have 

used their pension grants and other resources to address the needs for financial 

and practical care in their families (Kimuna and Makiwane, 2007; Schatz, 2007; 
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Schatz and Ogunmefun, 2007; Chazan, 2008; Ogunmefun and Schatz, 2009; 

Schatz and Madhavan, 2011; Mosoetsa, 2011; Button, 2017).  

 

Grants have widespread direct and indirect benefits within poor households and 

families, but the payment of grants to some individuals (and not others) exposes 

them to demands, to fulfil others’ expectations, and hence conflict arises. This 

project examines the ways in which poor, mostly African men and women in 

South Africa experience and negotiate the use of their grants to support others, 

sometimes alongside and at other times in return for care, and the consequences 

of this for the reconstitution of families and households.  

 

Contestation over grants in South Africa had prompted a growing literature. A 

series of studies have pointed, generally in passing, to inter-generational conflict 

and tension between household members around the use of social grants 

(Dubbeld, 2013; Mathis, 2011; Mosoetsa, 2011; van Dongen, 2008). In particular 

there is evidence that younger kin are not always forthcoming with support and 

have contested the traditional expectations for caregiving placed on them by their 

older household members (Sagner and Mtati, 1999; Mathis, 2011; Mosoetsa, 

2011; Button, 2017).  Furthermore, there is evidence that points to the gendered 

inequalities of inter-generational support, in that the expectation that young 

women would contribute financially to their households when they had the means 

to do so was not matched by a similar expectation of (or practice by) young men 

(Mosoetsa, 2011: 67). In a study of the roles of younger women in their rural 

households in KwaZulu-Natal, Mathis (2011) reported that employed younger 

women tried to limit the financial obligations towards their parents by speaking 

of themselves as rights-bearing individuals. This project builds on these 

foundations through a direct focus on the ways in which public provision and 

familial conflict shape each other. 

 

 

Overview of the Project 
 

The papers in this project draw on a mix of methodologies, approaches and data 

sources to probe the social and distributional effects of public provision as well 

as legal regulation on inter-generational relationships. Sources include data from 

courts, sample surveys, in-depth interviews, focus groups and archival research 

(including content analysis of parliamentary debates on welfare reform). 

 

The first working paper, ‘The Price of the Grant: the Social Cost of Child Support 

Grants for Female Caregivers and their Extended Networks’ (no. 412), shows 

how the emotional stress (and public scrutiny of being a grant recipient) of 

receiving a child welfare grant may outweigh its financial benefit. By examining 

the powerful moral discourse surrounding the most accessed of all the grants, the 
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Child Support Grant, the article identifies how the receipt of these grants increase 

the precariousness of already strained relationships between female kin by 

creating expectations about how grants ought to function that are extremely 

difficult to uphold  

 

The second working paper (no. 414) ‘The influence of disability-related cash 

transfers on family practices in South Africa’, examines the position and 

conceptualisation of the disability grant, which is often neglected in social policy 

analysis. Disability is a significant area for state intervention in South Africa. The 

article explores how the grant places the disabled grant beneficiary in an 

ambivalent position. On the one hand the grant provides a stable income to the 

household giving disabled people the opportunity to exercise agency, be seen as 

valuable and secure care and support from household members. On the other 

hand, the grant also creates conflicts over how income is shared and may lead to 

the extortion, abuse and neglect of disabled people, particularly in cases of severe 

disablement.  

 

The third working paper (no. 413), ‘Intergenerational care, negotiation and 

conflict: female state pensioners’ experiences of financial caregiving in low-

income, multigenerational households’, illuminates how the state pension 

positions grandmothers as key breadwinners and, in many cases, adult (grand) 

children as dependents on grandmothers. In many ways, the state has redrawn the 

boundaries of grandmother’s responsibility in multigenerational households 

whereby adult children are increasingly dependent on grandmother’s pension. 

Negotiations around the provision of resources for caregiving reflects unequal 

power relationships with the households and added to the emotional and financial 

vulnerabilities the female pensioners experience in their capacities as caregivers 

 

The forth working paper (no. 415), ‘Intergenerational family dependence: 

Contradictions in family policy and law’, examines how current social and legal 

structures do not always support diffuse patterns of kin dependency across 

generations. An analysis of court cases reveals that the state through the 

framework of the law attempts to accommodate demands of diffuse patterns of 

kin dependency but other state institutions, notably a social insurance system 

(Road Accident Fund) has different practices and does not reflect the same 

understanding of kin dependency. Although the state, through the Courts, are 

actively promoting intergenerational interactions and living by supporting the 

complexity of family life for many in South Africa, the findings show that another 

state institution bases policies on certain assumptions about how families are 

structured and operate and tries to reinforce these assumptions even when they 

are not deemed legitimate by the groups affected. 
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The penultimate working paper (no. 416), ‘The legitimacy of claims made on kin 

and state in South Africa’, uses quantitative data to probe how young South 

Africans distinguish between deserving and undeserving claimants on both the 

state and kin. Through an innovative methodological quantitative approach, the 

paper explores hierarchies of desert with respect to both public and private 

welfare and the relationship between the two. The findings show that there is a 

clear and generally intuitive hierarchy of desert with respect to public welfare. 

Deservingness with respect to different categories of kin – i.e. the ‘radius’ of 

responsibility for kin – varies less markedly, but with some variation between 

racial or cultural groups. The author argues that public and private support appear 

to be complements not substitutes for each other, in that people who believe that 

the state should support people in need are also more likely to believe that kin 

should do so also. 

 

The final working paper (no. 418) ‘Rethinking Welfare Regimes: Challenges 

from the South’, provides some reflections on how the South African case 

compares and contrasts with other countries in the Global South and North. The 

author not only locates the South African case study within the wider global 

context and theoretical debates surrounding welfare regimes and 

intergenerational solidarities within the public and private sphere, but it also fills 

a gap in the existing literature on comparative welfare and care regimes in the 

global context and the relationships between intergenerational relations and the 

state by exploring the topic from the perspective of a Global South context. The 

comparison identifies the idiosyncrasies of the South African national context.  

 

Overall, these working papers provide a more nuanced understanding of the 

relationships between social protection, intergenerational relationships, conflict 

and the consequences of welfare expansion on defamilialisation. We argue that 

inequalities in public provision combine with familial norms to transform 

families and generate new patterns of conflict within them. Expanding state 

intervention through the welfare state has led to refamilialisation rather than 

defamilialisation, a process imbued with conflict and with effects varying by 

class, race, gender and generation. Together, the collection of the papers suggests 

that the predominant literature from the global North underestimates the conflicts 

that arise from expanded public provision. In particular, the papers offer an 

important contribution to understandings of this relationship from the perspective 

of the South. 
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