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ABSTRACT 

Women in South Africa spend eight times more time on unpaid domestic and care work 

than men. Motivated by this unequal distribution of care, I aimed to investigate how 

men in South Africa participate in household child care and subsequently conducted 

an extended case study to explore how men who live in affluent neighbourhoods in 

Stellenbosch, South Africa, carry out the care of their young children. The dissertation 

includes documented social encounters, semi-structured interviews and participant 

observation conducted at participants’ homes or during family activities. 

The extended case study method provides a framework for research that is grounded 

in reflexive science. It allows for contribution to theory from empirical work, and for the 

consideration of macro-structural social forces such as policies and customs and 

micro-structural observations with families. Both the method and the theory of the case 

study were anchored in a post-structural feminist perspective that draws on discourses 

related to care, critical masculinities, engagements of men in gender equality, and 

fatherhood-focused psychology.  

The overarching theoretical framework that was used for the extended case study is 

based on Joan Tronto’s political argument for an ethic of care. For the theoretical lens 

through which the study was conducted, I complemented Tronto’s theory with 

contemporary post-structural feminist, critical masculinities, and fatherhood 

psychology literature. The empirical observations and findings are structured in 

accordance with the political framework that Tronto provided of the four phases of an 

ethic of care, namely caring about, caring for, giving care, and receiving care. In each 

instance, the findings are supplemented with more specific sociological and 

psychological theory related to the phase, drawing on the theoretical lens that was 

established in the initial theory chapter. 

The penultimate chapter describes the macro-structural forces that influenced men’s 

care interactions, including policies, kinship expectations and social norms. The study 

concludes with the argument that ‘men’s care interactions can contribute to democratic 

citizenship, and expand fathering beyond patriarchy’. I support this claim by describing 

how men’s care interactions expanded social norms of fathering, and provide 

suggestions for future theoretical avenues of research and intervention development. 
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OPSOMMING 

Vroue in Suid-Afrika bestee deurlopend meer tyd aan onbetaalde huishoudelike en 

versorgingswerk as mans. Aangevuur deur hierdie ongelyke verdeling van versorging, 

het ek beoog om ondersoek in te stel na hoe mans in Suid-Afrika aan die huishoudelike 

versorging van kinders deelneem en gevolglik ŉ uitgebreide gevallestudie onderneem 

om na te vors hoe mans van welgestelde buurte in Stellenbosch, Suid-Afrika die 

versorging van hulle jong kinders in doen. In die navorsing is van gedokumenteerde 

sosiale ontmoetings, semi-gestruktureerde onderhoude en deelnemende waarneming 

wat by deelnemers se huise of gedurende gesinsaktiwiteite plaasgevind het, gebruik 

gemaak. 

Die uitgebreide gevallestudiemetode verskaf ŉ raamwerk vir navorsing wat in 

refleksiewe wetenskap gefundeer is. Dit maak voorsiening vir bydraes vanuit empiriese 

werk tot teorie en vir die inagneming van makro-strukturele sosiale kragte soos beleide 

en gebruike asook mikro-strukturele waarnemings van gesinne. Beide die metode en 

die teorie van die gevallestudie was veranker in ŉ post-strukturele feministiese 

perspektief wat gebruik maak van diskoerse wat met versorging, kritiese manlikhede-

studies, betrokkenheid van mans by geslagsgelykheid, en sielkunde wat op vaderskap 

fokus, verband hou.  

Die oorkoepelende teoretiese raamwerk wat gebruik is vir die uitgebreide gevallestudie 

is gebaseer op Joan Tronto se politieke argument vir ŉ etiek van versorging. Vir die 

teoretiese lens waardeur die navorsing gedoen is, het ek Tronto se teorie aangevul 

met kontemporêre post-strukturele feministiese, kritiese manlikhede-studies, en 

sielkundeliteratuur ten opsigte van vaderskap. Die empiriese waarnemings en 

bevindinge is gestruktureer in ooreenstemming met die politieke raamwerk van die vier 

fases van ŉ etiek van versorging soos deur Tronto verskaf, naamlik omgee vir, sorg 

vir, versorging bied, en versorging ontvang. In elke geval is die bevindinge aangevul 

met meer spesifieke sosiologiese en sielkundige teorie wat met die fase verband hou 

deur van die teoretiese lens in die aanvanklike teoriehoofstuk uiteengesit, gebruik te 

maak. 
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Die voorlaaste hoofstuk beskryf die makro-strukturele kragte wat mans se 

versorgingsinteraksies, met inbegrip van beleide, verwagtinge van verwantskap en 

sosiale norme, beïnvloed het. Die verhandeling word afgesluit met die argument dat 

mans se versorgingsinteraksies tot demokratiese burgerskap kan bydra, en 

verantwoordelikhede van vaderskap verder as patriargie kan uitbrei. Ek ondersteun 

hierdie aanspraak deur te beskryf hoe mans se versorgingsinteraksies die sosiale 

norme van verantwoordelikhede van vaderskap uitgebrei het, en doen voorstelle aan 

die hand vir toekomstige teoretiese navorsingsrigtings en ontwikkeling van 

intervensies. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Men’s contribution to childcare work is an important yet relatively undocumented 

aspect that influences the distribution of work between genders in South Africa. The 

aim of the study is to investigate and describe in detail the contributions to childcare 

work of a sample of men, from affluent neighbourhoods, who show high levels of 

interest and involvement in child-rearing. I am included in the sample. In this 

dissertation I position the description in a theoretical context of men’s contribution to a 

feminist ethic of care, and suggest some implications from my observations for 

cultivating such an ethic of care among men. 

1.2 MEN, CARE, AND FATHERHOOD IN SOUTH AFRICA 

In South Africa men do much less unpaid care work and domestic work than women 

(RSA, 2013). My interest in this field of men and care emerged from my personal and 

vocational life experiences. I have been a kindergarten teacher, a gender activist and 

a parent at various stages of my professional and personal life. In seeking to contribute 

knowledge about this phenomenon to academe, I drew on the perspective of men 

engaged in the care of their children, including self-reflection on my own experiences 

as a father. This new knowledge reflects our personal experiences as parents, the 

context of societal norms that inform gendered behaviour, and relevant social policies 

that influence gender inequality in terms of care work. In conclusion, certain 

improvements to policies and programmes are suggested that may support the 

cultivation of a feminist ethic of care among men and in society at large.  

Women, children and men benefit when men are actively involved in doing care work 

(Makusha & Richter, 2018). Women are more likely than men to do care work, and this 

care work at home is usually unpaid (Hatch & Posel, 2018), therefore gender equality 

in terms of the distribution of care work increases when men are more involved in 

unpaid care work. In addition to affording a fairer distribution of work, men’s 

contribution may also create more time for women to rest, engage in leisure activities, 
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and pursue personal and professional interests. Children’s developmental outcomes, 

like language and cognitive development, as well as emotional regulation, improve with 

when fathers are supportive (Cabrera, Shannon & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007). Men’s 

wellbeing and health also improve when they are more involved in care work: for 

example, contact with infants leads to endocrinal changes in men that counter 

aggression and increase empathy (Cabrera et al., 2007; Chopra, 2014; Lamb, 2010; 

Levtov, Van der Gaag, Greene, Kaufman & Barker, 2015; Makusha & Richter, 2018).  

Internationally, researchers have explored the field of fathers or men and care work 

from the perspectives of work and family relations, also referred to as ‘work-life 

balance’ (Stovell, Collinson, Gatrell & Radcliffe, 2017). The opportunity to do care work 

is often constrained by the lack of paid parental leave for fathers. The imbalance 

between leave available to biological mothers, and leave available to fathers in South 

Africa (Makusha, 2020; RSA, 2018a) may be interpreted as a statement by the state 

that men should not do care work, and that child care is a woman’s task and duty. 

Beyond this policy-related lack of opportunity, the gap in men’s contribution to care 

work might also be due to other barriers that keep men from contributing, even if the 

opportunity should arise. The question arises why many unemployed fathers are not 

involved although they have the time to be engaged (Eddy, Boor & Mphaka, 2013).  

Fathers’ low involvement in child-rearing in South Africa is often seen as a 

consequence of the migrant labour system, which caused men to be effectively 

removed from their families to provide the cheap labour on which the apartheid state 

was built. Fatherhood in pre-colonial and pre-industrial times was, however, not an 

ideal state either, as Lesejane (2006:173) points out:  

Fathers were providers and protectors in pre-colonial times. In the context 

of the hierarchical and patriarchal authority systems of the day, the father 

sat at the pinnacle of the pecking order followed by the eldest son, other 

male relatives, with women and children coming in last. In effect, the father 

was the patriarch, the symbol and custodian of ultimate power and 

responsibility in the family and in the community. 

At the same time, this position of fatherhood, in the traditional sense, was not achieved, 

but mostly ascribed. That is, a man did not receive the title of father through merely 
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conceiving a child (Lesejane, 2006:175). Women and children were in subordinate 

positions and contributed to the community’s approval of the patriarch. Therefore, 

within this complex history of fatherhood, men who worked in the mining establishment 

of apartheid South Africa found themselves within the conflicted zone of feeling 

responsible for, but being apart from, their families. The seal on the package of the 

patriarch as financial provider was this distance from their family: supporting their 

families from afar with money, at the expense of intimate contact with their most 

significant others (Rabe, 2007). This gendered division of care was fundamental to the 

establishment of apartheid capitalism (Burawoy, 1981; Wolpe, 1972). 

In South Africa, with the advent of the new dispensation in 1994, the problem did not 

automatically disappear. The mining industry and other urban workplaces still depend 

on workers who travel from afar, and currently such workers more often than not have 

two families – one at the workplace, and one in their ‘sending’ community. 

Furthermore, the care burden on women caused by the effects of poor occupational 

health and safety has remained severe, since many workers are still doing potentially 

hazardous work, like mining, with sub-standard health equipment. Consequently, they 

are forced into permanent retirement with chronic illnesses like silicosis, returning to 

the women in their families to provide the unpaid care they require (Peacock, Yawa & 

Keehn, 2015). 

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT: AN UNFAIR DISTRIBUTION OF CARE WORK  

I call the social problem that this research responded to the ‘gender care work gap’. 

Much has been written about the ‘gender wage gap’ and how women have faced 

inequality in the paid workplace (Bin-Humam, Kushnir & Ramalha, 2013; Budig, 2013; 

Casale & Posel, 2011) with more men employed than women, and men earning more 

than women. Internationally, and on average in South Africa, women’s participation in 

the paid workplace has increased, yet men’s participation in unpaid care has not kept 

pace (RSA, 2015; Jack Hammer, 2018). The information on time use in South Africa 

reveals this inequality between men and women in terms of childcare work and 

parenthood. In a time use survey of 2010, it was found that men did only 11% of the 

childcare work that women did (RSA, 2013).  
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Published research on gender equality more often than not focuses on women’s 

experiences of workplace inequality, or unequal care work burdens at home (Hatch & 

Posel, 2018). A key example is the work of Budlender (2010, 2011, 2019), who 

suggests that care work should be included in the system of national accounts, as it 

contributes to the gross domestic product.  

Research on men’s contribution to or complicity in these inequalities is still relatively 

new, especially in low- or middle-income countries (Heilman, Levtov, Van der Gaag, 

Hassink & Barker, 2017; Levtov, et al., 2015; Pease, 2019; Van der Gaag, Heilman, 

Gupta, Nembhardt & Barker, 2019). In South Africa there is clearly also a need for a 

greater understanding of men and care as a new area of knowledge in itself, and in 

order to support activism, programming and policy development towards responding 

appropriately to the problem of an unequal burden of care on women. Some 

researchers have sought to frame the landscape for research on fatherhood in South 

Africa (e.g., Ria Smit, Lucy Holborn, Marlize Rabe, Kopano Ratele, Mzikazi Nduna, 

Linda Richter and Robert Morrell) by exploring the factors that influence so-called 

‘absent fathers’ (Holborn, & Eddy, 2011; Rabe, 2006; Ratele & Nduna, 2018; Richter 

& Morrell, 2006; Smit, 2004).  

My research focused on how care is defined and practised by the research 

participants. I concentrated on the proactive presence of parents and involved 

caregivers, rather than on men’s absence from caregiving. This study builds on a 

similar multi-country study, The Men Who Care Study, in which the sample from South 

Africa did not include men as parents, but focused on men who were in caregiving 

professions (Barker et al., 2012). The Men Who Care Study led to the conception and 

launch of the MenCare Global Fatherhood Campaign.1 As I was one of the co-founders 

of the campaign and have been involved in the development and implementation of 

the campaign, this research complements and intersects in interesting ways with my 

professional work.  

I deliberately selected a relatively small sample size of six families, including my own, 

in order to be able to conduct in-depth ethnographic and comparative research with 

the participants. I chose to accumulate a range of different data with the same families, 

 
1 www.men-care.org  
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rather than collecting similar data from a larger range of families. The small sample 

size allowed me to conduct in-depth observations during multiple engagements with 

participants over the research period. I conducted participant observation, and 

recruited parents from the school that my daughter attended at the time. The fact that 

we were all parents of children attending the same school helped me to establish 

rapport and a common frame of reference within which to conduct the research. I did 

not select parents of children with whom my daughter shared a class, or with whom 

we were already close friends. I recruited parents that had been unknown to me before, 

or with whom I was only slightly acquainted. I did so to avoid any conflict of interest 

that may arise from learning sensitive information about the parents of my daughters’ 

friends. Another reason was to have a ‘fresh’ opportunity for observation, thereby 

avoiding conducting research with people whom I may have already developed some 

bias, based on our pre-existing personal friendships. I elaborate on the sample 

selection process in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 

The aim of the study goal is therefore to investigate the factors that influence men’s 

contributions to care work done at home, in caring for children, and to focus on a 

sample of men who were already involved in caring for children in their own 

households. All of the research participants were also earning an income of some kind, 

and mostly worked from home. The participants were therefore in varying degrees 

involved in paid and unpaid work at home. All of the families lived in affluent 

neighbourhoods, and the fees of the particular school are relatively high compared to 

government-subsidised schooling.  

Beyond the similarities of living in relatively affluent conditions, and being associated 

with the same school, the families were different from each other and diverse in other 

ways, like the arrangement of members of the families and care networks, or the 

various identities of the different members. Some examples of such diversity in family 

arrangements were that there were several ‘step-parents’ in the sample, some parents 

were separated and co-parenting, some families cohabited with grandparents, and one 

couple separated during the course of the study. The number of children per family 

ranged from one to three, and the ages of children ranged from new-born to nine years 

old.  
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I took an open stance to learn about the participants’ own meaning, perceptions and 

experiences of what they call ‘care’. I also include reflections from, and about, the 

immediate significant others around the men in the study, like the other caregivers in 

and around the home. My study is different from time use survey research (Budlender, 

2007), which mostly relies on quantitative data in the form of numbers of hours spent 

on domestic work. Reducing the complexity of care into a single dimension of time 

spent on different types of care does not allow for the exploration of nuance and detail 

within caring relationships. I used qualitative methods to engage with the more 

complex elements of caregiving such as the motivation for, and nature of, the work 

involved in giving care. Hours spent on care may not translate into receiving adequate 

or appropriate care. A pure focus on time use also neglects to encompass the meaning 

that care holds and generates for caregivers and recipients of care.  

My identification of the problem as the gender care work gap is therefore not simply a 

mechanistic interpretation of an unfair distribution of the amount of time spent on care. 

The problem rather includes qualitative elements of the gendered identities of 

caregivers that inform unfair allocation of care burdens.  

1.4 PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP TO THE RESEARCH 

I am invested in spending caregiving time with my daughter and son because I have 

been exposed to people and situations that actively encourage this involvement. At the 

same time, however, I regularly experience my own gender socialisation and other 

factors like work pressure that encourage me to pass the care work back to my wife. 

In moments like these the effort to wash the stack of baby clothes, for example, feels 

like a dual effort. In addition to overcoming physical fatigue or want of rest, at times I 

need to overcome the feeling that my wife should rather have done the task.  

Other questions that informed this study emerged, such as: What motivates me, or 

other fathers who strive to be involved, to do more care work? What do the words ‘care’ 

or ‘work’ mean to us? In this study I was interested in the care work done at home, for 

children, by men caregivers who are associated with the child through a bond of family. 

I also discerned this care in the context of the wider care network of each family that I 

observed, and documented care provided by other caregivers that included mothers, 

wider kin networks, and paid child carers. 
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I approached the study as an ethnographic study that involved participant observation. 

The study was therefore informed by my position as a parent at my daughter’s school 

and as a pro-feminist man working in the field of gender activism.  

1.4.1 The Stellenbosch Waldorf School 

I recruited participants from the parent body of the Stellenbosch Waldorf School. My 

daughter attended the school at the time of the study, and I was a known member of 

the school community.  

I have a rich history with the school, since I was employed at the school as playgroup 

and kindergarten teacher in the years 2000–2002. This experience of being a male 

pre-school teacher was the catalyst to my consequent interest and career in the topic 

of men’s involvement in children’s lives. I also have a history with the geographical 

location of the school, some distance from the town centre of Stellenbosch. I had 

previously worked on the property where the school is presently located, as a packing 

store manager for an organic farming business. The organic farming business was in 

part the incubator for the establishment of the nearby Sustainability Institute and the 

Lynedoch Eco-village (Swilling & Annecke, 2006) where I had also worked and 

completed my Master’s degree in Sustainable Development. I am therefore very 

familiar with the location and wider surrounding area of the school, and have worked 

in the area over a number of years. In addition to this historical familiarity, I also had 

emotional investment in the school when the research began. When I registered my 

daughter at the school, I noticed that some of the wooden toys in her classroom were 

toys that I had made years before when I was a teacher at the school. Teachers 

regularly host informative talks about child development and about ways in which 

parents can support their children’s development. The school staff members 

encourage parental involvement in child developmental activities outside of school 

time, and particularly encourage parents to spend time with their children doing 

recreational activities. 

1.4.2 Working in the field of gender activism 

My experience as a male kindergarten teacher had alerted me to a juxtaposition of 

masculinity and care work since my presence as a man working with young children 
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often evoked curiosity. After I left the work as a teacher, I became involved in various 

non-profit programmes to improve men’s contribution to child care. I worked on 

neighbourhood food gardens with men and children. I facilitated weekend wilderness 

camps and men’s groups with middle-class men. I coordinated a township-based 

programme that established musical groups for men and boys to promote the 

prevention of HIV and gender-based violence. I managed a programme that engaged 

men in community mobilisation for gender equality, and eventually worked on policy 

advocacy for more gender-equitable and non-violent policies and laws such as paid 

parental leave and the prohibition of corporal punishment. My relationship to this study 

was therefore also informed by the work that I have engaged in as a social programme 

developer, activist, and researcher. 

The sequence of jobs I have described represents two associated trajectories: the first 

is related to strategy. I moved from a micro-focus on individuals towards a larger 

macro-structural focus on structural drivers of gender inequality, such as policies. This 

range has led to my interest in deepening a qualitative understanding of men, children 

and families within a macro-structural context, and as I explain later, the extended case 

method provided a suitable framework for such reflective engagement through 

participant observation (Burawoy, 1998).  

The second trajectory was my own political trajectory, moving from a men-centred 

perspective on child care towards an increasingly feminist perspective, working with 

men for gender justice within the context of a ‘gender-transformative approach’. This 

change happened along with my expansion to a more structural focus as I became 

aware of the fact that personal behaviour of men occurs in the context of relationships 

with others, especially in terms of how relationships between men and women have 

been constructed. In other words, I became increasingly aware of patriarchy, and how 

patriarchy influences men and women’s lives. 

I use the term ‘gender-transformative approach’ as I encountered it in working in 

gender activism. The term was prominently introduced by Rao Gupta (2001), as a 

categorisation of programmes on a continuum from ‘gender-neutral’ to ‘gender-

sensitive’ and ‘gender-transformative’ interventions. Gender-neutral interventions do 

not acknowledge the gender of people affected by the intervention, as can be seen in 

the South African Maintenance Amendment Act 9 of 2015 (Republic of South Africa, 
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2015) that does not distinguish between male or female parents who default on 

maintenance (Khunou, 2006). Gender-sensitive interventions are those that 

acknowledge the gender of people in the programme, for example microfinance 

programmes that are exclusively focused on women and how their economic power 

could enhance their status in their communities. Gender-transformative interventions 

are those that seek to transform gender norms – specifically those that are harmful. 

An example would be programmes that encourage women to step out of subordinate 

economic positions and develop sustainable incomes, while working with the attitudes 

of men and other people in the workplace environment around them, thereby 

transforming the norm of the economically subordinate woman to a more equal norm 

of the economically empowered woman. Gender-transformative approaches therefore 

critically examine gendered constructions and performance, towards dismantling 

harmful relationships (Rutgers, 2020). 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES 

1.5.1 Research questions 

The main research question concerned whether and how the men in my study 

participate in household child care. Due to the empirical and conceptual research 

conducted, a second and related research question emerged as an added element of 

investigation, namely: ‘What are entry points for cultivating a feminist ethic of care 

among men in South Africa?’ 

The two questions reflect the scope of the extended case method that I used (Burawoy, 

1998). The first question explores the ‘micro-structures’ of men’s care interactions in 

households, and the second relates to the broader ‘macro-structural’ aspect of social 

forces that influence a feminist ethic of care among men (Burawoy, 1998). 

1.5.2 Research objectives 

The six research objectives of the study fall into two categories. The first category 

included objectives that are focused on the activities of collecting, arranging and 

interpreting information. The second category included those that seek to contribute 

new knowledge to the field. The research objectives of my study were the following: 
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Research objectives 

• To describe the problem of the South African ‘gender care work gap’ among a 

sample of relatively affluent families 

• To investigate and document men’s contributions to the child care and parenting of 

the children they most closely relate to, for a sample of men from affluent 

neighbourhoods doing various forms of (paid) work at home in the town of 

Stellenbosch 

• To describe the promise shown or potential shortcomings of current policy attempts 

to achieve gender equality in terms of the distribution of care work between men 

and women 

• To develop a narrative that bridges existing feminist discourses on care and work 

with fatherhood psychology and critical masculinities discourses about men and 

child care 

• To propose a pathway to transformation of the ‘gender care work gap’ in 

conceptual, personal, societal norm, political and social policy terms 

• To identify and recommend specific research that is lacking in the field 

1.6 THE EXTENDED CASE METHOD  

In this study the extended case method proposed by Burawoy (1998, 2009) was used. 

The extended case method is a qualitative research approach that exemplifies 

reflexive science, rather than positivist science. I implemented the related research 

strategies of participant observation and in-depth semi-structured interviews to collect 

data. The study is focused on a sample of men from my own family and five others 

with whom I developed a close relationship over a period of four years.  

Following the approach of reflexive science and the extended case method, I did not 

endeavour to obtain objectivity and generalisation of findings through establishing 

distance between myself and the participants, but rather sought to engage with and 

understand my own bias. Instead of seeking an objective standpoint, I endeavoured to 

develop a self-reflective mode of observation. Consequently, I justify the relatively 
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small size of the sample of six families with the argument that the richness and depth 

of data collected provided a plurality of data points that are substantial enough to draw 

findings from, which in turn may be associated with larger social forces that affected 

men’s care interactions in the sample. I provide greater detail on the research design 

and method in the dedicated chapter (3) later on. In this chapter I briefly introduce the 

overarching research questions and objectives. 

1.7 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

This study is an extended case study of men’s participation in an ethic of care. The 

extended case method suggests that the researcher starts from a clearly defined 

theoretical position, unpacks their own relation to the research, applies the theory to 

the observation of changes within the observation site, and extends these findings to 

observe macro-structural influences on the sample. Finally, the researcher returns to 

the potential refutation of the initial theory, through showing the limits of the initial 

theory and expanding the theoretical discourse. This flow of reasoning informed how I 

developed the chapters of the dissertation. A brief description of the chapters of the 

dissertation follows below. 

Chapter 1:  Introduction to the study  

This chapter provides an introduction to the field, defines the problem, and gives an 

overview of the study. I describe my personal relationship to the study, unpack the 

research questions and objectives, and introduce the extended case study research 

method. The context of the research, and the problem that the research responded to, 

is gender inequality and men’s lack of contribution to care work. I approached this 

study from my personal engagement in the community of my daughter’s school, as a 

parent and participant observer, and as someone who works in the non-profit sector 

on men’s engagement in gender justice. My research questions are defined as 

qualitative research questions that explore men’s care interactions in the context of a 

theoretical framework of a feminist ethic of care. I explain my selection of the extended 

case method as a research method, and how that determined the structure and 

approach of my research.  
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Chapter 2:  Theoretical points of departure 

This chapter describes the theoretical framework and departure points for the empirical 

research. I describe how I used an overarching frame of an ethic of care as described 

by Tronto (1993, 2013), including aspects of moral boundaries and the phases of an 

ethic of care. The three moral boundaries that contain care are the boundary between 

politics and morality, the boundary between the private and the public, and the 

boundary between an abstract moral point of view, and a particular, personal moral 

point of view (Tronto, 1993). I reflect on these boundaries in this chapter, and discuss 

how they are manifested in South Africa. I also introduce the four phases of an ethic 

of care as suggested by Tronto, and describe how I used these to arrange my research 

findings.  

In this chapter I further construct a theoretical lens for the research that consists of the 

compilation of theories of fatherhood involvement psychology, men and critical 

masculinities, and feminist care. The fatherhood psychology aspect that I focus on is 

the typology of father involvement conceptualised by Pleck (2010) and Lamb (2010). I 

position this typology alongside an ethic of care perspective. I expand on this starting 

point by adding the component of a post-structural feminist approach to masculinities 

to my theoretical lens, mostly informed by the work of Butler (2006) and Connell (1995). 

I briefly describe the political positioning of the work of engaging men in gender 

transformation with reference to the triangle of political work on masculinities 

suggested by Nixon and Messner, and the adaptation of the triangle to a triple 

advocacy approach towards accountability suggested by Theunert (Nixon & Messner, 

1998; Theunert, 2012). I conclude the chapter by adding a feminist framing of the 

theoretical lens on care work that utilises the work of Hochschild and Machung, that 

describes how couples deploy gender strategies and gender ideologies regarding 

sharing unpaid work (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). 

Chapter 3:  Research design and method  

In this chapter I explain my feminism-informed motivation for the use of the extended 

case method. This involves drawing on the development of a feminist theoretical 

approach for research, and my alignment with the democratic values of feminist 

research that the extended case method facilitates. I describe how I use the extended 
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case method, and provide a justification for the application of the method to my sample. 

The extended case method involves extending the observer to the participant (as 

intervention), extending observations over space and time (as process), extending out 

from process to force (as structuration), and extending theory (as theorising) (Burawoy, 

1998, 2009).  

I also explain in this chapter my selection of the sample of families from the school 

community, my data collection through participant observation, the thematic analysis 

methods, and the ethical positions of the study. The ethical positions involve the 

broader ethical positioning and contribution of the study itself, in addition to the 

compliance with ethical standards and review within Stellenbosch University.  

The next four chapters describe my observational results and findings, grouped by 

phases of an ethic of care. In each chapter I reflect on the observational results with 

the theoretical lens I established in Chapter 2. 

Chapter 4:  Men ‘caring about’ 

This chapter introduces the families who participated in the research. All participants 

remain anonymous and I used pseudonyms for all names. I foreground one particular 

father and family (Thando Kekana and his family) and then describe my observations 

in terms of how they applied to some of the other families who participated in the 

research. I describe how Thando took on the care of his eldest daughter, and how she 

moved to his household from initially living with her biological mother. I apply an 

analytical lens of how men ‘care about’, and practise attentiveness to others in 

extended care networks, and in social fatherhood positions, and discuss how men 

develop grounded relationships through social fatherhood. A central theme of this 

chapter is how fathers overcome epistemological ignorance of care needs, and their 

privileged irresponsibility in terms of not being responsible for care work. This theme 

of overcoming the ignorance of care leads to the second phase in an ethic of care – to 

take responsibility for the care and wellbeing of another. 

Chapter 5:  Men ‘taking care of’ 

In this chapter I compile my findings on the second care phase of ‘taking care of’ and 

the ethical element of ‘responsibility’ in the context of families and financial provision. 
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I foreground the family of Marius and Wendy Botha, and explain how they defined and 

managed material provision within their family. I describe the process of Marius 

becoming more engaged with care work, from a relatively ‘care-free’ previous period 

in his life as a professional artist, to a period in which he increasingly ‘took care of’ his 

two daughters. I also discuss my observations of the same phase of an ethic of care 

regarding the other families in my sample. I then apply a theoretical lens of showing 

how different families in the sample expressed different gender strategies and gender 

ideologies, drawing on work done by other scholars (Helman & Ratele, 2016; 

Hochschild & Machung, 2012). 

I also reflect on the stereotype of the father as material provider, and my observation 

of different kinds of provision that include provision of emotional care, beyond material 

provision.  

Chapter 6:  Men ‘giving care’  

This chapter focuses on men ‘giving care’ or doing care work, and the related ethical 

element of competence in caregiving. I highlight caregiving arrangements firstly in the 

family of Hannes and Karen du Toit. I describe how Hannes and Karen’s caregiving 

arrangements worked, and point to the fact that Karen was the main breadwinner, and 

that Hannes was the primary caregiver of their two sons. I also describe the role that 

their domestic worker Pumla played in the caregiving arrangement of the household. 

My observations highlight the aspect of play between Hannes and his sons, and how 

play intersects with caregiving. I draw on my theoretical lens to reflect on the family 

and other families in the sample, and specifically discuss the intergenerational transfer 

of gendered caregiving behaviours, the intersections of domestic work and caregiving, 

how play can be seen as a form of caregiving, and gendered differences between 

families regarding different types of play. 

Chapter 7:  Men ‘receiving care’ 

This chapter is the last of my direct findings from participant observations with families. 

It describes the phase of ‘receiving care’ and the ethical element of responsiveness to 

care received. I describe how children receive care from fathers, by focusing on three 

particular families (the Bothas, Du Toits and Kekanas) and I provide a theoretical 

reflection on the themes that I observed. This reflection includes how children respond 
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to care given by fathers, how fathers monitor the care that children receive at school, 

and some tensions in how children receive care. I further foreground the same three 

families in the next part of the chapter that describes how fathers receive care, and 

respond to the care given. I then draw on the theoretical lens for the research by 

reflecting on three themes, namely how Black women provide care work for men, 

men’s ignorance of domestic work, and how fathers may distance themselves from 

their own vulnerabilities.  

Chapter 8:  Macro-structural social forces 

This chapter follows the extended case method and expands my observations to 

macro-structural, policy, and institutional influences on the care interactions of the men 

in the families. I describe a macro-structural force that influence each of the instances 

of the care phases. These macro-structural forces include policies and social forces 

such as state and societal support for men’s contribution to care, including policies 

around birth registration and customary practices like the paternity rite called inhlawulo 

in IsiXhosa. I also describe the forces that influence men’s taking care of children, and 

reflect on fathers’ co-residence or not with children, the maintenance and custody 

debate in South Africa, the narrow definition of material provision as fatherhood, and 

how income is associated with co-residence in South Africa. Regarding the third 

caregiving phase of an ethic of care, I reflect on how early childhood education and 

care and parental leave policies may influence men’s caregiving. Finally, I describe my 

observations of how social policy and programming may engage with men’s 

vulnerabilities and reception of care, in a manner that remains accountable to feminist 

principles and women’s rights.  

Chapter 9:  Conclusion: Expanding fathering beyond patriarchy 

In the final chapter I describe a conceptual conclusion that I arrived at based upon the 

research that is documented in this dissertation, and the fourth theory-reconstruction 

phase of the extended case method. I propose that ‘men’s care interactions can 

contribute to democratic citizenship, and expand fathering beyond patriarchy’. I defend 

this claim by summarising findings from the research, that show how social norms of 

fathering were expanded through men’s care interactions. I explain various 

contributions that this research may make to theory and I put forward 
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recommendations for further research. I also suggest an avenue for the development 

of an intervention based upon my experience of doing this research with the use of 

social encounters and participant observation.  

I navigated the study with two overarching frameworks. The first framework is the 

research design of an extended case study, utilising the extended case method 

proposed by Burawoy (1998, 2009), and the second framework, embedded in the first, 

is a theoretical framework, building upon the political argument for an ethic of care that 

Tronto (1993) provides. This theoretical lens, which I use in the study, is described in 

Chapter 2 of the dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 

THEORETICAL POINTS OF DEPARTURE 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In my research I drew on a political argument for an ethic of care as defined by Tronto 

(1993) and used a post-structural feminist analysis of gender to explore the 

intersections of fatherhood, masculinities, work, and caregiving, especially regarding 

men’s contribution to childcare work. By documenting the care interactions that men 

are involved in, and placing such ‘micro’ manifestations of men doing care work in 

immediate family contexts in relation to ‘macro’ structures or social institutions such as 

policies, laws or traditions, this dissertation describes a sociological dimension of a 

feminist ethic of care among men. The dissertation also locates men’s contribution to 

care work as a (macro) social justice project for a more gender-equitable society, 

extending beyond observations of the (micro) focus of personal interactions in 

immediate families. 

I developed a multifaceted theoretical lens as depicted in Figure 2.1. I first established 

Tronto’s (1993) theory of an ethic of care as the overarching theoretical framework (a) 

from which I observed men doing care in families (b).  

 

Figure 2.1: Theoretical framework of the research 
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I then developed a two-fold lens consisting of fatherhood psychology (c), and post-

structural feminist critical masculinities theory (d), to analyse the empirical instances 

of men’s care interactions. The combination of a psychological interpretation with a 

feminist sociological interpretation echoes Chodorow’s (1978, 2008) bridging of 

psycho-analytical theory from the psychological to the sociological. I attempted a 

similar bridging with a post-structural feminist analysis, which then returned the 

analytical focus to Tronto’s description of an ethic of care (e), thereby aiming to show 

the political implications of instances of men doing care. Such instances may initially 

appear apolitical if I only used a fatherhood psychology lens, but by adding to the 

theoretical lens the elements of post-structural feminist and critical masculinities 

theory, and care ethics, I aimed to expose the political nature of such interactions.  

In this dissertation I describe these political and power related implications in the 

findings chapters (Chapters 4–7) and consolidate the argument in the structuration 

(Chapter 8) and conclusion (Chapter 9) chapters as future directions for analysis and 

practice.  

The intention to politicise the interpretation of familial fatherhood activities matches the 

direction suggested by Greig and Flood (2020) in a recent UNWOMEN discussion 

paper, to think more politically about programmatic work that engages men and boys 

for gender equality. The authors critiqued programmatic work with fathers such as the 

MenCare Global Fatherhood campaign2 that aims to achieve a more gender-equitable 

balance of care work between men and women (Greig & Flood, 2020:13) for an 

overemphasis on changing individual attitudes and behaviours and neglecting a larger 

more political structural focus that may influence the societal context within which care 

occurs. Such a structural engagement includes work on policies and laws, political 

frameworks of power, and an institutional analysis of the politics of the redistribution of 

care work.  

I observed an inherent tension that arises in this endeavour to analyse men’s care 

work from a political perspective, and this tension emerges as a leitmotif in this 

dissertation in the theory, findings, and the structural, or ‘macro’-focused implications 

that I suggest. It became clear that the political realm in terms of public institutions has 

 
2 www.men-care.org 
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been constructed by men as a male realm, divided by the boundary between the 

personal and the political (Tronto, 1993). The engagement of men in the public, political 

space is therefore already well established, yet the engagement of men in the personal 

realm of caregiving is lacking. Men’s voices are not missing in the public sphere, but 

men’s contribution to care work is missing in the domestic space. If the personal is 

political, men’s private contribution to child care becomes a political act. As Greig and 

Flood (2020) point out, this political act is however only a component in a broader 

movement for change that has to include a political and institutional engagement with 

the broader societal power differentials that influence the distribution of care. 

Therefore, investment in a structural movement that emphasises men’s involvement 

at a personal level in care work is still required. This research was intended to explore 

the territory where the personal and the political meet, regarding men and care work.  

In the use of the extended case method, the observer enters the research with an 

explicit theoretical lens (Burawoy, 1998), which is eventually expanded upon by the 

findings of the extended case study. The sections that follow explain the theoretical 

lens that I used for the extended case study.  

I first provide a broad moral framing of an ethic of care by Tronto (1993), then describe 

a psychological lens on fatherhood, influenced by Lamb (2010) and Pleck (2010), and 

lastly provide an additional critical masculinities and feminist lens drawn from Connell 

(1995), Butler (2006) and Hochschild and Machung 2012).  

2.2 THE OVERARCHING FRAME OF AN ETHIC OF CARE 

The overarching framework that I use to describe the extended case of men doing care 

is the ‘political argument for an ethic of care’ that Tronto provides in Moral Boundaries 

(1993). This argument is composed of two ideas. The first idea captured in the title of 

the book proposes the existence of three moral boundaries that contain care, and by 

association women, in a position of relatively low influence. These boundaries are the 

split between morality and politics, the divide between the personal and the political, 

and the boundary between an abstract moral point of view and a contextual moral point 

of view (Tronto, 1993).  
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The second idea is that different levels of societal power match four phases of care, 

where those who enjoy the most power have a different engagement with care than 

those with the least power in society. In this theoretical chapter I pay some attention to 

the moral boundaries of care, and then in the findings chapters (chapters four to seven) 

I engage in greater depth with the four phases of care (caring about, taking care of, 

giving care, and receiving care) that Tronto (1993) suggests. I begin the section by 

explaining how I defined care in my research.  

2.2.1 Defining care 

To define care in the context of this study, I acknowledged a broader conception of 

care that includes care within the family or household space, care provided by non-

profit organisations, care provided by the state, and care provided by markets (Razavi, 

2007, 2011). Within the human rights framework of the Constitution of South Africa 

and the African notion of Ubuntu, the study also extended the notion of care to include 

the care provided by communities. This communal provision of care is ‘neither familial 

nor formal, neither based in the immediate family, nor provided by the state, civil 

society or markets’ (Gouws & Van Zyl, 2014:117). I noted the distinction that Metz 

draws between an ethic of care and an ethic of ubuntu (Metz, 2013, 2014; Oyowe, 

2013); however, I situated my research within the context of the similarities between 

the ethics of care and ubuntu, namely interdependence, relationality, and an extended 

focus beyond the nuclear family, as per Gouws and Van Zyl (2014). 

In addition, I drew on the following definition of care by Fisher and Tronto (1990:40):  

On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a species 

activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair 

our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes 

our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 

interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web. 

The first important point for my research question was that this definition, and the 

African relational ethic of ubuntu (Gouws & Van Zyl, 2014), do not define care as a 

dyadic activity between two individuals only, but rather locates it as a cultural or group 

activity. The extended case study therefore investigated men’s participation in a wider 
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group-based activity of care rather than only on the individual actions men take in terms 

of caregiving. Men’s participation in child care is located with respect to their 

relationships in a wider network of care providers as described by Hansen (2004).  

Secondly, for my research, and according to Tronto’s argument (1993), the nature of 

care as an embodied practice was considered to be a fundamental point; consequently 

men’s practices of care, or care interactions, rather than men’s theoretical ideas about 

care were emphasised. 

Thirdly, in this context of relational care, and the practice of care, I drew on the notion 

of generativity utilised by Snarey (1993:1) in his large-scale longitudinal study of 

American fathers: 

By good, I mean ‘generative’ fathers: men who contribute to and renew the 

ongoing cycle of the generations through the care they provide as birth 

fathers (biological generativity), childrearing fathers (parental generativity), 

and cultural fathers (societal generativity).  

While Snarey draws on the work of Erikson for the term ‘generativity’, this research 

was located in a feminist interpretation of care. It supports the critique provided by 

Gilligan (1977) and others of Erikson’s and subsequently Kohlberg’s (Kakkori & 

Huttunen, 2017) descriptions of moral development as male- and adult-centric. In order 

to examine fatherhood, and men doing care work, I however retained the aspect of 

‘generativity’ as a point of departure for a more politically critical analysis. 

These three descriptions of care inform how I defined care in my research: firstly, I saw 

care as a networked activity that goes beyond one or two people (Gouws & Van Zyl, 

2014; Hansen, 2004), secondly, I attached importance to the practice of care (Tronto, 

1993), over more abstract descriptions of caring, and thirdly, I acknowledged the 

generativity of men’s care (Snarey, 1993). 

2.2.2 Engagements with Tronto  

Tronto’s book Moral Boundaries (1993) focuses on how women’s influence in society 

has come to be contained as relatively ineffectual, through an association of women 

with care. Tronto’s description matches other descriptions of an ethic of care by authors 
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such as Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (2013), yet departs from these by elucidating 

the political nature of care in society. I suggest that Tronto’s solution to countering the 

moral boundaries, in other words her political argument for an ethic of care, provides 

a powerful conceptual basis, not only for liberating women from a constrained position 

in society, but also to provide a moral justification for men’s engagement in care.  

2.2.3 Historicising moral development 

Tronto proposes an ethic of care as a moral theory within which to anchor a political 

system. This is where my research interest met Tronto’s argument, since I was 

interested in the implications of ‘fostering a feminist ethic of care among men’ as Pease 

suggests (2019:181). I was interested in how an ethic of care may be fostered, or 

cultivated, among men, but I was also interested in what the implications are of 

fostering such an ethic of care. As described in this chapter, I therefore started from a 

broad societal and historical lens and progressively narrowed the lens down in order 

to prepare my theoretical approach for the empirical research as reported in the 

findings sections in chapters four to seven.  

Tronto describes the development of three ‘moral boundaries’ that contain care in 

society: the boundary between politics and morality, the boundary between the 

personal and the public, and the boundary between an abstract moral point of view 

and a local contextual experience of morality.  

These boundaries are discussed in depth later in this chapter, with a focus on how the 

boundaries emerged in South Africa. First, however, the historical background to the 

development of these boundaries, as suggested by Tronto (1993), is provided. 

According to Tronto, as morality developed from a sense of local moral sentiments, 

towards morality based on universal reason, women became associated with care, 

and thereby women’s influence in society became limited. In broad terms, morality 

moved from being local and contextual, to being based on universal, reason-based 

premises (Tronto, 1993:26). The movement to a ‘universalistic morality’ laid the 

foundation for the future boundaries that contained women’s influence.  

Tronto describes how increasing social distance and the need to regulate fairness and 

trade beyond local settlements and between strangers influenced changes in how 
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morality was conceived. Moral thought became less about ‘the best for the local group,’ 

and more about ‘the good for society’. She adds: ‘Politics and morality became 

increasingly separated’ (Tronto, 1993:38).  

The description Tronto (1993) provides of the 18th-century Western European 

transformation of moral theory from local moral sentiments to reason-based universal 

morality is not an argument for a return to pre-18th-century morality, or a critique of the 

way moral theory developed. Rather, it represents a particular account of how moral 

theory developed to contain women’s influence and power. The association between 

women and moral sentiments arose in this period, and entrenched the idea that women 

occupy the domain of the private and the domestic. In South Africa, morality developed 

in a similar fashion, and was also constructed as two loci of the parochial, communal 

civic virtue, and the universal morality of a human rights framework. 

Morality was locally determined in smaller settlements (Lesejane, 2006; Mkhize, 2004, 

2006). Particular stewards of morality, like religious or traditional leaders, acted as 

moral catalysts in communities, and patriarchy (or the rule of fathers/men) in pre-

industrial African communities was not a role acquired by an individual, but an ascribed 

role, expected by the whole community (Lesejane, 2006).  

The historical increase in social distance led to morality being anchored on the one 

hand in universal reason, and on the other in the domestic space, associated with 

women. As the need to define a universal morality increased, the virtuousness of the 

private, domestic space as female became a necessary counterpoint. This moral 

stretch in turn developed the three boundaries that confined women’s public influence 

to a relatively ‘safe’ position. 

2.2.4 Three moral boundaries 

The three moral boundaries that Tronto (1993) identified are discussed below. 

The boundary between morality and politics.  

Based on a framework of universal reason, politics became at once increasingly 

disconnected from morality, and therefore more dependent on virtue being grounded 

in notions of purity associated with women in the household. This boundary makes it 
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difficult for any moral argument held by women to have much political power, since it 

is associated with ‘the women’s voice’. 

The boundary between public and private life. 

Again, due to the moral divide between universal reason and women’s ‘domestic’ 

morality, this boundary separates public life from private life. Feminist scholars have 

noted that the division of public and private life allows for the restriction of women to 

the private realm, and this has led to the rallying cry of second wave feminism that ‘the 

personal is political’ (Rogan & Budgeon, 2018). 

The ‘abstract’ moral point of view.  

This boundary follows the influential moral theory of Immanuel Kant that proposes that 

the only dependable and trustworthy morality is based on pure reason rather than on 

the lived realities of people. Moral theory should be based on a ‘moral point of view’ 

held by disengaged and disinterested moral actors. Again, this boundary prevents 

contributions about morality from people’s lived experiences from affecting the rational 

morality that should be kept ‘hygienically sealed’ against bias and idiosyncrasies 

arising out of lived reality and associated emotional experiences (Tronto,1993). 

These moral boundaries have shaped a society where caregiving has become 

devalued, and care has become associated with relatively low social power. The 

boundaries, through their emergence, also became gender specific, as the association 

of women with domestic virtue and the household was entrenched.  

As the boundaries contain women’s influence, men’s lives are also affected, with 

public, universal and abstract morality being constructed as masculine. This is where 

my research question about engaging men in care becomes politically relevant. 

According to Tronto, the boundaries place women in positions with low social power, 

due to an association with care, where care is devalued in society.  

I suggest from my interpretation of Tronto that when men become more involved in 

care, and men doing care work becomes normalised, the association will dissolve 

between men and public life on the one hand, and women and care on the other. 

Women will consequently enjoy more power in society, not only because they have 
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more time available to them, but due to less of an automatic gendered association with 

care. 

Instances of the three moral boundaries in South Africa are discussed next.  

2.2.5 The moral boundaries in South Africa 

In South Africa these moral boundaries seem to remain in place, with women’s 

influence still attached to the private sphere and to caregiving after the influence of 

colonisation and the accompanying capitalism emerging from Western Europe.  

An overview of South African statistics shows the containment of women’s influence 

where women do an average of eight hours of unpaid domestic care work for every 

one hour that men do (RSA, 2013), most children live in extended family households 

cared for and supported by women (Hatch & Posel, 2018; Ratele & Nduna, 2018), and 

the largest single employment category for women is domestic work. In other words, 

the domestic and childcare work of South Africa, both paid and unpaid, is largely done 

by women. In addition, the influence of women on the economy and on the political 

realm also still seems be contained. In 2019, women made up only 20% of board 

members on companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (Business 

Women’s Association of South Africa, 2017), and none of the top 40 listed companies 

had a female chief executive officer (Jack Hammer, 2018). The same reports do indeed 

show an increase since 2015 in Black women executives, but men remain in the top 

positions (Jack Hammer, 2018). In the political arena, women make up only one fifth 

of Members of Parliament as indicated by news sources in 2019, and again, only one 

fifth of premiers – who are operationally in charge in provinces – are women 

(Genderlinks, 2019). Women’s influence remains morally constrained to the domestic 

sphere, with the effects of the boundaries manifested as a result of the mix of African 

and Western European moral development. 3  

Historically, moral development also worked towards this containment, as it had in 

Western Europe. Colonisation disrupted existing African kin systems, and introduced 

the nuclear family model, as early as when the Dutch first settled here from the late 

1600s (Rabe, 2018). Before this, recognition of children was an important function 

 
3 I purposely avoid the terms ‘Westernised’ or ‘Global South’ http://re-design.dimiter.eu/?p=969 
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within extended family contexts. The care of children was more of a shared activity 

across extended kinship systems, although women already did most of the care work 

(Rabe, 2018). Practices such as inhlawulo (rite of paternity) which are still being 

followed today, show the awareness of care relations that extend beyond the nuclear 

family. Inhlawulo is practised mostly as a payment to the family of a pregnant unwed 

woman or mother, made by the family of the man who impregnated her. This serves 

as an acknowledgment of the commitment to a new bond between the two families, 

and affirms the child’s status as a legitimate member of both families. The term 

‘damages’ is also used in referring to this practice and may be viewed as the payment 

of a penalty, although the original intent of the practice is to enact a positive affirmation 

rather than a negative liability (Mkhize, 2006; Moore, 2015; Moore & Himonga, 2017; 

Rabe, 2018).  

In addition to gender discrimination, apartheid compounded the effect of the 

boundaries in terms of race. The boundaries were entrenched as colonial powers and 

the apartheid system restricted Black people in so-called ‘homelands’ – remote, rural, 

and impoverished areas that were far from the urban centres of the country (Lesejane, 

2006). Men were only allowed to travel to the exclusively White areas, to work as 

contracted labour on mines, factories and farms. This consequent ‘migrant labour 

system’ had devastating effects on most South African communities, devastating 

previously close-knit families, and entrenching fatherhood as non-residential for most 

of the children in the country (Lesejane, 2006; Rabe, 2006). The migrant labour system 

has been cited as one of the key vectors grounding the stereotypes of man-as-

breadwinner and woman-as-caregiver in South Africa (Eddy et al., 2013). Regarding 

women, the mining South African industry was significantly subsidised by the unpaid 

care work of women, by (re-)producing new labourers, and providing the unpaid care 

work that sustained the labourers and their families (Wolpe, 1976). While Black men 

were exploited as cheap labour for the emerging mining industry in the development 

of apartheid capitalism, many Black women were employed as domestic workers in 

White households, tasked with doing most of the care work required to maintain the 

households. Women working as domestic workers either lived in ‘servants’ quarters’ 

attached to White families’ households, or travelled daily from the dormitory townships 

in which they had to live (Stevenson, 2011). The migrant labour system and domestic 

workers’ employment can therefore be seen as capstones on the moral and class 
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boundaries containing Black women to the household as caregivers, in order to 

subsidise the production needs of the apartheid government. These boundaries have 

also proved to be resilient social institutions, since migrant work still continues (Smit, 

2001), women’s unpaid care work is still subsidising mine work (Rees, Murray, Nelson 

& Sonnenberg, 2010), and the job category that employs most women in South Africa 

remains domestic work (RSA, 2015). The work-related migration of women has also 

begun to equal that of men. Women have migrated to domestic labour, as well as to 

other caring professions like teaching and nursing in ‘urban’ South Africa and 

internationally. The children of these migrant households are cared for by other 

women, such as grandmothers, sisters of migrants, or daughters of migrants (Fakier, 

2010a, 2010b). The three boundaries also appear in more specific instances in the 

social landscape of South Africa. Three examples of such boundaries are provided 

below. 

2.2.5.1 Boundary 1: The divide between politics and morality  

For South Africa, the apartheid state was the primary example of morality used as a 

means to achieve political ends, rationalised by the ideologies of religion, ‘civilization 

of natives’, and social Darwinism (Van der Westhuizen, 2007:54-62). Additionally, it 

was universalistic morality that was used as a means to political ends. Much of the 

devastation and suffering experienced in South Africa emerged at the point of 

contextual moralities being confronted with a totalitarian state, the ultimate expression 

of a universalistic morality. The tension between pre-apartheid or pre-colonial 

contextual moral frameworks and the application of universalistic, rights-based 

morality is still present, after official apartheid ended, as can be seen in the attempt to 

enact customary law in the Traditional Courts Bill and the Recognition of Customary 

Marriages Act (RSA, 2019) (also see Moore, 2015; Moore & Himonga, 2017). Both of 

these attempts have experienced significant delay and difficulty so far. 

2.2.5.2 Boundary 2: The divide between the private and the public  

Divisions between the private and the public have been well documented in South 

Africa. One example is the disjuncture between legislation such as the Domestic 

Violence Act that has been put in place to prevent or reduce violence against women, 

and increasing impunity and use of domestic violence by men. Examples of women 
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being killed by their intimate partners despite having obtained protection orders show 

the failure of such public mechanisms to solve domestic issues. The familiar call that 

domestic violence is a ‘private issue’ also highlights the normative nature of the 

boundary between the private and the public (Colvin, Human & Peacock, 2009).  

2.2.5.3 Boundary 3: The ‘abstract moral point of view’ boundary 

Tronto (1993) describes the boundary of the abstract ‘moral point of view’ as the 

expectation that moral judgments be made from a disinterested so-called objective 

point of view, rather than from an engaged and concrete perspective. The core 

ideologies of apartheid, including the application of social Darwinism and the project 

by Europeans to ‘civilise’ Africans, were examples of the consolidation of the division 

between an abstract ‘moral point of view’ and a contextual morality that was grounded 

in interconnection (Terreblanche, 2007; Van der Westhuizen, 2007).  

Mkhize describes an African worldview that expresses a communal view of 

personhood, that ‘extols connection and interdependence, and is hence oriented 

towards concrete (particular) existence. It differs from traditional Western worldviews, 

which prize an abstract, generalised view of the self’ (Mkhize, 2004:4–15). The transfer 

of knowledge downwards through a hierarchy is a form of cultural colonisation 

(Gergen, 1996; Mkhize, 2004; Sinha, 1990), and colonisation by definition occupies 

previously held value systems. Tronto (1993:84) also notes that ‘in African moral 

development, most of the focus is on social conduct rather than on individual behavior’, 

and highlights that Harding identified a similarity between African moral thinking and 

what is often considered as an ethic of care (Harding, 1987b; Metz, 2013). 

On the other hand, the project to impose an abstract moral point of view, or to ‘civilise’ 

Africans, was profoundly gendered. Various influences played into African societies to 

lead to various manifestations of a ‘patchwork of patriarchies’ redefining women’s 

positions increasingly towards the domestic sphere as a subordinate, ‘civilised’ space 

(Bozzoli, 1983; Gaitskell, 1990, 1997; Meintjies, 1996). For example, Gaitskell quotes 

the rules of an African Women’s prayer union: ‘(1) sweep and clean the home every 

day, (2) keep your things and your family clean and good, (3) If you have children, 

teach them Christian faith. Do not let them run naked’ (African Women's Prayer Union 

(Manyano) Rules [1913], in Gaitskell, 1990: 258). Women were admonished to 
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especially take ‘care of girls, who so often fall into evil ways.’ (Stevenson, 2011). The 

Christian missionaries thereby transmitted the European notions of morality of the 

domestic, private, pure and personal as female that had developed in Western Europe. 

The African ‘civilisation’ project represented an increasing formation of the boundary 

between the abstract, reason-based and generalisable morality on the public side, and 

the contextual, emotional and particular morality on the private side.  

2.2.5.4 The Black Mother Activist and the White Volksmoeder 

The (female) domestic sphere increasingly became an anchor of virtue to balance the 

corruption present in (male) politics in South Africa leading up to formal democracy in 

1994. This is exemplified by the two powerful archetypes of the Black Mother Activist, 

and the White Volksmoeder (Nation-mother, or Mother of the Nation) (Stevenson, 

2011; Van der Westhuizen, 2017). Both emerged out of a prolonged process that 

cultivated the space of the household as a feminine space. On the one hand, Black 

mothers were catalytic in the political struggle against apartheid, and on the other, the 

Afrikaner notion of Die Volksmoeder (Mother of the Nation) became a repository for 

nationalist virtue. The Mother Activist (Figure 2.2) can be associated with the cover 

image of the ANC Women’s League magazine (Stevenson, 2011) and the 

Volksmoeder in turn with the image of the ‘Noitjie’ statue (Figure 2.3) used as cover 

for the Boerevrou (Boer woman/wife) magazine (Brink, 2011; Kruger, 2020).  
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Figure 2.2: The cover of the Voice of Women magazine 

 

Figure 2.3: The cover of Die Boerevrou magazine 

Both provide an idealisation of virtue that is framed by motherhood, removed from the 

actual deliberations of public life. Both draw on the Mother of the Nation ideal type 

(Brink, 2011; Stevenson, 2011). The corrupt apartheid state required a myth of purity 
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and virtue, grounded in a religious framing as the Volksmoeder (Van der Westhuizen, 

2017), and for politically active Black women, motherhood became a way to join the 

political table. 

At first review, the Black Mother Activist discourse seems to confound the division of 

personal/domestic and public/political by positioning the value of motherhood as a 

central driver in the politics of the struggle against apartheid. The boundary between 

the private and the public is however already in place since the influence of women in 

the political space was only legitimised by the virtue of motherhood. This demonstrates 

Tronto’s (1993:14) description of the ‘difference dilemma’, since women gained access 

to the political table with the argument that they have something to offer that is 

‘different’ from what men have, and this different voice is based on motherhood.  

The cover of the Voice of Women magazine shows a mother holding a rifle with a baby, 

wrapped in a blanket, on her back. Stevenson (2011) points out that ‘the role of mother’ 

gave the moral justification to the person to be able to join the political struggle and 

represent the ‘voice of women’. Or in metaphorical terms, the baby legitimised the rifle. 

The boundary shows up when women’s voices are thereby confined to be the voice of 

the mother, and motherhood signified a particular grounding in virtue. This prevented 

women from participating on the same terms as men do.  

In South Africa, all three of these boundaries collectively maintain the confinement of 

women’s influence to emotional and sentimentally virtuous positions of domesticity and 

caregiving. I draw on Tronto’s notion of moral boundaries in my analysis of men’s care 

interactions in order to observe how men’s care interactions affect the boundaries. In 

addition to describing the boundaries, Tronto (1993) goes on to describe an ethic of 

care in four phases. I use the framework of the four phases as a categorisation of 

men’s care interactions in the four corresponding findings chapters (four to seven) 

where I document my observations. I therefore only provide a brief theoretical 

introduction to the four phases in the subsections below. 
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2.2.6 The four phases of an ethic of care 

Tronto (1993) suggests four phases of an ethic of care, each with an accompanying 

ethical element that demonstrates the moral dimension of each phase. Each phase is 

a practice of care, and the four phases overlap and influence each other.  

2.2.6.1 Phase 1: Caring about 

The first phase is the act of ‘caring about’ the one in need of care. The one providing 

care is aware of the one in need of care, and has an emotional investment in the other’s 

wellbeing. The ethical element that Tronto identifies in ‘caring about’ is the element of 

‘attentiveness’. In other words, the moral aspect of caring about another lies in paying 

attention to their wellbeing.  

2.2.6.2 Phase 2: Taking care of 

The second phase that Tronto describes is ‘taking care of’ where the one providing 

care takes action to ensure the wellbeing of the one in need of care. Here the ethical 

element is ‘responsibility’, as the one who provides care takes responsibility for 

satisfying the care needs of the one in need.  

2.2.6.3 Phase 3: Giving care 

The third phase is the practice of ‘giving care,’ where the person providing care is 

proximal to the one receiving care, and provides practical and intimate support, such 

as feeding, washing, or physically supporting another. The ethical element that Tronto 

identifies is the element of ‘competence’ where the caregiver’s competency is a moral 

achievement. Tronto (1993) explains that the competency of the caregiver does not 

only depend on the caregiver, but also on the environment within which the caregiver 

is providing the care, including the resources available to the caregiver. This locates 

the caregiving and the competency as broader societal functions, following on the 

definition of care provided earlier. 
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2.2.6.4 Phase 4: Receiving care 

The fourth phase in Tronto’s (1993) description of an ethic of care is ‘receiving care’ 

where the one that receives care responds to the care with an improvement in 

wellbeing. The ethical element in this case is ‘responsiveness’ and refers to the actual 

improvement in health, wellbeing or quality of state of the person or item receiving 

care. This is different from the person receiving care recognising the care, and is more 

related to whether the care has been successful or not. 

In the book titled Caring Democracy (Tronto, 2013) she explores a fifth overarching 

phase that she calls ‘caring with’. She writes as follows: 

To put the idea of this book as simply as possible: what it means to be a citizen 

in a democracy is to care for citizens and to care for democracy itself. I call this 

practice “caring with.” […] to engage in such democratic caring requires citizens 

to think closely about their responsibilities to themselves and to others. And it 

requires that people think about politics not simply as an election contest, but as 

a collective activity in which they guide the nation forward in time. (Tronto, 

2013:11). 

This conception of ‘caring with’ as a contribution to democracy provides an overarching 

structural frame of reference that positions care as a public value. An empirical 

exploration of this fifth phase lies beyond the scope of this dissertation since I focused 

on households. It would however form a logical next step of exploration regarding 

men’s engagement in a feminist ethic of care to complement this dissertation as 

additional research. 

Tronto (1993) also highlights how each of the phases match a different experience of 

social power, relative to the other phases. Those with the most power in society usually 

engage mostly in ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ while those with relatively lower 

social power in society usually are in positions of ‘giving care’ or ‘receiving care’.  

For example, currently in South Africa when men are engaged in care, they mostly fall 

into the spaces of ‘caring about’ or ‘taking care of’ while being more involved in paid 

work. So much so that the terms ‘economic father’ or ‘ATM-father’ (Eddy et al., 2013) 

have emerged to refer to the material provider, or breadwinner stereotype of fathers. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

34 

It is women who mostly do caregiving, and care of children is often seen as a woman’s 

domain. Even children who do not live with their biological parents are still cared for by 

women – their grandmothers and aunts (Fakier, 2010a; Koffman, 2010). As Gouws 

and Van Zyl put it: ‘It seems that liberalization has worked in favour of men, who do 

not, or are unable, to fulfil their kinsfolk obligations’ (2014:109). The broader ethic of 

care described by authors such as Razavi (2007) and Gouws and Van Zyl (2014) 

includes other familial, formal, and communal providers of care. Within this broader 

societal network of care, men can also contribute care. The next section of this chapter 

defines my theoretical lens on fatherhood, or the instance where men’s practice of care 

is often most visible.  

The findings chapters (four to seven) of this dissertation group the findings according 

to these four phases as an overarching theoretical framework. 

In the context of the research question, I was therefore sensitive to observing instances 

of men’s caring interactions across all four of the phases, and grouped my findings 

chapters according to the four phases (see Chapters four, five, six and seven). 

2.3 FATHERHOOD PSYCHOLOGY  

In my earlier definition of care, I identified ‘generativity’ (Snarey, 1993) as an important 

component of care. Snarey noted that ‘parental generativity’ is related to child-rearing, 

and cites the original notion as defined by Erikson where generativity ‘requires the 

"significant sacrifices" of love and the generative "commitment to take care of [what] 

one has learned to care for"’ (Erikson, 1982, in Snarey, 1993:22). Smit (2008:57) also 

pointed out that in South Africa the overarching term ‘generative fathering’ involves ‘far 

more than merely providing financial support, but also being committed to and working 

hard at lovingly nurturing the children – being actively involved in enhancing the 

children’s well-being.’ Discourses from fatherhood-focused research often converge 

on the importance of this broader definition of fatherhood that draws on the notion of 

generativity (Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2004, 2008; Snarey, 1993). The term was useful for 

my research question for two reasons: firstly, in terms of my theoretical lens, the aspect 

of ‘parental generativity’ highlights the need to observe intergenerational dynamics 

between men and immediate family members such as the men’s parents, or the men’s 

children. Secondly, the element of generativity in my definition of care provides a 
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conceptual starting point for a theoretical lens drawn from fatherhood psychology in 

order to provide an initial interpretation of men’s care interactions.  

2.3.1 A revised conceptualisation of paternal involvement 

In the early stages of fatherhood-focused psychological research, Lamb, Pleck, 

Charnov and Levine (1985) provided a psychological typology to interpret fatherhood. 

This model countered an overemphasis on material provision as the only function of a 

father, and suggested three domains: (1) paternal interaction or engagement, (2) 

accessibility and (3) responsibility, as constitutive of paternal involvement (Lamb et al., 

1985).  

This typology was more recently interrogated and updated by Pleck in the republication 

of the foundational reference book The Role of the Father in Child Development 

(2010:60). Pleck’s new typology included three primary components: (1) positive 

engagement activities, (2) warmth and responsiveness, and (3) control. Pleck (2010) 

also added two auxiliary domains: (4) indirect care, and (5) process responsibility. A 

comparison of the two typologies is provided in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1: Comparison between Lamb et al (1985) and Pleck’s (2010) 

typologies of paternal involvement 

Lamb and Pleck original paternal 
involvement typology (1985) 

Pleck revised conceptualisation of 
paternal involvement (2010) 

1. Paternal interaction or engagement 1. Positive engagement activities 

2. Accessibility 2. Warmth and responsiveness 

3. Responsibility 3. Control  

4. Indirect care 

5. Process responsibility 

I utilised Pleck’s typology of paternal involvement to identify and interpret instances of 

care interactions between the men in my study and other family members, especially 

children. I selected the psychological typology that Pleck offers as an initial lens 

through which to interpret care interactions for two reasons: (1) it draws on fatherhood-

focused research, and was therefore easily applicable as a first-level engagement with 
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my observations of men interacting with children in practices of care, and (2) Pleck’s 

typology of paternal involvement corresponds in part to the four phases of care and 

the accompanying ethical elements of each phase that Tronto (1993) describes (see 

Table 2.2). 

Table 2.2: Comparison between Pleck’s (2010) typology of paternal 

involvement and Tronto’s four phases of an ethic of care 

Pleck’s revised conceptualisation 
of paternal involvement (2010) 

Tronto’s ethic of care (1993) 

Phase of care Ethical elements 

1. Positive engagement activities 

2. Warmth and responsiveness  

Phase 3: Giving care Competence 

3. Control 

4. Indirect care 

Phase 2: Taking care of Responsibility 

5. Process responsibility 

Pleck’s typology does not provide an 
aspect of fathers receiving care. 

Phase 1: Caring about  

Phase 4: Receiving care 

(regarding children 
receiving care) 

Attentiveness  

Responsiveness (to 
care given) 

The typology that Pleck provides for different aspects of paternal involvement consists 

of the following elements, which are compared with Tronto’s ethic of care: 

2.3.1.1 Positive engagement activities / Giving care 

Pleck notes a shift in focus in research on engagement from a focus on time spent 

engaging with children towards the quality and nature of engagement activities. He 

also highlights that ‘involvement’ is an overarching term that includes engagement and 

positive engagement activities (Pleck, 2010:60). I observed this category of activities 

between fathers and children in my study, and matched these with care phase 4 – the 

practice of ‘caregiving’– described by Tronto (1993). The quality of engagement that 

Pleck proposes as a focus also matches the ethical imperative that Tronto suggests 

where the competence of care given becomes important, rather than the quantity of 

time spent giving care. 
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2.3.1.2 Warmth and responsiveness / Giving care 

Pleck notes an expansion of conceptions of engagement towards more qualitative 

descriptions and cites the dimensions of warmth and responsiveness (Pleck 2010:64). 

I suggest that instances of warmth and responsiveness fall in the same caregiving 

phase of an ethic of care, and match the ethical dimension of ‘competence’ that Tronto 

suggests. Competent caregiving may include warmth and responsiveness towards the 

one receiving care, but these are not essential to all kinds of caregiving. Tronto (1993) 

argues that the competence of caregiving is measured by the extent to which the one 

receiving care responds to the care given, not by the quality of the care provided. 

Satisfying another’s hunger by providing food, for example, does not necessarily 

require warmth and responsiveness, yet can be a sufficiently competent provision of 

care. However, Pleck (2010) contends that for some kinds of caregiving, such as 

parenting and child-rearing, warmth and responsiveness are required for competent 

care provision. 

2.3.1.3 Control / Taking care of 

According to Pleck (2010) control includes monitoring of a child, and making decisions 

about a child. These aspects match Lamb and Pleck’s component of responsibility 

(Lamb et al., 1985), and similarly fall within Tronto’s description of the second phase 

of care ethical component of ‘responsibility’ and ‘taking care of’ another. ‘Control’ and 

the following component of ‘indirect care’ both match Tronto’s description of ‘taking 

care of.’ 

2.3.1.4 Indirect care / Taking care of 

Indirect care refers to ‘activities undertaken for the child, but not involving interaction 

with the child’ (Pleck, 2010:65). Recent research has defined two kinds of indirect care: 

material indirect care, and child-related work. Indirect care also involves mediating how 

children receive care. This observation matches the ascribed psychological role of the 

father to mediate between the experiences of the family and the world outside the 

family (Lindegger, 2006). This description also matches the ‘taking care of’ phase of 

an ethic of care, matched with the ethical element of ‘responsibility’ suggested by 

Tronto (1993). 
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2.3.1.5 Process responsibility / Caring about 

Process responsibility includes ‘taking initiative and monitoring what is needed’ (Pleck, 

2010:66). Doucet (2006) regards such process responsibility as ‘seeing the need’, 

rather than ‘filling the need’ and proposes that it requires men to move beyond ‘helping 

their wives’ with child care and housework to understand the need and respond 

appropriately (Pleck, 2010:66). This matches Tronto’s description of the ‘attentiveness’ 

aspect of ‘caring about’ another. It echoes the description of the privileged – in this 

case men – overcoming what Tronto (1993) describes as ‘epistemological ignorance’ 

of care. Pleck’s description of process responsibility also includes fathers being aware 

of the fourth phase of Tronto’s ethic of care, the ‘receiving care’ phase. As a function 

of process responsibility, fathers monitor whether children receive care, and 

consequently respond to the care given, thereby showing the ethical element of 

‘responsiveness.’ Note that Pleck’s typology (2010) does not include fathers receiving 

care as an aspect of paternal involvement. 

2.3.2 Paternal involvement and feminist theory 

The typology that Pleck (2010) compiled converges with feminist theory about care in 

a few ways, but also diverges. The above comparison shows how the components in 

Pleck’s typology match the phases and ethical elements of care described by Tronto. 

The typology emphasises qualitative dimensions of practical engagement activities, 

and this concurs with the feminist emphasis on care as an embodied practice (Gilligan, 

1982; Noddings, 2013; Tronto & Fisher, 1990), rather than an abstract philosophy.  

The component ‘process responsibility’ similarly acknowledges the mental and 

emotional work required to care for children (Stovell et al, 2017), including a critical 

acknowledgement of fathers potentially being classified as ‘assistants, partners, or 

managers’ (Doucet, 2006:219). This work of ‘mental management of domestic work’ is 

described by the feminist research of Hochschild and Machung as an extra burden of 

care on women in the book titled The Second Shift: Working Parents and the 

Revolution at Home (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). I also drew on Hochschild’s work 

as a component of the feminist analysis of men’s care that I provide. 
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Pleck’s (2010) typology also diverges from feminist descriptions of care. Firstly, the 

aspect of fathers ‘receiving care’ is not reflected in the typology. Since the purpose of 

the typology is not to describe a societal ethic of care, but to provide a typology for 

psychological research on fatherhood, the omission seems inconsequential for the 

purpose of the typology, considering that the child’s responsiveness to care, and how 

the child receives care are included as aspects of fathers providing indirect care and 

process responsibility. However, here I am referring to fathers receiving care. A 

relational ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 2013; Tronto, 1993) would consider 

fathers not only as providers of care, but also as receivers and beneficiaries of care. 

The omission of fathers as recipients of care, in a typology of father involvement, 

highlights a bias towards fathers’ role of providing care without acknowledging that 

fathers also depend on care.  

Secondly, the description that Pleck (2010) offers is located as a psychological 

research typology that does not purport to make claims about broader sociological 

implications of fatherhood, beyond the father-child dyad. The feminist ethic of care that 

my dissertation draws on extends beyond the care dyad, to include broader care 

networks (Gouws & Van Zyl, 2014; Hansen, 2004). It also explicitly addresses societal 

power disparities, and especially the patriarchal social norms that influence fathering 

(Beasley & Bacchi, 2005; Pease, 2019; Tronto, 1993; Tronto, 2013). Pleck’s (2010) 

typology is therefore, from a feminist ethic of care standpoint, problematically limited 

to a care dyad, and politically agnostic in terms of patriarchy. 

The next section therefore extends beyond the initial fatherhood psychology-focused 

lens that I utilised in the study and establishes some broader sociological and political 

reference points regarding men, masculinities and care.  

2.4 MEN AND CRITICAL MASCULINITIES THEORY 

Within the field of women, queer and gender studies, I draw on the sub-field of critical 

masculinities studies. I use two theoretical starting points for my conception of the men 

in this study. The first acknowledges the post-structural approach to gender and 

engages with a nuanced interpretation of masculinities, while the second locates this 

study in a wider political context of analysis and work with men for gender 

transformation.  
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2.4.1 Post-structural feminist approach to gender and masculinities 

In a post-structural interpretation of gender, masculinity is not fixed and people exhibit 

a range of gendered identities and behaviours that may express or perform many 

different kinds of masculinities (Butler, 2006). The plural nature of gender is 

emphasised, and different masculinities are performed, or identified with, contingent 

on circumstances and identity development (Connell, 1995)4. Gendered behaviour is 

consequently ‘socially constructed’ and not structurally predetermined, in other words 

not predetermined biologically, or only by social institutions surrounding a person 

(Connell, 1995). Constructions of gender in South Africa are complex, and may 

express a range of gendered relationships including patriarchal, egalitarian and non-

binary constructions (Helman & Ratele, 2016). 

An often-used term in masculinities discourses is that of ‘hegemonic masculinity,’ a 

masculinity that dominates social spaces at the expense of other expressions of 

masculinities (Connell, 1995; Morrell, Jewkes, Lindegger & Hamlall, 2013). Hegemonic 

masculinity is often associated with a patriarchal culture that affirms an ideal of 

‘macho’, dominating male power. Recent commentary has also suggested that in 

addition to one kind of masculinity being hegemonic, that hegemonies of power may 

utilise masculinities to maintain power (Greig & Flood, 2020). 

Hegemonic masculinities have been associated with a consolidation of patriarchy. In 

South Africa, sociological research has noted the maintenance by middle-class White 

Afrikaner women of the notion of the ‘noble patriarch’ among White Afrikaner men (Van 

der Westhuizen, 2017:125). Others have observed the example of the evangelical 

preacher Angus Buchan hosting ‘Mighty Men Conferences’ as an expression of so-

called ‘palatable patriarchy’ with the ‘friendly faithful farmer’ or ‘man of the earth’ trope 

(Du Pisani, 2001; Nadar, 2013). Masculinities researchers have noted that such 

consolidation of patriarchy, and the reification of hegemonic masculinities are not only 

driven by those men who are invested in maintaining power, but also by the men and 

others who surround them, that demonstrate ‘complicit masculinities’ (Connell, 1995; 

 
4 I refer in this paragraph to the work of Connell (1995) and Butler (2006). It is important to note that I 

distinguish between the two. In my interpretation I emphasize Connell’s acknowledgement of a 
multiplicity of masculinities, and the social construction of gendered attitudes and behaviors, and on the 
other hand I draw on Butler’s reference to gendered identities, and the associated performance of these 
identities.  
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Hearn, 2012), and that such complicity may be as problematic as hegemonic 

masculinities, since the complicity maintains the power disparities expressed in 

hegemony.  

Research, programmatic and policy work towards gender justice has often 

endeavoured to overcome or dismantle this locus of male power (Grieg & Esplen, 

2007). Interpretations of men’s use of violence have defaulted to the assumption that 

men use violence as an expression of patriarchal power since we live in a patriarchal 

society, and that this violence is a reflection of hegemonic masculinity. Men who use 

violence however represent a complex set of categories that may sometimes reflect, 

in South Africa, a more subordinate position than a powerful one (Ratele, 2013). Since 

it is subordinate young Black men living in poverty who are most likely to both 

experience and use violence, the interpretation of their use of violence as expressions 

of hegemonic power does not hold. An intersectional analysis is required that 

demonstrates other dimensions of inequality (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Similarly, an interpretation of men’s low participation in care work due to adherence to 

a hegemonic ideal may be too simplistic (Morrell et al., 2013). The ‘patriarchal dividend’ 

suggested by Connell (1995) matches the ‘production and protection passes’ on care 

work proposed by Tronto in terms of men’s avoidance of care work. Socio-economic 

contingencies, however, also affect men’s potential engagement in care work, at least 

in terms of proximity to children. In South Africa, for example, it is evident from 

household survey data that co-residence between biological fathers and children is 

highest for the upper-income groups, even though this does not necessarily mean that 

fathers therefore engage in care with the children with whom they live (Ratele & Nduna, 

2018). 

In this study I built on this nuanced perspective of men’s experiences, attitudes and 

behaviour, and applied it to thinking about caregiving. In other words, I recognised that 

the experiences and actions of research participants may be more complex than a 

simple adherence to a hegemonic or patriarchal ideal. Therefore, in the context of 

fatherhood and caregiving, participants may have occupied positions of power and 

subordination simultaneously. 
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In addition to the lens of fatherhood psychology, I therefore also applied a post-

structural lens to the masculinities that the research participants performed or identified 

with in the context of care in their families. In summary: I was interested in how the 

participants defined and constructed caring masculinities. 

2.4.2 The political context of working with men for gender transformation 

In addition to the lens of critical masculinities, this study emerged from and continues 

to contribute to my activism for gender justice work. I therefore also link the theoretical 

starting-points for the study to this foundation of my commitment to activism, and 

eventual political aim of gender justice and equity.  

The field of engaging men and boys for gender equality has gained traction in both 

research and policy advocacy and activism more or less over the past three decades. 

A few key moments include the United Nations Beijing Declaration in 1995 that 

acknowledged the need to include men in efforts to achieve gender equality, the 

establishment and launch of the White Ribbon campaign in Canada in 1991 (White 

Ribbon Canada, 1991), later on the first MenEngage Global Network symposium in 

Rio de Janeiro in 2009, with the accompanying ‘Rio Declaration’ as a grounding 

manifesto for the network, and the recent regular publications of the State of the 

World’s Fathers reports (Hellman et al., 2017; Levtov, R., 2015; Van der Gaag et al., 

2019).  

Pease (2019) engages critically with the field as a whole in Facing Patriarchy. I draw 

three observations from the book, to contribute to my theoretical framework. Firstly, 

much of the research and advocacy work that emerged from the field is focused on 

solving the problem of reducing or preventing men’s violence against women, with less 

comparative investment and focus on involving men in other aspects of gender 

equality, such as equality in care work. Secondly, Pease (2019) submits that while 

early work to involve men in gender equality was located in a social scientific and 

feminist orientation, the work has increasingly become framed within a public health-

informed biomedical model. The public health model offers the benefits of being readily 

available for assimilation into current neoliberal government policies, but it 

necessitates a reduction of the complexity of the use of violence by men into 
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measurable risk and protective factors. Thirdly, this overemphasis on a reductionist 

neoliberal framing has depoliticised the work.  

While individual projects and policies may have measurable effects on reducing 

violence, the major cause of violence against women is a patriarchal society. Taking 

on the deeper and more fundamental cause of violence therefore requires ‘facing 

patriarchy’. The importance for my study is that the depoliticising effect of a biomedical 

lens also applied to thinking about men and care. For example, thinking about male 

involvement in maternal, infant and child health offered a different political lens than 

thinking about men’s engagement in the redistribution of unpaid childcare work (Grieg 

& Esplen, 2007).  

I placed my analysis of men and care within the ‘Männer.ch triple advocacy framework’ 

of progressive masculinities (Theunert, 2012). It is an adaptation of a triangle, 

suggested by Nixon and Messner (Nixon & Messner, 1998), that places three aspects 

of the politics of masculinities in relation to each other. Nixon and Messner suggest 

three points for the triangle: (1) the costs of masculinity, (2) institutionalised privileges 

of masculinity and (3) inequalities among men. The centre of the triangle then 

represents an area of tension where progressive coalition building happens. The 

Männer.ch framework is a triangle that represents progressive engagement of men 

with issues of gender (see Table 2.3). 

Table 2.3: Triple advocacy framework for political work on masculinities 

Nixon and Messner triangle points Männer.ch triple advocacy framework 

The costs of masculinity Interceding men’s vulnerabilities and concerns 

Institutionalised privileges of masculinity  Alliance to women’s rights movements 

Inequalities amongst men Association with a broader alliance of work for 
gender equality for all genders 

The three points in the so-called ‘triple advocacy’ triangle are: (1) Association with a 

broader alliance of work for gender equality for all genders, (2) alliance to women’s 

rights movements and (3) interceding men’s vulnerabilities and concerns (Theunert, 

2012). The centre of the triangle remains the space of progression but specifically 
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locates the political engagement with men in this broader set of gender equality 

advocacy points.  

The Männer.ch framework offered my study a useful political legitimisation for the 

analysis of men in terms of fatherhood, since the ‘concerns of men’ (Theunert, 2012) 

are balanced by a broader gender equality agenda represented by the other two points. 

An example of ‘complicit masculinities’ (Hearn, 2012) that are not placed in alliance or 

relation to broader political work are the ‘Mighty Men Conferences’ where middle-class 

men often have cathartic experiences of facing their own vulnerabilities and concerns, 

yet this happens firmly within the context of a male ‘headship’ model, with the father 

assigned as natural head of the household (Du Pisani, 2001; Nadar, 2013). 

My study explored a feminist ethic of care that is at odds with such discourses that 

consider the rights of men or fathers as superior to, and in isolation from, the rights of 

women or children, yet I remained sensitive to documenting men’s concerns and 

vulnerabilities. The work was located in a larger political project of encouraging men’s 

contribution to gender justice, as suggested by Greig and Flood (2020) and Pease 

(2019). I felt that as a research project the study would contribute to this project, and 

not be primarily driven by it, thereby reducing the risk of bias. Using the triple advocacy 

frame allowed for the concerns and vulnerabilities of men to be researched and 

acknowledged, but the focus on men’s experiences was politically kept in check with 

the broader progressive goal that the study would contribute to, in order to avoid using 

men’s concerns as a way to reassert patriarchy. 

In summary: my research was aimed at describing the political project of cultivating a 

feminist ethic of care among men. So far, I have described my theoretical lens as 

consisting of the following parts: 

• The overarching frame of an ethic of care as described by Tronto (1993) 

• Fatherhood-focused psychological interpretation, following Pleck’s typology of 

paternal involvement (Lamb, 2010; Pleck, 2010) 

• A critical analysis of masculinities, based on Connell and a post structural analysis 

of gender, based on Butler (Butler, 2006; Connell, 1995) 

• The politicisation of masculinities, using the Männer.ch framework (Theunert, 2012) 
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I therefore developed a lens through which to examine men’s care interactions in the 

context of critical masculinities and a post structural analysis of gender, politicised 

engagement of men, and an ethic of care. I conclude this chapter by adding a final 

component to my theoretical lens, which allows for a feminist analysis of men’s care 

interactions, emphasising the gendered (im)balance of care work between caregivers. 

2.5 A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE ON CARE WORK 

Continuing from the post-structural interpretation of gender offered by Butler (2006) 

that gender is not fixed in any person, is performed in local contexts, and not 

necessarily consistent with overarching meta-narratives of what it means to be male 

or female, I aimed to interpret how parents in my sample constructed gendered 

expressions of child care in their families and households. Local narratives of men, 

women and children in relation to each other are influenced by meta-narratives of 

gender, yet they are often in conflict with them.  

While time use data in South Africa (RSA, 2013) on men’s contribution to care work 

matches the meta-narrative on gender norms that men are not caregivers and women 

are not breadwinners, there are some men who do care work, and many women who 

are breadwinners. Indeed, in many cases people (mostly women, and less often men) 

are both breadwinner and caregiver (Ratele & Nduna, 2018). This shows up the 

significant distinction between fatherhood as an ascribed status or an achieved one – 

where the case in traditional African communities was the former (Lesejane, 2006).  

Echoing this ‘ascribed status’, Butler also points out the difference between performing 

a particular gendered action, and finding oneself in an environment where such 

performativity is required. I read this as fatherhood being achieved ‘as an identity 

instituted through a stylised repetition of acts’ (Butler, 1988:519). The study focused 

on men and their care of children, but interpreted gender and care as self-determined 

by participants in their local contexts, keeping an eye out for this shift towards 

performance within the general performative context of modern fatherhood. 

In workplaces and boardrooms women are often automatically assumed as a category 

of mothers, with gendered norms in the workplace often defaulting to the idea that 

since most women can bear children, they are all likely to do so, and therefore should 
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also be associated with the responsibility of care for children. Women being associated 

with care for children then leads to men, and women, placing women in subordinate 

positions, to mitigate the risk that women may need to step away from their paid work 

to spend time caring for children. This rigidity of gender norms then also extends to 

men, who ‘should’ be the breadwinners and leaders in the workplace. In a post-

structural or gender-transformative paradigm women act outside the subordinate roles 

projected on them, and ‘lean in’ as Sandberg (2015) puts it, with the simultaneous shift 

for men extending to the possibility of their taking on more caring and caregiving. In 

the global North, the phenomenon of ‘stay-at-home-dads’ is increasingly visible, with 

fathers who act as primary caregivers, and mothers as primary breadwinners. Usually, 

fathers do not let go of their income-earning activities but only scale them down, and 

become ‘part-time-working-stay-at-home-dads’ (Rehel, 2014). 

The term ‘part-time-working-stay-at-home-dads’ raises the question of the meaning 

attached to the terms ‘work’ and ‘home’. The two words are related, and are often 

perceived to be two separate spaces, or places of being. Being at work or being at 

home is understood in a capitalist system to be either in the space of production, or in 

the space of social reproduction (Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 2004). However, a feminist 

perspective, especially when thinking about men who are involved in care work, 

demands that the notion of ‘work’ be unpacked. This study took the feminist view that 

care work is work, when it is paid as well as when it is unpaid.  

With reference to the ground-breaking work of Chodorow (1978) in The Reproduction 

of Mothering, Connell (1995:20) commented as follows:  

[T]he development of personality is connected firmly to the division of social 

labour. Child care is work; the workforce is gendered; this fact matters for 

emotional development. However we modify the details, this simple and 

powerful argument must be acknowledged in any future account of the 

formation of masculinities.  

This statement summarises the intersection of the personal, psychological realm of 

childcare work, and the sociological manifestation of the gendered division of labour 

explored in the current study. This interpretation also matches the Marxist-feminist 
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examination of the reciprocal relationship between production and social reproduction 

(Fakier & Cock, 2018; Katz, 2001). 

2.5.1 Gender strategies and gender ideologies 

In their observation of gender ideologies between married couples, Hochschild and 

Machung (2012:15) categorised the ideologies of marital roles as ‘egalitarian’ (most 

gender equal), ‘transitional’ (in between traditional and egalitarian), or ‘traditional’ 

(holding conservative views on gender).  

A study by Helman and Ratele (2016) in South Africa began with a similar 

categorisation, but found in the responses from families that in their descriptions of 

gender and gendered behaviour, families were neither feminist nor patriarchal, but 

usually in transition or flux regarding these categories. The authors suggest that ‘a 

more accurate way of categorising families is on a spectrum, from more patriarchal to 

less patriarchal. In other words, there are no wholly egalitarian or feminist families and 

no absolutely patriarchal or traditional families’ (Helman & Ratele, 2016:5).  

The other distinction that came to the fore in the South African study by Helman and 

Ratele (2016) as well as in Hochschild and Machung’s (2012) The Second Shift, was 

between discourses, or ideology, and behaviour. How people spoke about gender was 

often different to how people acted. A similar distinction was observed in a recent 

South African reflection on women’s participation in a feminist initiative, where the 

participants did not see themselves as feminist, but their actions matched feminist 

values (Fakier & Cock, 2018). 

Hochschild and Machung (2012:15) subsequently described gendered actions as 

‘gender strategies’:  

A gender strategy is a plan of action through which a person tries to solve 

problems at hand, given the cultural notions of gender at play. To pursue a 

gender strategy, a man draws on beliefs about manhood and womanhood, 

beliefs that are forged in early childhood and thus anchored to deep 

emotions. He makes a connection between how he thinks about his 

manhood, what he feels about it, and what he does. It works in the same 

way for a woman. 
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In ‘gender strategies’ these authors included various categories of work that couples 

engage in, including the ‘management of domestic life’, which involves, among other 

things, ‘remembering, planning, and scheduling domestic chores’ (Hochschild & 

Machung, 2012:290). This signifies that care work is often mental or emotional in 

nature, rather than physical. 

I therefore add to my theoretical lens an element of observing the distinction between 

‘gender ideologies’ and ‘gender strategies,’ including non-physical care work, that 

emerged from my research with participants.  

In applying the lens that Hochschild and Machung (2012) had developed, I used the 

broader definition of care that I established at the start of this chapter. This includes 

the broader care networks within which parents, caregivers and children live, that 

extend beyond the married couples sample of The Second Shift.  

I consequently also observed men’s care interactions with children, not only in relation 

to care provided by familial relations such as mothers and extended families, or formal 

care providers such as schools, but also in relation to paid child carers and domestic 

workers.  

Observing men’s care interactions in South Africa with an intersectional approach 

(Crenshaw, 1991) necessitated a concurrent analysis of the contribution that Black,5 

low-income, paid care and domestic workers make to child care, and particularly to 

middle-class child care. In South Africa, Black women living in poverty do most of the 

caregiving work, both paid and unpaid (Fakier & Cock, 2009, 2018; Gaitskell, 1990; 

Parpart & Walker, 1994; RSA, 2015) and this has a significant impact on the gender 

ideologies, strategies, and social construction of care that women and men participate 

in (Cock, 1979; Guy, 1990; King, 2012a; Van der Westhuizen, 2017).  

2.6 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I compiled a theoretical lens that combines several theoretical 

discourses in order to analyse my findings about men’s care interactions regarding the 

 
5 I provide a detailed explanation of my use of terms that refer to racialised categories on page 60. 
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cultivation of a feminist ethic of care among men in South Africa. The complete 

theoretical framework that I applied therefore consisted of the following: 

• An overarching frame of an ethic of care, as described by Tronto (1993) 

• Pleck’s typology of paternal involvement (Lamb, 2010; Pleck, 2010) 

• A critical analysis of masculinities, based on Connell and a post structural analysis 

of gender, based on Butler (Butler, 2006; Connell, 1995) 

• The politicisation of masculinities using the Männer.ch framework (Theunert, 

Markus, 2012) 

• A feminist interpretation of gender ideologies and gender strategies (Hochschild & 

Machung, 2012) 

• Contextualising men’s care interactions against the paid care work provided by 

Black Women (Cock, 1979; King, 2012b) 
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CHAPTER 3  
 

RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The extended case method (ECM) (Burawoy, 1998) was used in the research to 

explore how men’s engagement in caregiving happens in a group of relatively affluent 

families, including my own. All of the families have children that attend a small, liberal 

private school in Stellenbosch, South Africa.  

My study was in-depth and ethnographic, and included semi-structured interviews and 

participant observation with fathers and their families. Through these methods I sought 

to develop close relationships with members of each family which might facilitate 

conversational dialogues about family dynamics and the kinds of caring activities and 

responsibilities fathers and mothers (as well as children) assumed. I deliberately chose 

a small sample size of six men and their extended families (including my own) in order 

to be able to do justice to the very rich data which these conversational interviews and 

forms of participant observation yielded.  

This chapter describes my own position and intervention in the research study, and my 

research method, the ECM. I used a combination of participant observation and semi-

structured in-depth interviews to develop the extended case, and my position in the 

study motivated the method I used. I describe here my motivation for selecting the 

ECM, how I interpreted and applied the ECM, my relationship to the sample of 

participants, the parameters, selection and qualities of the sample, the process of 

completing the research, and the ethical positioning of the study. 

3.2 FEMINIST RESEARCH MOTIVATION 

My career to date has led me to a political position that I identify as pro-feminist (R. 

Burrell & Flood, 2019), which in turn informed my theoretical focus in this study of a 

feminist ethic of care and post-structural feminism (Butler, 2006; Fisher & Tronto, 

1991). The ECM was suited to this study for two reasons, related to my pro-feminist 

focus: a) the imperative to develop a feminist theoretical approach for research about 
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men and care, and b) the democratic values of feminist research that the ECM 

facilitates. I expand on these two points next. 

3.2.1 Developing a feminist theoretical approach for research about men 

and care 

The ECM described by Burawoy (1998) requires a researcher to enter their site of 

research with an explicit understanding of their pre-existing theoretical bias. My 

exposure to discourses related to this field has mostly been due to my practical 

engagement with programmes that engaged men in their own personal development, 

and eventually as allies in work for gender justice and gender equality. My approach 

to working on gender equality was therefore focused on men’s relationship to gender 

equality. Starting from a position focused on men and educational programmes for 

men circumvented a basic reading of feminist theory, and I landed naively in a context 

of implementing and arguing for post-structuralist intersectional feminism (Butler, 

2006; hooks, 2000), made manifest in the gender-transformative approach (Dworkin, 

Fleming & Colvin, 2015; Dworkin, Treves-Kagan, & Lippman, 2013), without having a 

theoretical context for these feminist approaches. As I expanded my work from 

educational work to include research and advocacy, I was more exposed to feminist 

theories, and I began to realise the gap in my theoretical foundation in working with 

men for gender equality. My motivation for doing this study was therefore to develop a 

theoretical framework for programmatic work regarding men, care and gender justice. 

I drew on two definitions of feminism in this study. Both definitions present feminism 

as a movement. The first, as articulated by the intersectional feminist bell hooks is that 

feminism is: ‘a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression. [...]. 

Practically, it is a definition which implies that all sexist thinking and action is the 

problem, whether those who perpetuate it are female or male, child or adult’ (hooks, 

2000:1). The second definition by Gilligan and Richards (2018:6) reads as follows: 

‘Feminism is not an issue of women only or a battle of women vs. men. Feminism is 

one of the great liberation movements of human history; it is the movement to free 

democracy from patriarchy.’ 

Engaging men for gender equality has been an emerging field of work by human rights 

and public health academics and activists over the past two and half decades, largely 
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catalysed by the declaration made at the 1995 Beijing World Conference on Women, 

known as the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (United Nations, 1995). The 

declaration was the first formal multilateral document to encourage men ‘to participate 

fully in all actions towards equality’ (Clause 25) in the context of a statement focused 

on women’s rights. Since it is such a relatively new field, the parameters and criteria 

to engage men constructively are still being developed (Pease, 2019; Burrell & Flood, 

2019). I was therefore motivated to use this study to contribute to these parameters 

with a theoretical bridging from discourses related to the feminist movement to end 

sexism, and to ‘free democracy from patriarchy,’ (Gilligan & Richards, 2018) to 

discourses about men, care, and fatherhood.  

My own first attempts at conducting projects that work with men for community 

improvement were carried out without much feminist scrutiny by myself or others. It 

was only when these projects led to longer-term programmes, and it became important 

to show the evidence that improvements had been made to the lives of women, that I 

saw more clearly the need to justify the work from a feminist perspective based on 

women’s rights.  

If work with men is done to promote gender equality and justice without a critical 

feminist assessment of men’s own power and privilege, there is a risk that the work re-

consolidates men’s power (Greig & Flood, 2020; Burrell & Flood, 2019). The ECM’s 

emphasis on unpacking theoretical bias gave me as male-identified researcher the 

opportunity to describe theories that may inform men’s roles in gender equality and 

care, and to compile a closer scrutiny of the current academic and practical work in the 

field. Thus, the ECM exposed the theoretical lens on the sample of this research 

project.  

I was therefore firstly motivated to use the ECM since it required a focused theoretical 

engagement with the research question, and this provided me with the opportunity to 

read more intensively in the field of women, queer and gender studies than I had 

before. The introduction (Chapter 1) and the previous theoretical chapter (Chapter 2) 

reflects my engagement with these discourses. 
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3.2.2 The democratic values of feminist research facilitated by the extended 

case method  

The ECM also required an application of feminist principles to my research method. 

As Burawoy (1998) acknowledges, the ECM is similar to the feminist research 

approaches developed by Smith (1987) and Harding (1987a, 1990). Both authors 

critique disconnected and universalistic sociology as biased by patriarchy. Smith 

argued for a focus on ‘the microstructures of everyday life, which women direct’ 

(Burawoy,1998:6) and declares the approach as one grounded in the ‘standpoint of 

women’. Similar approaches have been proposed by Oakley (2013) and Gilligan 

(1977).  

Harding (1987a, 1990) argued for the evolution of science to become more 

encompassing, and to develop beyond the androcentric norm. This second approach 

is closer to Burawoy’s (1998:6) use of the ECM as he grounded his use of the method 

in ‘reflexive’ science, as opposed to ‘positivist science’. This current study is located in 

a paradigm of such ‘reflexive science’. Harding (1987a, 1990) described a general 

system-change in terms of a feminist, reflexive science to succeed the current male-

centred science, in counterpoint to Smith’s (1987) argument for women’s standpoint-

based research. Burawoy (1998) suggests that in his emphasis on reflexive science, 

his approach lies closer to that of Harding. In the development of my extended case, I 

worked with both the ‘particular’ (standpoint-focused) and the ‘general’ (systemic 

change) feminist approaches to research. I therefore documented detailed accounts 

of participant observation, interviews and examples of care interactions in which the 

men in the study participated. I also extended my observations to a broader 

assessment of the social forces that impacted on the participants in my sample. 

In the ‘particular’ sense, I focused in detail on the ‘microstructures of everyday life’ and 

explored the standpoint of men and women research participants in their lived 

experiences. For example, I asked the men in my study if they knew how their family’s 

washing machine works. I also asked the mothers about their financial contribution to 

the household. Both of these questions probed for non-conformity in gendered 

behaviour. I put these kinds of questions to open up positions (and reflections on these) 

which may depart from normative gendered ways in which participants may have 

positioned themselves.  
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In the general sense then, I endeavoured to conduct the research in a reflexive way, 

concurrent with the feminist method described by Harding (1987a). I also strove to do 

research in a democratic way, where knowledge production is an activity shared by 

researcher and participant alike. From the outset I had planned for my contact 

moments to be social encounters, where I would be sensitive to power disparities, 

rather than make use of extractive interviews to collect data from participants (Pattman, 

2015).  

Following Oakley (2013) and other feminist writers who are critical of how power 

relations are produced through extractive models of interviewing, I regarded the 

participants as people with agency and interests. During research-focused social 

encounters I therefore shared some of my own experiences related to my research 

topic with my participants. For example, I shared my own experiences as a man and a 

new father in managing caregiving of two young children. Such an approach, as Oakley 

(2013) illustrates and argues for, helps to democratise research relations and create a 

rapport between researcher and researched. 

3.3 THE EXTENDED CASE METHOD AS A SYSTEMIC APPROACH 

My third motivation to use the ECM was that the ECM offers a wide range of 

exploration. Extending a case allows for the detail of a set of locally focused 

observations to make an expanded systemic contribution. I now provide an explanation 

of the manner in which I interpreted and used the ECM to achieve this broader 

description. Burawoy (1998:16) highlights four extensions of a case study that lead to 

the case being an extended case. I followed this example by naming the extensions 

and briefly mentioning how my case study extended along each of them. Each of the 

extensions also match a part of this dissertation which I note accordingly. 

3.3.1 First extension: extending the observer to the participant (Intervention) 

(Chapter 1: Introduction, Chapter 2: Theoretical lens, Chapter 3: Research design) 

Rather than attempt to be an impartial observer of the families that I studied, I 

deliberately communicated my own theoretical position as researcher and my life 

experience as fellow parent at the school with the research participants. I intentionally 

declared to participants that while I was observing, I was also simultaneously 
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participating. I shared my own take on some of the questions we discussed, on some 

of my own struggles in parenthood, and on my relationship to the school community. 

Rather than attempting a journalistic documentation of a case study viewed by an 

invisible observer, I extended my observer status to becoming a participant observer. 

I did this in order to develop a conscious expression of my own standpoint in the 

research.  

This was further achieved through the deliberate use of auto-ethnography as a method 

to document and understand my own standpoint and experience better (Ettore, 2016). 

My observations are recorded in Chapters 4–7. However, in this chapter (Chapter 3), 

in the context of using autoethnography, I can already note that my interaction with 

participants affected the ways in which I parent, and aspects that I have come to take 

for granted. One example is the tacit agreement I have with my wife that we share 

domestic work equally, and that we both do the same kinds of things, such as cooking, 

cleaning or tidying up. When I encountered accounts from participants who spoke of 

more gendered allocation of work, where women would do particular tasks and men 

others, I noticed the difference from my own experience.  

Auto-ethnography therefore assisted me as a method for defining the domain of self, 

from which to extend my observations to participants, but also to extend participation 

to include me as participant observer. Observation was thereby extended to 

participants, and participation was extended to me as observer.  

3.3.2 Second extension: extending observations over space and time 

(Process) 

(Chapters 4–7: Observational results and findings) 

Instead of attempting to bracket my observations to a limited time and place where 

interviews happened, I allowed this project to grow over a period of five years, since 

the conception of my proposal in 2016. Observations became extended over time and 

this lends a longitudinal nature to my results and findings. My first research-focused 

social encounters with participants took place in 2018, and the last documented 

encounters occurred in 2021. I engaged in multiple social encounters with each family 

in this period. Much has changed within the lives of our families in this time: some 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

56 

family members passed away and new family members were born. The families I 

observed carried history, including life experiences to date, and the heritage and 

legacies of ancestors and parents. My observations therefore included a historicising 

aspect, to contextualise the current study within a longer timeline leading up to the 

present. Similarly, my observations extended over space beyond the households of 

the families, to the school and surrounding areas, and to our experiences of living and 

working in Stellenbosch and other places where we had lived.  

3.3.3 Third extension: extending out from process to force (Structuration) 

(Chapter 8: Extrapolating from social process at the local level to social forces at the 

national level) 

As an alternative to inductive generalisation that draws general conclusions from 

repeated instances in several cases, the ECM compares instances, and describes the 

relations that external causes have on the differences between instances. Drawing on 

these research concerns, I observed the influence of social forces on the families, and 

compare their similar or different responses (local processes) to these forces. The 

same forces had an impact on all the families, yet the local processes within each 

family manifested differently. I described these local processes, and the structural 

forces that influenced them, thereby extending from process to force. This extension 

made it possible to discuss the relationship and connections between the families and 

the socio-political landscape of South Africa, in terms of how it affected men, care, and 

families. 

3.3.4 Fourth extension: extending theory (Theorising) 

(Chapter 9: Conclusion and recommendations) 

Finally, the method allowed me to elucidate my theoretical point of departure, and then 

through doing the research, to extend theory by refuting theory. I crafted the theoretical 

lens on my research around Tronto’s Moral Boundaries (1993), fatherhood psychology 

(Pleck, 2010), critical masculinities (Connell, 2005; Pease, 2019; Burrell & Flood, 

2019), and post-structural feminism (Butler, 2006; hooks, 2000). I used the empirical 

work in this study to refute and expand on these theoretical frameworks. The main 

extension to Tronto’s theory, for example, is a consideration about how fathers and 
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fathering fit into her ‘political argument for an ethic of care’. The ethic of care that Tronto 

offered allows for a delicate and powerful feminist acceptance of men doing care work, 

which has not been documented yet. Through the current research I aimed to extend 

this theoretical reference. 

These four extensions made it possible to write about men and care work at the local 

level, but also to theorise and contribute towards a broader political and policy-focused 

discourse. The range of the method served as a third motivation for using the ECM.  

Another motivation to use the ECM was the reflexive nature of the method, and the 

opportunity to develop a contribution to theory from a position of reflexive science. 

Bourdieu has argued for a more reflexive sociology (Holmes, Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1994). The definition of a researcher’s own position in relation to those who participate 

in research helps to objectify the research relationship, and improve the quality of 

science. I therefore next describe my personal path towards arriving at the current 

research and sample. 

3.4 SELECTION OF THE SAMPLE 

Explained in Chapter 1, I had historical familiarity with, and emotional investment in, 

the Stellenbosch Waldorf school when the research began. Waldorf education is a 

holistic form of education that educates the whole child, in terms of their body, emotions 

and intellect (Stellenbosch Waldorf School, 2021). My reasoning in selecting a sample 

of parents from the school lay in part in the imperative to do participant observation, 

but also in the expectation that parents at the school would be open-minded and liberal 

thinkers, who may offer interesting and useful insights in terms of child-rearing and 

gender equality. 

It was an important distinction to make at the outset that my research site was not the 

school premises, but the homes and parenting sites of the parents that I studied. While 

the school offered an appealing location in which to ground and anchor my research 

(in a central location where parents converged), this site less relevant to my research 

question than were the homes of the parents and children. How the parents and 

children interacted with each other at school events such as pancake evenings or 
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festivals was relevant to the central focus on men, care and gender in child-rearing, 

but consequently was a peripheral element.6  

I recruited participants by asking parents whom I knew at the school whether they were 

interested in participating in the study or knew any other parents that may be 

interested. I also placed a small notice in the school newsletter, which explained the 

objectives and scope of the study, and invited parents to contact me if they were 

interested. I recruited five men from five families, and included my own family as a sixth 

family as a component of auto-ethnography. 

All the parents lived within driving distance of the school. All the families were dual 

gender, dual income earning families. This was a deliberate recruitment decision, due 

to my interest in gender equality and inequality in terms of child care. I include my own 

family as a part of the sample, since I was deliberate in my auto-ethnography. Most of 

the auto-ethnographic material I use in my description of findings emerged from my 

own direct experience, or from revisiting entries in personal journals or diaries. In each 

of the findings chapters I reflect on my own experience of the care phase, in addition 

to documenting results of my observations of other fathers. Where applicable I include 

quotations from transcripts of interviews that I conducted with my wife. Table 3.1 

summarises the composition of the sample of families included.7  

  

 
6 An ethnographic study of the school, and expressions of gender within the school community, would 
be an interesting and necessary project but it fell outside the scope of my current research study and 
question. An example that presented itself were the ‘Rites of Passage’ camps that were offered to 
Grade 10 learners, where boys and girls went on separate camps with men and women respectively, 
to ‘be initiated into adulthood’.  
7 I use pseudonyms for all of the research participants except for myself and my wife Renée since we 
are already identified by the submission of this dissertation. 
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Table 3.1: Sample composition 

 Family Children 
Neighbourhood 

type 

Racial and 
cultural 

composition 

Home 
language(s) 

1.  
Du Toit8 2 boys Wine farm  White  Afrikaans 

2.  
Botha 2 girls Town suburb Coloured and 

White  
Afrikaans and 
English 

3.  
Kekana 2 girls, 1 

boy 
Security village Black  English 

4.  
Landa 2 boys Town suburb White  English, 

Afrikaans, 
Italian 

5.  
Le Roux 1 girl Eco-village Coloured English 

6.  
Van den Berg 1 girl, 1 boy Security village White parents 

of Black 
children 

Afrikaans 

I selected a sample of families from affluent communities for two reasons. Firstly, it 

made sense to observe, as participant, a sample that matched my own demographic 

profile, one that I could easily access. The shared experience of parenting, and of 

being parents at the school, allowed for a ready-made shared frame of reference and 

rapport. At the same time, I recruited participants with whom I had either not yet 

become acquainted, or knew only peripherally. I did not recruit any families from my 

daughter’s grade. It must also be noted that as a family we left the school mid-way 

through the research process. I was therefore able to strike a balance as someone 

who was familiar with the school community context, yet also as an ‘outsider’ who did 

not know everything about the school and the grades. This status of a ‘semi-outsider’ 

allowed me to frequently ask participants to elaborate on, and illustrate, their points 

with examples.  

The second reason I chose families from affluent communities was that much of the 

social research in South Africa has been conducted by high income earning 

researchers regarding the lived experience of people with low income earnings. 

 
8 Pseudonymns were used to protect the identity of participants. 
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Similarly, internationally, many Global North studies have published about Global 

South people’s experiences without the thought leadership of Global South-based 

researchers necessarily driving publications (Ratele, 2019). The sample that I recruited 

represents diversity in terms of race and cultural groups, and types of neighbourhoods.  

I attempted to counter-balance the plethora of research about people living in poverty 

with research about a group of people living in more affluent conditions, and thereby 

subjected myself to the same research lens and scrutiny that I applied to my subjects. 

The affluent conditions that I observed included children attending private school, and 

the types of neighbourhoods that ranged from expensive suburbs, to gated 

communities, and in one case a family - owned wine farm. 

The dissertation documents micro-instances of men’s care interactions, and the larger 

sociological relevance and implications of these observations. I also endeavoured to 

describe the promise shown, or the potential shortcomings of, current socio-political 

and policy attempts to achieve gender equality within the arenas of care and work. 

Consequently, the ‘structuration’ arguments that I propose in Chapter 8 consolidate 

the thematic description of findings in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 in a description of the 

social forces that affect men and care in South Africa. 

Through the current research, I sought to contribute knowledge to the field by 

developing a narrative that merges existing feminist discourses on care with 

discourses on men’s engagement with gender equality. The theorising mentioned 

above provided an opportunity to develop such a narrative. The extended case study 

documented in this dissertation provided a detailed argument to propose a pathway to 

transformation of the ‘gendered care work gap’ in conceptual, personal, societal norm, 

political and social policy terms. The dissertation concludes with this proposal (Chapter 

9). In conclusion, I identify specific research that is lacking in the field and make 

recommendations regarding possible future research. 

3.4.1 Limitations 

I have identified one limitation to this study. The research did not engage in child 

participatory research, since the research questions were focused on the experiences 
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of parents, regarding men’s care interactions, and the research design and ethics 

approval did not include child participation. 

3.4.2 Using racialised categories 

South Africa’s history is marked by racism and segregation. The apartheid government 

used constructions of race as a form of violence to categorise people (Van der 

Westhuizen, 2007). Consequently, South Africans are still left with the legacy of 

categories of race. A modern quandary is that the narrative of non-racialism, often 

grounded mistakenly in the rosy idea of a ‘rainbow nation’, has veiled racist practice 

and maintained White privilege.  

Pertinent to my study is also the fact that unpaid or poorly paid care work in South 

Africa is largely done by Black people, especially Black women. The debates therefore 

swing between calls to ‘move on’ and calls for acknowledgment of inequalities as the 

only way to move on. I faced a similar challenge in deciding how to refer to the race 

identities of participants in my research. I wished to be explicit about privilege, but I 

also wanted to be able to discard clumsy categories that do not reflect social reality. 

My solution was to refer to my participants in the terms that they used to identify 

themselves. I did this with difficulty, as a compromise in order to be able to describe 

difference in my sample. Having said that, I also note that race was relatively less 

important to my study sample than income, or family history. 

I am critical of the idea of race as having any biological foundation, and critical too of 

a colour-blind discourse that presents race as an illusion that has had no relevance in 

South Africa since the ending of apartheid. Given the continued racialisation of spaces 

and social relations in the post-apartheid era I was therefore interested in exploring 

diversity in families with fathers in terms of race and culture.  

I am critical of the reification of race under apartheid in ways that rendered ‘Black’ and 

‘White,’ ‘Indian’ and ‘Coloured’ fixed, homogeneous and all-encompassing categories. 

Rather than taking these as adjectives to describe what people are really like or the 

‘species’ to which they belong, my interest lies in addressing ‘race’ as a verb and in 

understanding processes of racialisation and gendering of work (paid and unpaid), 

family lives and living spaces more effectively. In reference to the racialisation 
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determined by current official government definitions, I have replaced ‘African’ with 

‘Black’.  

In this dissertation I depend on the lexicon of terms suggested by Erasmus (2017) to 

refer to race, and racialised constructs. My adaptation of the lexicon is to capitalise all 

three terms ‘Black,’ ‘Coloured,’ and ‘White.’ The reason for doing so is that in all the 

cases where reference is made to the racialised construct that has been applied to a 

person, the racialised construct is inseparable from the effects of the apartheid racial 

category, and in the case of ‘Black’ from the global political identification on the part of 

individuals and collectives who are constructed and classified as Black (Erasmus, 

2017). 

My sample consisted of relatively affluent Black, Coloured and White families. One 

family is mixed race (Coloured and White parents), my wife and I are White, and my 

own children are Black. All of the families in my sample depended on domestic 

workers, most of whom are Black, to assist with caregiving. In the historical exploration 

of moral boundaries in South Africa, I was interested in the interactions between 

different groups of South African society and how these influenced moral development 

in terms of containing women’s influence and (de)valuing care work. I therefore looked 

at early influences on the development of moral boundaries, as context for my research 

with the particular group of families in the sample. 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION 

My mental focus during the interviews and participant observation was a combination 

of a) my awareness of inputs (my own experience and the input from the people and 

environment I observed), and b) the theory I had read (available as a ‘mental 

background file’) in order to identify instances where data spoke to the theory directly. 

This second awareness of theory was however subsidiary to the goal to observe and 

take in as much detail and information as possible from my surroundings and 

participants. 

3.5.1 Participant observation 

I participated and observed in situations where families were engaged with their 

children, and noted down these observations in field notes. Examples were school-
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based events such as festivals or parent meetings, or family activities such as walks 

with parents or family outings. I loosely followed the guidance of the dimensions of 

participant observation described by Spradley (1980) that involve the observation of 

the following dimensions:  

Space:  the physical place or places 

Actors:  the people involved 

Activity:  a set of related acts people do 

Objects:  the physical things that are present  

Act:  single actions people do 

Event:  a set of related activities that people carry out 

Time:  the sequencing of events that take place over time 

Feelings:  the emotions expressed by participants  

I also observed my own participation in the school community and location, for example 

at the Saturday market gathering of some parents and children.  

3.5.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Most of the data was collected through semi-structured interviews with parents, usually 

in their own homes. I also included observations of their home environments in my field 

notes. Most of the interviews were done with both parents present and focused on the 

interview. Some I did with one parent at a time, due to availability or convenience. I 

used an aide-memoire (appendix 1) that I had developed for my research proposal, as 

supporting framework, but I also allowed each conversation to follow a natural flow. 

Since these interviews often happened during weekdays in the mornings, or afternoons 

after school, other people that were involved in the households were often present, 

such as grandparents who dropped children home from school, or domestic workers 

who were busy with domestic chores. I noted some of these interactions and also 

discuss them in my findings sections.  

Each of the encounters that I had with the respondents included both the interview and 

participant observation elements. In other words, an interview never occurred outside 

of a context that was relevant to the research. I documented a series of encounters 

with each participant family, over a period from August 2018 to May 2021. In addition 
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to the encounters that I had, focused on the research, I also interacted with the families 

in various shared contexts such as parent meetings at school, or randomly meeting 

each other in supermarkets.  

The feedback from participants about their experience of participating in the research 

varied. One participant mentioned he found the conversations ‘really valuable’. Some 

participants commented that they found the conversations ‘therapeutic’, and a few 

mentioned that the conversations highlighted aspects of parenting and care work that 

they had not considered, and that it was useful to them to talk about these aspects. 

3.5.3 Auto-ethnography 

I used autoethnography as a narrative method of ‘writing the self’ (Ettorre, 2016) by 

documenting my own reflections about my experiences of being a father in a personal 

journal that accompanied my study. I documented instances of my own learning about 

care, and reflections on how my own parenting and care matched or differed from the 

families with whom I was interacting in the research. By placing my own self-reflective 

narrative in relation to my study, I theorised my story and thereby politicised my own 

experience (Ettorre, 2016). Placing the accounts given by research participants of their 

experiences of fatherhood, or men in care interactions, alongside my own experiences 

contributed to the study since it enabled me to think more critically about other fathers’ 

experiences. By writing down my reflections, I defined my own experience and could 

thereby notice how my own experience was influencing the observation of the 

experience of others, or vice versa, how my observation of others was influencing my 

own life experience.  

3.6 ANALYSIS METHOD 

I followed the ECM approach in the data analysis process. That is, I used a reflexive 

approach and depended on participation in the lives of the research participants in 

order to engage with the ‘nondiscursive, that is the un-explicated, unacknowledged, or 

tacit knowledge, sometimes referred to as practical consciousness, which underlies all 

social interaction’ (Burawoy, 1998:15).  

My ‘non-discursive’ and in-person experiences in social encounters with research 

participants then informed the thematic analysis of the observations that I had compiled 
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with direct transcripts, and with observational notes for each encounter. I applied the 

theoretical lens described in Chapter 2 to do a thematic analysis of my observational 

results, in order to arrive at the findings that I describe in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.  

I also documented in the description of my findings, and in Chapter 9, the ways in 

which my findings could be applied to the theoretical framework with which I began, 

and how my findings may expand upon theory. I began from a theoretical position, then 

observed empirical data, which in turn influenced the theory with which I began. My 

research question was the foundation for this dialogic process between data and 

theory. 

3.7 ETHICAL POSITION OF THE STUDY 

Research on the topic of men and their contribution to child care raised a number of 

ethical issues, beyond the ambit of the study. In the section below, the broader ethical 

context that motivated and informed this research is briefly noted. This is followed by 

an explanation of the steps I took to comply with the ethical standards for the research.  

3.7.1 The ethical background for this study 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, this study formed part of a larger project of social change, 

and it is expected that the results will eventually contribute to this activism. The ethical 

imperative to do this work was located in my understanding that such activism will be 

more effective, and do less harm, if it is informed more significantly by relevant and 

appropriate evidence. The social change campaign that will be most informed by the 

study findings is the MenCare Global Fatherhood (‘MenCare’) campaign9 due to my 

leadership position in the campaign. MenCare includes work with parents, service 

providers, media and policy makers to enable gender-equal parenting. It functions 

within the space of effecting change in people’s lives with the assumption that the 

messages and strategies it promotes will improve people’s lives and not cause further 

harm. This would then be the main ethical imperative for the study: to use the evidence 

that the study produces to inform social change programme development and activism. 

 
9 www.men-care.org  
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The second broader ethical issue was the placement of this study in the context of 

women’s rights and gender equality. The apparent ethical dilemma is that a study that 

focuses energy and time on the behaviour of men may contribute to strengthening the 

social power that men enjoy in a typically patriarchal society. Asking the question about 

men’s potential contribution to care runs the risk that men could thereby gain even 

more power. Under the guise of ‘care’ men could (in this scenario) potentially encroach 

even more on women’s power by occupying a space (the arena of child care) that 

women may feel they are able to control. A safeguard that was built into the study 

design was the commitment to ensuring that this work would take place within the goal 

of learning about men’s behaviour in the service of knowledge expansion towards the 

beneficial transformation of gender identities and positioning, in terms of a human 

rights framework like the Constitution of South Africa.  

In addition to the research objectives being in service of a larger social change goal of 

gender transformation, the study design avoided gaining men’s opinions about men’s 

behaviour in isolation of those most affected by men’s behaviour. The study would 

include the participation of women who were most closely related to the men in the 

study, thereby distributing the ‘power to participate’ in the study to a broader 

representation of people affected by men’s caregiving. I did not include child 

participatory research in this study and engaged with parents only, since my focus was 

on parenting and gender equality. This principle of inclusion also applied to the fact 

that the study was conducted with people from different income groups within a 

relatively affluent context and from different cultural contexts. This also reduced the 

likelihood of men gaining more social power over others through exclusive attention on 

their voices. 

3.7.2 Ethical standards, compliance and ethical review  

This proposal, informed consent forms, participant information materials, and other 

requested documents – and any subsequent modifications – were reviewed and 

approved by the ethical review body at Stellenbosch University responsible for 

oversight of research conducted in this study. I made progress reports to my 

supervisors at least twice a year, and in these reports, I included information about the 

total number of participants enrolled in the study, the number of participants who 
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completed the study, all changes in the research activity, and all unanticipated 

problems involving risks to human subjects or others.  

3.7.2.1 Informed consent  

The consent process and final consent and assent forms (appendix 2) were approved 

by the Stellenbosch University ethics review board, and all the main documented 

participants signed for informed consent to participate. More specifically the adult 

participants in the study, in other words the fathers and their partners whom I 

interviewed, all signed informed consent forms.  

When I came across people about whom I wanted to write in the dissertation, for whom 

I had not prepared written consent forms, I asked for their consent verbally. This group 

included adult family members and domestic workers. Where I observed children I 

asked parents’ verbal permission to write about what I observed. I did not ask any 

children any direct questions, as I did not conduct a child participatory study. Two 

families that I had also approached declined participation due to busy schedules. 

3.7.2.2 Risk of participation and measures to minimise such risk  

Risk of involvement in this study was minimised by ensuring that I implemented ethical 

research standards. Consent and data forms are kept in locked files at my workplace 

(Sonke Gender Justice). All personal identifiers have been removed from study 

documents and recordings, and each participant was given a pseudonym for the study. 

The only identifiable participants in the study are my wife (Renée van den Berg) and 

me, since our relationship is already public knowledge. Renée provided deliberate 

informed consent to be named in the dissertation. In accordance with the Health 

Professionals Council of South Africa guidelines, digital recordings of conversations 

will be stored until two years after publication of results or for six years if no publications 

ensue.  

Participants may have faced the risk of sharing details about their lives that they did 

not wish to be made public. In addition to the steps taken to ensure non-identification 

and confidentiality, I adapted details of contextual circumstances that may have made 

participants identifiable such as details about neighbourhoods or in the case of one 

participant the types of artwork he produced.  
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3.7.2.3 Benefits to participants  

Participants in the study may have benefited from the information and experience that 

I brought as a researcher and gender activist. The study sought to engage with the 

participants about topics relating to their experiences of family life and child care, such 

as the division of household work, parenting, gender equality, caregiving and social 

justice, all of which seemed to generate much interest. This, I suggest, was reinforced 

by the way I conducted and presented my research interviews, not as instruments for 

extracting information from my participants, but as ‘social encounters’ (Pattman, 2015) 

in which opportunities were created for an exchange of experience and information 

between participants and myself. This may have led to the benefit of a more equal 

division of household and childcare work, or a more frank and honest discourse about 

this division. I did not facilitate this benefit deliberately, since the project was a research 

project and not an intervention, but I did mention it as a potential benefit to participants. 

3.7.2.4 Confidentiality 

All study participants were assigned a confidential pseudonym and all study materials 

are labelled only with this confidential pseudonym. Consent and data forms are kept in 

locked files at my workplace. Digital voice files are stored on password-protected 

computers. The recordings will be stored until completion of the study although 

transcripts (without identifiers) will be maintained on a computer with password 

protection for further analysis, if required. None of the participants are aware of the 

identity of other participants and no information gained from interviews was shared 

with the participants. 

3.8 CONCLUSION 

Because I was able to collect very detailed accounts of each research-focused social 

encounter with the participants, including interviews and instances of participant 

observation, it was possible to document how themes emerged from the conversations 

that I had with the participants. In the findings and analysis chapters (Chapters 4 – 8) 

I demonstrate this by drawing extensively on the recorded dialogues. Furthermore, I 

was interested in the kinds of emotions that punctuated what people said and how they 

presented themselves in the interviews, in addition to what they said. In order to do 
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justice to what they said and how they said it, therefore, I sometimes use long extracts 

from my transcripts in this dissertation. My emphasis in each findings chapter is 

therefore on producing in-depth analytic accounts of the participants and how they 

constructed their social worlds and the gender dynamics in which they operated. 

This chapter described my research design and method for the study, especially the 

motivation for the use of the ECM and the application thereof. The following four 

chapters (Chapters 4–7) describe my observational results, and findings from the 

study. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 

MEN ‘CARING ABOUT’ 

4.1 INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVIEW OF THIS CHAPTER 

Before a person can be taken care of, or given care, their care needs have to be 

recognised. This chapter describes the first phase of care in Tronto’s (1993) ethic of 

care, namely ‘caring about’ and the accompanying ethical element of attentiveness, by 

drawing on examples of men who are attentive to the care needs of their children. Due 

to the relative privilege that men enjoy in a patriarchal society, they may not in the first 

instance notice care needs. As Tronto suggests, this ‘privileged irresponsibility’ that 

men may experience could be caused by an ‘epistemological ignorance’ of men’s own 

care needs and the care needs of others, and the work required to satisfy these needs 

(Pease, 2019:184; Tronto, 1993:120; Tronto, 2013:58). My description of a feminist 

ethic of care among men begins with this first phase of ‘caring about’, where men show 

recognition of care needs. 

I report on observational results from the families in the research sample where this 

recognition was apparent, and the different ways in which it manifested in the different 

families. I then draw on the theoretical lens described in the theoretical chapter 

(Chapter 2) to interpret relevant examples of men ‘caring about’. In Chapters 5, 6 and 

7) that follow, the next three phases of care namely ‘taking care of’, ‘giving care’, and 

‘receiving care’ are described. In each of the findings chapters (Chapters 4-7) I 

foreground one father and family that represent a particular care phase more 

significantly than the other families. My selection of a key family per phase, and my 

interpretation of the significance of the family’s experiences in terms of the care phase, 

were motivated by a comparison of my observations between families, and a location 

of these observations against a broader national context10 of social policy and societal 

dynamics.  

 
10 These broader, contextual ‘macro-structures’ are described in Chapter 7 where the descriptions of 
the ‘Structuration’ stage of the extended case study method have been compiled. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

71 

In South Africa, ‘caring about’ a child often occurs over a distance for fathers as a result 

of low co-residency of children and fathers (Ratele & Nduna, 2018). I therefore decided 

to foreground the experiences of Thando Kekana and his daughter Nikki, who initially 

lived apart from him, and later moved to his family home and into his care. I also draw 

on themes and topics that emerge from the experiences of the other fathers in my 

sample. The chapter concludes with an allusion to the wider societal or macro-

structural implications of my findings, which are described in greater detail in Chapter 

7. 

4.2 THE CARE PHASE OF ‘CARING ABOUT’ AND THE ETHICAL ELEMENT OF 

ATTENTIVENESS 

Tronto (1993:106) describes the first phase of an ethic of care as follows: 

Caring about involves the recognition in the first place that care is 

necessary. It involves noting the existence of a need and making an 

assessment that this need should be met. Caring about will often involve 

assuming the position of another person or group to recognize the need.  

Tronto’s description of an ethic of care is different from other authors’ descriptions of 

the same, in her proposal that the different phases of care present positions of different 

relative power. She suggests that those who ‘care about’ and ‘take care of’ enjoy 

relatively more power than those in society who ‘give and receive care’ (Tronto, 

1993:114).  

The themes that are described were selected purposefully to show the textures of 

caring about and attentiveness among the men included in the sample.  

4.3 ATTENTIVENESS AND ‘CARING ABOUT’ IN THE KEKANA FAMILY: 

OBSERVATIONAL RESULTS 

4.3.1 Introducing Thando and Siphokazi Kekana 

Thando Kekana11 is a young father who works as a data analyst at a financial service 

provider. The Kekana care network was summarised by using Hansen’s (2004:26) 

 
11 Thando Kekana, Black, father of three, lived apart from daughter initially.  
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framework (see Table 4.1). I use the term ‘anchor’ in the same way that Hansen (2004) 

does to refer to the main research participant for each care network. In each care 

network the father was the anchor. Thando lives with his wife Siphokazi, his son Nkosi, 

and two daughters Avuzwa and Nikki. Nkosi was born during the study period, and 

Avuzwa and Nikki were seven and eight years old respectively at the time of writing. 

Siphokazi is the biological mother of Nkosi and Avuzwa, and Nikki was conceived as 

a result of an earlier relationship that Thando had with her biological mother, Vuyiswa. 

Table 4.1: Kekana care network 

Anchor Thando Kekana 

Children Nkosi (6 months, son) 

Avuzwa (7 years, daughter)  

Nikki (8 years, daughter) 

Anchor’s occupation Financial data analyst 

Childcare strategies Kinship care, paid caregivers  

Network members  • Siphokazi (Avuzwa and Nkosi’s biological mother) 

• Vuyiswa (Nikki’s biological mother) 

• Patience (woman domestic worker employed by Thando) 

• Thando’s grandmother (maternal or paternal 

grandmother) 

• Paid women childminders  

I next provide a brief narrative summary of the observational results that were compiled 

together with Thando and his family. 

4.3.2 An extended care network: Parents and step-parents in the Kekana 

family 

Thando described to me how his journey as a father began in 2012 with the birth of his 

first child, Nikki, in Johannesburg. According to Thando, his relationship with Vuyiswa, 

Nikki’s biological mother, was ‘not serious, but it was not ugly either’. When Nikki was 

born, Thando and Vuyiswa had already separated. For the first eight months of her life, 
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Nikki stayed with Vuyiswa, but then Thando felt that Nikki was ‘not receiving the best 

care that she could’. He mentioned that ‘financially, and just from an environment 

perspective, they [Vuyiswa and her household] really weren’t able to provide Nikki the 

quality and standard of life that we [Thando and Siphokazi] necessarily want for Nikki’. 

Thando took over care of Nikki and moved her Johannesburg to live with him and his 

(Thando’s) father. At the time Thando lived with his father, step-mother and siblings. 

In 2015, Thando moved into an apartment with Siphokazi who then became Nikki’s 

step-mother.  

4.3.3 ‘Caring about’ and the transition to fatherhood of Thando Kekana 

In speaking about Thando’s care for Nikki during her infancy, I pointed out to him that 

not many single young fathers take such hands-on responsibility for their babies, and 

in fact that in terms of numbers in South Africa, young men are more likely to disengage 

from caregiving. Thando admitted he felt somewhat different to his peers, but that ‘it’s 

always been a big thing for me to want to be in my children’s lives every day’. His 

explained that his motivation to be attentive to his children is driven by his experience 

of inconsistent fathering between his biological father and his two step-fathers. Thando 

reflected that while his biological father had been intermittently present in his life ‘it was 

never the same on a daily basis’. ‘I didn’t grow up seeing my dad a lot’ he explained. 

He would have wanted to see his father ‘on a daily basis’. This led to him wanting a 

‘deeper relationship’ with his own children. He explained: ‘[I] had that sort of chip on 

my shoulder, I can say that, affecting me.’ He also qualified that his relationship with 

his biological father had not necessarily been bad, just distant. He used to visit him 

when he was younger: ‘[L]ike I said, I used to visit him on holidays … growing up, fly 

out for the entire holiday and back again.’  

Thando’s account of being fathered shows two relevant factors: firstly, his experience 

of care by men in his life influenced his own caring; secondly, consistent father 

presence and interaction mattered to him. These are both features of intergenerational 

transfer of caring behaviours described by psychological researchers such as 

Chodorow (1978) and Lamb (2010) who described how mothering and fathering is 

reproduced in particular ways. 
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4.3.3.1 Thando’s stages of care 

A pattern emerged in Thando’s reflections on how Nikki was parented. Three stages 

of child-rearing became apparent, and it could be seen that with each new stage Nikki 

and Thando moved closer to each other. First, Nikki lived apart from Thando and was 

given care by her biological mother. Subsequently, Nikki lived in the same household 

as Thando for the next two and a half years of her life, and was cared for by child 

carers and Thando’s grandmother. Then, Nikki’s relationship with her step-mother 

Siphokazi featured as an important factor in her life (at the time of writing). These three 

phases reflect a pattern that a) most of the caregiving work was done by various 

mothers and women, b) that this ‘giving of care’ was not distinct from the practice of 

‘caring about’ and c) that Thando practised ‘caring about’ Nikki more than ‘giving care’ 

to Nikki. The pattern that the three stages suggest therefore has a gendered dimension 

in that most of the care work was done by women. Each of these phases of Thando’s 

early parenting is described below life to demonstrate these points.  

Stage 1: Thando lives away from Nikki 

Although Thando was living separately from Nikki for the first eight months of her life, 

he noticed that she was staying in an environment that was not ideal for her wellbeing, 

according to his assessment. In terms of Tronto’s elements of care, Thando clearly 

‘cared about’ Nikki, even as a young single father, and showed the corresponding 

ethical element of ‘attentiveness’ (Tronto, 1993:127). He was paying attention to her 

wellness, and matching Tronto’s assertion of care as a practice, he took practical steps 

to provide for her care needs.  

The extract below shows his reflection about the decision to move Nikki to stay with 

him: 

Ahem, agh you know, look, I think it’s always sort of been in the back of my 

mind from the time she was born I think it’s always sort of there, especially 

when I sort of was exposed to the sort of background of, of ahem, of her 

[…] biological mother, and having seen sort of like the arrangement she was 

living in, you know that […] Not … not being like funny or anything like that, 

it’s just more like a … I always had the view that, you know, she, I feel she 

[Nikki] would fare a lot better in the environment that I was in. Ahem, not in 
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any funny way just from a resource perspective, from a car availability, you 

know a whole bunch of those aspects, ahem it just made so much more 

sense and I felt it was the sort of the right thing. 

Thando went on to explain that there nothing prevents Vuyiswa and Nikki from 

interacting, but the two households mostly go their separate ways. The distinction 

between ‘caring about’ Nikki and ‘giving care’ to Nikki is a good example of the 

reciprocal yet unequal relationship between the two different types of care. Firstly, 

there is the aspect of reciprocity between the two elements.  

Thando cared about the care that was being given to Nikki in the first few months of 

her life. Through being attentive he noticed that the care being given by her biological 

mother was not to the standard he wanted for Nikki, and he acted accordingly. I noted 

the power differential here between those who ‘care about’ and those who ‘give care’ 

since Thando was in a relatively more powerful position than Vuyiswa, at least by virtue 

of his income, if not his gender as well. His assessment of the quality of care that Nikki 

received mostly referred to her material conditions for example ‘access to a car’.  

His assessment of the environment may highlight a classist bias to remove Nikki from 

‘the background of her biological mother’. His position of relative financial power 

allowed him to move Nikki from one environment to another, highlighting a potential 

class-based decision taken from the middle class about Nikki and her working-class 

mother. In addition to the economic inequality, the inequality between Thando as the 

person who provided care, and Nikki who received care is also clear. As an infant Nikki 

was not able to exercise any power over the decision to move her. While Thando 

showed care about Nikki, it was clear that after the transition to his household, he did 

not necessarily have to do much care work, since other caregivers mostly cared for 

Nikki.  

Stage 2: Thando cares for Nikki at his father’s house 

When Nikki moved from her biological mother’s home to stay with Thando in his 

(Thando’s) father’s household on the other side of Johannesburg, most of the care was 

given to her by child minders and Thando’s grandmother. Thando explained to me that 

this was mostly because he had to work a full day at his job as an analyst at a financial 

institution. He mentioned that he did some of the caregiving in the evenings, although 
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it seemed as if he felt he could have done more, had he been more mature: ‘I was 

relatively young at that stage. I mean, the maturity had not come through yet, in terms 

of doing all the things that were necessary.’ 

Thando also mentioned that his grandmother would visit often to care for Nikki ‘even 

after hours’, and that for two years he employed child minders to help. He recalled that 

his grandmother ‘was there quite a lot’, and Nikki became ‘very, very close […] with 

her’. When she passed away Nikki was painfully aware that ‘Gran had died’. In this 

stage of Thando’s care for Nikki, he became more involved in the direct caregiving of 

Nikki than when she was living with Vuyiswa. However, most of the care was still given 

by his grandmother and the child minders. 

Stage 3: Thando’s family grows  

Thando described how he and Siphokazi met again while he was still in Johannesburg, 

and then started dating again. They started a romantic relationship, and Siphokazi 

gave birth to Thando’s daughter Avuzwa in Cape Town in 2013. He was still employed 

in Johannesburg and consequently missed Avuzwa’s birth, as he explained: 

I had just started at […] Bank and did not have leave days so I couldn’t really 

[…] I needed to know when it was going to happen, to sort of be there, so 

missed it by one day. So, when she was born, I flew in the next day, and I 

stayed for about 10 days. 

Thando then moved out of his father’s house and bought an apartment in 

Johannesburg where Siphokazi and Avuzwa moved in with him. They lived there until 

he was employed in Stellenbosch in 2016 and the family moved back to the Western 

Cape province.  

4.3.3.2 Thando’s differing involvement with different children 

Thando described the relative difference in his involvement with his three children, and 

recognised that his involvement increased with each child. He described how he was 

currently most involved with his son Nkosi. He thought that he was more or less equally 

involved with Nikki and Avuzwa, with a slight emphasis on better involvement with 

Avuzwa than Nikki due to being in a co-parenting relationship with Siphokazi: 
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[B]ecause there was … a new dynamic, if I can say where, you know it was 

my second child, and Siph’s first child, so obviously she was also playing 

probably a bit more of a role. I’d say I was more involved, but not that much 

more. 

He also again attributed the increased involvement with Avuzwa and Nkosi to greater 

maturity: ‘just growing up’ and building ‘that kind of awareness’ of the importance of 

parenting. He admitted the difference in his involvement could be related to Nkosi 

being a boy: 

Wessel:  And it’s not because they are girls and he’s a boy? 

Thando:  Maybe … 

Wessel:  Oh really? 

Thando: No, I don’t, I mean, I won’t necessarily rule it out, it’s not a 

conscious aspect of it, ahem, you know obviously, you always 

want a boy, but you realise being a father that girls end up being 

more precious, it’s just a totally different dynamic. 

Thando frowned and crossed his arms when I asked this question and seemed slightly 

conflicted. He said that he still ‘would have wanted a boy, I would go down fighting on 

the fourth try [laughs]’, although he did say the decision to have a fourth child would 

be contingent on having enough money to care for the child.  

In describing the relationship between Siphokazi and Nikki, Thando commented: 

‘[T]here’s always work that needs to be done to […] harmonise the situation, because 

it’s clearer a lot now with Siphs, there is an element of being overwhelmed.’ According 

to Thando, Siphokazi was overwhelmed by the volume of care work and the difficult 

relationship she had with Nikki:  

[T]here’s a whole bunch of added dynamics, with her how she grew up, how 

she understands things, how she responds, so all of those things are also 

at play, and ahem, those dynamics also affected Nikki, and Siphs, as well. 

So ja, it’s not plain sailing. 
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4.3.3.3 Summary of Thando’s engagement in care 

In terms of Tronto’s phases of care12 (1993:105), compared to Nikki’s first few months 

staying at her mother, and the time when Nikki stayed with Thando in his father’s 

household, Thando became much more involved in ‘giving care’. His competency in 

caregiving also seems to have increased, as he described the sterilisation and 

preparation of bottle feeds, the sleeping, washing and nappy routines of Nkosi. In 

addition to maturity, co-parenting with Siphokazi, and interest in Nkosi as his son, 

Thando also added the number of children in need of care as another motivating factor 

for his increased caregiving. Thando increased his caring over the period of his family 

expanding from Nikki to include Siphokazi, Avuzwa and then Nkosi. It seems as if 

Thando’s competency in caregiving emerged along with his sustained ‘caring about’ 

and attentiveness. Most of his care focus remains in this attentiveness, with the amount 

of care work and giving care increasing as his relationship with his family developed. 

However, while Thando increased his own caregiving for Nkosi, the caring relationship 

to Nikki specifically was still mostly located in ‘caring about’ her, and ‘taking care of’ 

her.  

4.4 ATTENTIVENESS AND ‘CARING ABOUT’ IN THE KEKANA FAMILY: 

THEMES AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

This section provides a theoretical analysis of Thando’s engagement in care. I first 

reflect on Thando’s care network and the intergenerational transfer of care, and then 

on the significance of parenting as a transition to adulthood for Thando. 

4.4.1 Social fatherhood and absence in extended care networks: Opportunities 

for modelling and reworking 

Social fatherhood has been described as men providing fatherhood to children without 

being the biological father of the child (Van den Berg & Makusha, 2018:7). It can occur 

inside or outside of a defined family network or unit. The term ‘care network’ is used 

here to mean the network of caregivers that are involved in care for a family. This 

 
12 As indicated earlier, the four phases of an ethic of care, and corresponding ethical elements are: 
Caring about / Attentiveness; Taking care of / Responsibility; Giving care / Competence; Receiving 
care / Responsiveness. 
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extends beyond biological family members to include paid and unpaid caregivers who 

may or may not be related to the family members, and counters the notion of a distinct 

and isolated ‘nuclear family’ (Hansen, 2004). Thando grew up in a family and care 

network with several caregivers, and as a parent he continued this dynamic of 

depending on an extended care network in his own family. When he speaks of his 

childhood experience of family he frequently mentioned marriage and dissolution of 

marriage and relationships. The household that Nikki moved into consisted of several 

members including Thando’s brothers, his father, his step-mother and his 

grandmother, and later on Siphokazi, who became Nikki’s step-mother. Across the two 

generations of his experience of being parented and of parenting, this ‘step-parent’ 

relationship often appears. A tally of relationships in Table 4.2 shows that across the 

two generations there were three step-mothers, one step-father, four stepsisters and 

four stepbrothers. 

Table 4.2: Intergenerational and step-parenting in the Kekana family 

 Step-mothers Step-fathers Stepsisters Stepbrothers 

Thando’s 
parents 

Father’s second 
wife 

Father’s third wife 

Mother’s second 
husband 

Mother’s 
daughter  

Father’s daughter 

Father’s two sons 

Stepfather’s son 

 

Thando’s 
parenting 

Siphokazi, step-
mother to Nikki 

- Nikki Avuzwa Nkosi 

 3 1 4 3 

Thando’s motivation to father, driven by his childhood experience, reflects the 

psychological dynamic of intergenerational transfer of attitudes or behaviour (Snarey, 

1993:323). Childhood experiences can have a lasting effect on adult attitudes and 

experiences. An example that stands out is from Snarey’s longitudinal study of 

fathering:  

The intergenerational flow of successful fathering appears to follow two 

primary patterns: (a) modelling, in which a man replicates the strengths of 

the fathering he himself received, and (b) reworking, in which a man rectifies 

the limitations of the fathering he himself received [emphasis added] 

(Snarey, 1993:324). 
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Thando wanted to ‘model’ the more consistent presence he received from his step-

father. Thando’s step-father provided more of the sustained presence he wanted, 

including the interactions that showed ‘warmth and responsiveness’ as described by 

Pleck (2010) which he did not receive from his biological father. He explains: ‘I had a 

father figure … when my mom got married to my step-dad … he’s been around in my 

life as a father figure.’ Non-biological or social fathers’ caregiving can therefore be a 

useful element in fostering a greater involvement by men in an ethic of care. 

Thando’s biological father offered a supportive relationship of ‘indirect care’ (Pleck, 

2010), but it was a distant one. In South Africa, other young Black fathers have named 

the lack of direct father figures of their own as a key reason for their own disconnection 

from their children. A group of young self-identified ‘absent fathers’ have spoken about 

how they never knew their own fathers, and therefore had few examples to emulate in 

terms of how to be a father themselves (Eddy et al., 2013). Compared to this context, 

Thando’s experience of being inconsistently fathered was not a unique experience in 

South Africa, but the fact that this inspired him to pay more attention to his children 

shows a potential building block for fostering an ethic of care among men. A recent 

small-scale qualitative study (Van den Berg & Ndoda, 2020) among men as early 

childhood caregivers showed a similar finding of reworking absence. As one of the 

more mature caregivers said:  

The reason I like to work with children is that I grew up without a father. I 

know first-hand that as a boy when you grow up without a father you miss 

the things that the father could’ve taught you. 

Therefore, in addition to the presence of social fathering, the experience of no fathering 

or poor fathering had a converse, positive effect on the men’s approach to children in 

their care (Van den Berg & Ndoda, 2020). This reflects Snarey’s (1993) description of 

‘reworking’ the fatherhood experienced by the child. In Thando’s case – as with the 

male caregivers from the small scale study – this absence was also a factor that 

Thando ‘reworked’ to be a motivation for greater involvement in care for his children. 
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4.4.2 ‘Caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ as a transition to manhood 

Thando mentioned that his increased interest in care was related to his own maturity. 

This experience of ‘growing up’ and becoming more mature as a man is often a key 

juncture in young men’s lives, and a key motivator to better care for children. The 

responsibility of caring for a child can therefore be interpreted as an initiation into 

adulthood. While the net result is more care work done by men, which is a notch closer 

towards gender equality, the motivation for men is however often not gender equality, 

but rather ‘growing up’ or becoming ‘more responsible’ (Morrell, Dunkle, Ibragimov & 

Jewkes, 2016). Morrell et al. (2016) point out that this trajectory of caring still remains 

a patriarchal pathway, and that men remain in a paternalistic position towards women. 

Interpreted through Tronto’s lens of an ethic of care, men becoming more ‘attentive’ 

through ‘caring about’ and ‘responsible’ by ‘taking care of’ may contribute to the quality 

of mothers and children’s lives, but the moral boundary that contains women in 

caregiving still remains. The difference to mothers and children’s lives is more 

noticeable where men engage more in the practical work of caregiving. When men do 

more childcare work, in addition to ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ children, women 

will have the dual benefit of more time available, and less automatic gendered 

association with care.  

4.5 ATTENTIVENESS AND ‘CARING ABOUT’ IN FAMILIES: INTERVIEW 

SUMMARIES 

All the fathers in the research sample showed different aspects of ‘caring about’ 

members of their family. I describe a few illustrative examples below, starting with the 

Bothas. They are a family that also includes a step-parent relationship – in this case a 

child moved with her mother from living with a biological father to living with a step-

father. 

4.5.1 Introducing Marius and Wendy Botha 

Marius and Wendy Botha live with their daughters Marie (7) and Lisa (5). Marius works 

as an established artist, and Wendy is a home entrepreneur who runs a therapeutic 

practice and bed and breakfast enterprise from their house. They seemed comfortable 

to speak about their life jointly and appeared to enjoy talking about it together. The 
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interviews were done in a relaxed atmosphere, as we usually sat at their dining table 

next to their living area and kitchen and often enjoyed snacks as we conducted the 

interviews. 

The Botha care network is summarised in Table 4.3 below. 

Table 4.3: Botha care network 

Anchor Marius Botha 

Children Marie (daughter, 7 years) 

Lisa (daughter, 5 years) 

Anchor’s occupation Artist 

Childcare strategies Kinship care  

Network members  • Wendy (Marie and Lisa’s mother) 

• Simon (Marie’s biological father) 

• Wendy’s parents (Marie and Lisa’s maternal 

grandparents) 

• Amelia (woman domestic worker)  

Marie was born from Wendy’s first marriage, and after Wendy separated from her 

husband, she moved with Wendy to live with Wendy’s parents. After Marius’s daughter 

Lisa was born, the ‘three girls’ moved in with Marius. Wendy joked that she thought it 

was a ‘shock to Marius’s constitution’ when they moved in. He had previously lived a 

quiet artist’s life on his own, and for about the first year and half after they had moved 

in, they found it ‘very difficult’. Marius noted that it was very difficult for Marie, 

especially, to adjust to the new arrangement.  

4.5.1.1 The extended care network of the Botha family: Parents and step-

parents  

Marie lived with Wendy and her first husband Simon for the first three years of her life. 

She then moved with Wendy to live with Wendy’s parents, and a short while after Lisa 

was born, they moved in with Marius. Marius was attentive to Marie from when she 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

83 

was a baby and before the couple had developed a public relationship, Wendy used 

to visit Marius, and he would ‘babysit’ Marie. ‘I kind of, in a distant way, played a small 

part in it’ (‘it’ referring to the parenting of Marie).  

There appears to be a correlation between attentiveness and distance here, where 

Marius is attentive, but over a distance, similar to Thando’s13 attention to Nikki. Marius 

‘cared about’ what happened with Wendy and Marie before they had moved in with 

him. He also spoke about his current relationship with Marie in a way that showed that 

he paid attention to how the relationships manifested. Marius explained that he thought 

Simon’s new partner showed resistance to contact between Simon and Marie, while 

Simon’s parents were still very much involved in Marie’s life:  

The ‘ex-in-law-grandparents’, they make an effort and Marie goes for 

sleepovers with them […] so they make an effort to ensure contact, to see 

how she grows up and are interested, but not the dad, and I don’t think it 

comes from Simon, I think it’s the wife. 

A coincidence of attention is shown in Marius’s response: he noticed the attention that 

Marie’s grandparents gave to her, and that they cared about her. In other words, he 

‘cared about’ them ‘caring about’ her. 

Marius was attentive to how Marie spoke about him as her father: ‘I think Marie accepts 

me as her dad.’ He also made a subtle distinction between Marie’s words and how he 

thought she felt:  

These days we do things together, although she will be quick to say that I’m 

not her ‘dad’, but I think for her it is a sort of display of knowledge, that she 

knows what’s going on. […] I think emotionally it’s me. 

Snarey (1991) refers to this distinction as the distinction between biological and 

parental generativity. He explains that biological generativity is mainly indicated by the 

birth of a child, but also refers to the early care of the infant, to ensure the child is 

healthy and survives (Snarey, 1991:20). Parental generativity, on the other hand, is 

more related to child-rearing, and the work of child care. Simon was responsible for 

biological generativity, but Marius became more responsible for parental generativity 

 
13 Thando Kekana, Black, father of three, initially lived apart from his daughter.  
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or ‘the significant sacrifices of love and the generative commitment to care’ (Snarey, 

1991:22).  

Wendy also acknowledged the distinction, and described how Marie was trying to 

make sense of the relationship with her own words. Marie would speak about Marius 

as her father, but then she would realise she has another father, and make the 

distinction, as Wendy explained:  

Yes, when she speaks of ‘her dad’, then she’d be talking about Marius. Then 

she’ll think, ‘Hang on, I actually have another real dad.’ Then she would say, 

‘Not my real dad, my step-dad’ to kind of divide the two, but initially she 

would have spoken of ‘my dad’, you know, as Marius [Wendy’s emphasis]. 

Wendy then turned to Marius and said: ‘But if you actually look at it, then you are 

actually her real dad,’ and subsequently to me as interviewer, ‘because he’s the one 

that’s present, you know.’ 

This double reference to ‘real dad’ demonstrates an important nexus for Marius and 

his parenting, where the family used his ‘generative commitment to care’ (in Snarey’s 

terms) to legitimise his status as father, rather than a biological relationship to Marie. 

As a social father, doing the care work defined his fatherhood more than a biological 

relationship would have done. Wendy acknowledged it directly, and Marie 

acknowledged it emotionally, yet Marius still felt she was somewhat confused. He was 

shocked, for instance, to hear her say at some point, ‘I’m not a part of this family’, and 

he believed that she was unlikely to get away from the ‘blood-thing’ in terms of her 

relationship to her biological father.  

Simon contributed financially to Marie’s education, and occasionally made contact. 

Marie attached great significance to these moments. Marius commented with some 

chagrin that her biological father did not have to do much to impress her:  

I notice that she sometimes says: ‘Oh my dad’s got a dog that can do this,’ 

so that romanticism remains. She once went fishing with him, so then [since 

then] no-one can fish like he does [...] In six years she hasn’t done it again, 

you know. 
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I interpreted Marius’s sensitivity to Marie’s relationship with Simon as showing how 

deeply Marius cared about her perception of him. 

4.5.1.2 ‘Caring about’ and the transition to fatherhood of Marius Botha  

Marius’s attentiveness went through an expansion, or a shift, as he became a father. 

He had lived a relatively isolated life before he became involved with Wendy. His house 

of ten years was on the fringes of Stellenbosch, close to the mountains, and he could 

wander into nature for artistic inspiration on a whim. He moved into town to their current 

house when Wendy and he started their romantic relationship. When their daughter 

Lisa was born there was a short transition period when Wendy and her daughters still 

stayed with her parents before eventually moving in with him. His attention had 

therefore shifted from an immersion in nature and art, to paying attention to a 

relationship that involved children, to becoming a father, and then eventually sharing 

his space with his family. Wendy seemed protective over Marius’s creativity and 

connection to nature. She encouraged him to go for walks in nature, and she 

commented that she could see that it affected Marius when the three moved in with 

‘their noise’. Wendy explained by way of example how much Marie cried as a baby:  

I can see it affects him, because, he is used to silence and his own space 

and now he has to suddenly share his space with three women, three 

females. And it’s noisy the whole time. And it’s untidy the whole time.  

Marius had therefore moved from a relatively ‘care-free’ life to one filled with persons 

with care needs, competing for his attention. His care about art and nature had 

expanded to include care about people. The couple reflected that it was a very difficult 

time for them. Marius cared enough about the new emerging family to remain involved 

with them, although he had suggested at one point that Wendy and the girls should 

live in his house, and that he would move out and find another apartment or cottage 

somewhere. Wendy reported that Marius and Marie were inseparable now. In 

response, Marius smiled and said: ‘Turns out she’s the artist, so that’s become a nice 

connection.’ 
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Marius therefore, like Thando,14 moved to a closer proximity with his daughter, and 

showed a corresponding increase in ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’. 

4.5.2 Introducing Hannes and Karen du Toit  

Hannes and Karen du Toit live in a contemporary-designed house on a wine farm 

outside Stellenbosch. Hannes and Karen are the parents of two sons, Adriaan (9) and 

Francois (6), who are in primary school. They live close to Hannes’s parents on the 

same property, and Karen’s parents live a short drive away. All the grandparents assist 

in the care of the children. They employ a domestic worker called Pumla, who also 

lives close by. Karen often referred to the communal nature of their household, and 

that there were always ‘people moving through the house’.  

The Du Toit care network is summarised in Table 4.4 below. 

Table 4.4: Du Toit care network 

Anchor Hannes du Toit 

Children Adriaan (9 years, son) 

Francois (6 years, son) 

Anchor’s occupation Industrial designer – part-time employed 

Childcare strategies Kinship care, paid domestic work and child care 

Network members  • Karen (Adriaan and Francois’s mother) 

• Hannes’s parents (Adriaan and Francois’s paternal 

grandparents) 

• Karen’s parents (Adriaan and Francois’s maternal 

grandparents) 

• Pumla (domestic worker and child carer)  

• Victoria a.k.a. ‘Poppie’ (domestic worker and child carer 

– deceased)  

 
14 Thando Kekana, Black, father of three, initially lived apart from his daughter.  
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During our first interview, Karen’s step-father dropped his grandsons, having picked 

them up from school. He seemed very at home and comfortable in the space. Karen 

mentioned that in their home ‘nothing belongs to anybody and everything belongs to 

everybody’. She often highlighted what a privilege it was to have such a ‘support 

structure’ for their family. When she referred to the ‘support structure’ she usually 

mentioned the couple’s parents and the domestic worker Pumla. 

4.5.2.1 The extended care network of the Du Toit family: Domestic workers 

Pumla and Victoria 

Pumla lives in a peri-urban township close by called Mfuleni, in a house owned by 

Karen. A few years earlier, when Hannes visited them, he saw that Pumla and her two 

daughters were living in someone else’s yard in a small wooden structure with no floor. 

Hannes and Karen decided to make sure ‘she had proper accommodation’ before the 

winter rains began, and bought the house close by the farm. Hannes reflected on this:  

Then I said to Karen ‘listen we need to get the people out before winter’ 

because by then it was already January, almost February […] then we were 

at least able to with Karen […] Then Karen made a plan to get a house 

there. 

In this instance Hannes showed care about Pumla’s situation. The example again 

highlights the power disparity between those who ‘care about’ and those who ‘give 

care’. As a domestic worker in the Du Toit household, Pumla was paid to do most of 

the care work. She is a single parent who used to live in a low-income neighbourhood. 

Her employment by the Du Toits had secured a resource that ensured sustainable 

support for her family, and had facilitated access to a new house. On the one hand, 

the Du Toits contributed significantly to Pumla’s livelihood and wellbeing. On the other 

hand, however, this occurred within a context of systemic inequality, in terms of race, 

income, and location, which maintained a paternalistic relationship between the two 

families. As a White man ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ Pumla and her family, 

Hannes had relatively more power than Pumla, who was ‘giving and receiving care’. 

This inequality also shows up in the description Hannes gave of Victoria – a woman 

who worked for his parents at the time when he was born, when she was 18 years old. 

She had also been born on the farm, and passed away in 2017. She had had a lot of 
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interaction with two generations of children on the farm. According to Karen she had 

played a meaningful role in raising Adriaan and Francois. Karen commented that ‘it 

was one of the nice things about moving to the farm that she was also there to help 

with the children’. She was already older and not so healthy, but she could still interact 

with the family. Although her name was Victoria, the family called her ‘Poppie’ (‘Little 

doll’) and the children sometimes still spoke of her. For example, Karen mentioned: 

Francois sometimes says: ‘I miss Poppie so much!’ at unexpected 

moments. She was very practical and active with the kids and would build 

a scarecrow with them, for example, or go for walks with them. 

Victoria’s nickname ‘Poppie’ is the diminutive form of ‘Pop’, the Afrikaans word for ‘doll’. 

I use ‘Poppie’ as a pseudonym for a similar nickname that the family used, which was 

also diminutive. She had occupied a similar position as a paid care worker for the Du 

Toits, in a paternalistic relationship as a farm worker, similar to what Falletisch (2008) 

calls the ‘legacy of dependence and powerlessness’. The fact that Francois, as a 

young White boy, referred to the adult woman of colour as ‘Poppie’ starkly highlighted 

to me the normalised racial inequality of South Africa, as a layer of inequality that 

matches the power disparity between those who ‘care about’ and those who ‘give care’. 

Such relationships often assume a pseudo-familial nature with infantilised names and 

status bestowed on Black people (Cock, 1979; Jansen, 2019). The use of the term is 

multi-layered, where it is simultaneously a term of endearment, while it concurrently 

maintains a paternalistic relationship. 

4.5.2.2 ‘Caring about’ and the transition to fatherhood of Hannes du Toit  

Hannes and Karen are the biological parents of Adriaan and Francois. Hannes was 

present at the birth of both children. Adriaan was born through a C-section and 

Francois was born naturally. Hannes commented that he was ‘stressed’ at both births 

– at the natural birth he was worried about Karen because it was painful, and at the C-

section he was worried about both mother and child because it felt as if both were at 

risk. He could only remember a mixture of anxiety, excitement, and uncertainty about 

both births. The births were two ‘first times’.  
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Hannes transitioned to becoming the primary caregiver of his children when Francois 

was born. The support structure that included Pumla and the extended family of 

Hannes and Karen became an important safety net for their family during this time 

because Karen’s pregnancy with Francois and his birth coincided with her father’s 

terminal cancer diagnosis. Karen said that her father moved into their home ‘to be with 

his grandchildren’, and stayed with them until he passed away two months after 

Francois’s birth. Pumla was the person who mostly provided care for him during the 

two months that he had stayed with them. Soon after his death, Karen herself was 

diagnosed with thyroid cancer and had to undergo surgery and treatment. In this time 

Hannes increasingly cared for the children, and for Karen, with Pumla’s support. These 

three events the birth of Francois, Karen’s father’s death, and her own diagnosis, 

treatment and final recovery, had a seismic effect on their family’s caregiving 

arrangements. The increased volume of care work done by Hannes consolidated his 

role as primary caregiving parent and he showed a high level of attentiveness to Karen, 

‘caring about’ her while he was also actively ‘taking care of’ her.  

4.5.3 Introducing Mario and Ilana Landa 

Mario and Ilana Landa are the parents of Nico (9 years) and Dwayne (6 years). Mario 

is very committed to a ‘holistic’ and ‘natural’ lifestyle, and deliberately placed their 

children in the Waldorf school to avoid them being taken up in the ‘mainstream 

schooling system’. Mario spoke about his commitment to making sure that his children 

consume nothing but nutritious food, and to ensuring they also consume ‘healthy 

content’ in terms of culture and media. He mentioned that the birth of their eldest son 

felt like an ‘isolated’ experience since they did not have kinship support system in 

place. They employ a full time child-minder called Zoliswa who also does domestic 

work during the day when the children are at school.  

The Landa care network is summarised in Table 4.5 below. 

  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

90 

Table 4.5: Landa care network 

Anchor Mario Landa 

Children - Nico (son, 9 years) 

- Dwayne (son, 6 years) 

Anchor’s occupation Mechanical engineer 

Childcare strategies Paid caregiving 

Network members  • Ilana (Nico and Dwayne’s mother) 

• Zoliswa (Paid woman domestic worker and child minder) 

4.5.3.1 ‘Caring about’ and fatherhood for Mario Landa 

Mario Landa noted that his ‘care about’ his two sons is focused on their physical health 

and wellbeing. He spoke at length about the careful consideration and attention that 

he places on their nutrition especially. He explained:  

These will be my main concerns, what diet of food and culture, or content, 

and stimulation are they getting from the world around them. We swing from 

being very tight on what they eat, into giving up a little bit sometimes. 

He also reflected on the fact that his ideal vision for his children’s nutrition is sometimes 

removed from reality, and that Ilana becomes frustrated with his critique of what she 

puts in their lunchboxes, for example, compared to what his ideal would be, for 

example ‘well prepared grass-fed organic beef’. 

He also pointed out that Ilana’s frustration had alerted him to pay better attention to 

the care work that happens around him, and that it takes an effort from him to pay 

attention to things that Ilana notices because ‘it comes naturally to her’. He equated 

having to notice domestic items as ‘having to learn to drive for the first time’. When I 

asked whether he had already learnt to notice these things, he smiled and repeated: 

‘It’s like having to learn to drive for the first time – every time.’ 
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Like Marius,15 Mario showed that he was aware of the gap in his awareness, and that 

he wanted to change it. 

4.5.4 Introducing Michael and Cheryl le Roux 

Michael and Cheryl le Roux live in a small intentional community outside of 

Stellenbosch. Their house and the surrounding homes all form part of an ‘eco-village’ 

and are designed with sustainability in mind, which involves the re-use of materials, 

low wastage, and minimal usage of resources. Their child is Zoe, a 10-year-old girl. 

Zoe often plays with friends that live close by in the village, and Cheryl’s parents 

sometimes host Zoe for a weekend visit. Michael works as an investment broker at a 

large investment and insurance firm, and Cheryl works as a data analyst for a 

parastatal company. As a result of Covid-19, both have worked from home since mid-

2020. 

The Le Roux care network is summarised in Table 4.6 below. 

Table 4.6: Le Roux care network  

Anchor Michael le Roux 

Children Zoe (daughter, 10 years) 

Anchor’s occupation Investment broker 

Childcare strategies Kinship care, paid caregiving 

Network members  • Cheryl (Zoe’s mother) 

• Cheryl’s parents 

• Neighbourhood friends 

4.5.4.1 ‘Caring about’ and fatherhood for Michael le Roux 

Michael le Roux and his wife Cheryl spoke about the attentiveness related to care work 

in their household in two ways. His first reference to his own lack of attention was in 

terms of his daughter needing emotional care:  

 
15 White father of two, works from home as an artist. 
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Cheryl notices that stuff more than I do – she’ll say like: ‘Zoe, your face 

doesn’t look right. What’s up? You can tell Mommy.’ I wouldn’t have 

immediately put it like: ‘Okay there’s something wrong …’ But Cheryl would 

actually be like, ‘Yoh! There’s something wrong!’ 

The couple also spoke about Michael’s lack of attention to domestic work such as 

cleaning the kitchen. Cheryl explained:  

Cheryl:  How do I explain? In my head when I say, ‘Matthew can you 

clean the kitchen?’ I don’t know if he hears ‘wash the dishes’ only, 

you know? So, in my head when I’m doing the kitchen, it’s the 

kitchen! It’s surfaces, it’s everything!  

Michael: It didn’t come into my head.  

Cheryl:  We don’t argue about housework or anything, so I’ll just do it 

myself. I don’t want to argue or sound like I’m nagging on the 

same thing the whole time, so I’ll just then do it myself. Like he 

would see the toilet is filthy but he won’t clean it, so I’ll just clean 

it! So that is probably why I end up doing everything! 

The couple were very amicable and friendly towards each other when they discussed 

this matter. I observed that in their case the solution to managing the household care 

work had been provided by the imperative to work from home due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. Furthermore, Cheryl could now attend to domestic affairs throughout the 

day while she was doing her paid work. She admitted: ‘If things go back to where it 

was when we were leaving the house and I’m coming in at five in the afternoon, then 

it becomes a problem.’ By ‘problem’ she referred to earlier instances where she had 

experienced severe fatigue due to care work, and had reached ‘breaking point’. 

Michael did, however, pay attention to his daughter’s imaginary games, and sometimes 

played with her. He was also attentive to the maintenance of the house and the 

surrounding yard. The couple were planning to build their own house next to the house 

they were renting, and Michael proudly gave me a tour of the area around their house 

and the new plot for the expected building.  
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4.5.5 My family (auto-ethnographic account) 

I next include an auto-ethnographic account of my own experience of each of the care 

phases and some reflections from my wife Renée. We are the parents of two young 

children, Debbie and John.  

Our (the Van den Berg) care network is summarised in Table 4.7 below. 

Table 4.7:    Van den Berg care network 

Anchor Wessel van den Berg 

Children Debbie (7) 

John (5) 

Anchor’s occupation Non-profit programme manager 

Class location Middle class 

Childcare strategies Kinship care, paid caregiving 

Network members  • Renée (children’s mother) 

• Wessel’s parents 

• Renée’s mother 

• Deidre (Paid woman child carer) 

• Jolene (Woman domestic worker) 

We live in a semi-detached house in a small security estate. I share the house with my 

wife Renée and two children Debbie and John. We employ a domestic worker who 

cleans the house and does the laundry twice a week, and occasionally we pay a child 

carer to look after the children when we spend time away from them. Our parents (my 

mother and father, and Renée’s mother) occasionally care for the children either at 

their homes or at ours. The children have a close relationship with their grandparents, 

and we mostly depend on their help when I am travelling and away from home for 

longer than a day. Renée and Debbie drive to school together every day and I take my 

son to his school and fetch him back every day.  
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Later in this dissertation I reflect in greater detail on writing and including an 

autoethnography. I noted that my own documentation of experiences of care and 

parenting were influenced by the research that I did with participants. My auto-

ethnography was mostly influenced by my comparison of caring strategies that 

participants used, and caring strategies that I used in my family, for example 

agreements about sharing domestic work, or doing household financial budgeting 

together. 

4.5.5.1 ‘Caring about’ and fatherhood for me 

I most notice the ‘caring about’ phase when I miss things that my wife would notice, or 

when I would need to ask her for advice on something that I feel she knows better than 

I do regarding care for our children or the domestic environment of our house. In other 

words, I am sensitive to noticing that which I do not notice. Examples that have come 

to mind were the children’s nutrition and diet. When I spoke with Mario Landa, his 

attention to his children’s nutrition left me feeling that I do not pay as much attention to 

what my children consume in their packed lunches or for dinner, when we eat together.  

I noticed that I was more careful to observe what my children ate, and also more careful 

to prepare a better range of food, after I had spoken to him. I had also noticed a 

difference in the way in which I observed my children’s playing, after I had spoken with 

Marius Botha. Marius had shown such care about how much time his children are able 

to play in nature that I had felt I wanted to increase my level of care for my children.  

Through my reading of Hochschild and Machung (2012), and many conversations with 

Renée, I have been able to deliberately take on some of the mental and emotional 

work that our parenting and shared household requires. For example, I have 

deliberately endeavoured to begin tracking the commodities that we need in our 

kitchen, and to decide independently of Renée what I would cook for my family. Due 

to Covid-19 restrictions on working in my office, I work from home during the day, and 

I am therefore able to observe more closely what is needed in our home.  

Renée still manages most of our shopping list when we go shopping together, but if it 

is my turn, I usually do not have to ask her to suggest the main items on the list.  
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The other instance of ‘caring about’ and my own attentiveness to care needs that I 

have noticed is my attention to my family’s needs when I am not with them. When I am 

travelling for work, I often think of what my family has planned for the time, and what 

their various needs are, and how I can help. I often feel inadequately prepared to 

support them from afar when I am not with them, and would often discuss with Renée 

how I could help when I’m away, for example by arranging child-minders, or doing 

electronic orders or payments. If my work, and this research, had not been focused on 

this topic it is unlikely that I would have made the deliberate decision to pay more 

attention to the care needs of my family.  

One key moment stands out as a turning point in this regard. Some time before we 

had children, I had brought home a simple time-use survey instrument that I had 

developed for a fatherhood training manual. I suggested to Renée that we complete it 

together. To my surprise, the results revealed that Renée did almost twice as much of 

the domestic work in our house than I did. I was already working in the field of 

promoting gender equality, and when we saw the results, I was greatly embarrassed. 

What was interesting was that I had thought that I was being gender equitable, mostly 

because I believed in fairness and equality at an ideological level. My behaviour had 

however not kept pace with my ideology, and when we did the survey, it showed me 

the discrepancy.  

The survey was an important signal to me that I was not noticing the details and variety 

of domestic tasks that Renée was engaged in. The first phase of an ethic of care, to 

‘care about’ and be ‘attentive’, consequently reminded me of my apparent ignorance 

of domestic and care work. After having made a deliberate decision to change this 

state of affairs, I noticed that I need to spend time in the related context of care, whether 

it be in our house, or with my children, in order to become attentive to the related care 

needs. When I used to return from a long trip, for example, I would be ‘out of touch’ 

with my children’s latest lunch-box preferences, or which commodities we need in the 

kitchen. A key element that fosters my own ‘caring about’ is therefore that I spend time 

in proximity to the caring context or object of care.  
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4.6 ATTENTIVENESS AND ‘CARING ABOUT’ IN FAMILIES: THEMES AND 

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

Each of the fathers discussed so far paid attention in different ways to different aspects 

of their families that they ‘cared about’. Table 4.8 shows a summary of the elements to 

which the fathers paid attention, and how they demonstrated ‘caring about’. 
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Table 4.8: Summary of fathers’ attentiveness and ‘caring about’ 

Father Attentive to How they ‘cared about’ 

Thando Kekana Nikki’s infant health  Arranged care for Nikki. 

 Siphokazi’s emotional health Expressed empathy with step-
parenting. 

 Nikki’s education Expressed concern about 
school readiness. 

 Nkosi’s infant health Gave direct care after hours. 

Marius Botha Family living separately Visited and hosted Wendy and 
daughters. 

 Marie’s sense of fatherhood Reflected on her comments 
about her two fathers. 

Hannes du Toit Karen and sons’ health Showed concern and support 
during birth, and took on 
caregiving of children. 

 Domestic worker’s 
accommodation 

Arranged for Pumla’s new 
accommodation, expressed 
appreciation for Poppie. 

Mario Landa Children’s nutrition and media 
exposure 

Favours high quality food and 
limiting media exposure. 

 Domestic environment Showed an effort to become 
more aware of the care work 
and domestic work around him. 

Michael le Roux Zoe’s playing and living 
environment 

Kept track of where his 
daughter was playing at all 
times, and often played with 
her when he could; paid 
significant attention to the 
external environment of the 
house. 

Wessel van den Berg Children’s wellbeing, domestic 
work. 

Spent time in proximity of care 
object or context. 
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4.6.1 Developing grounded relationships through social fatherhood 

Thando and Marius showed a similar trajectory of becoming engaged in care, and 

becoming more ‘grounded’ in caregiving. Firstly, each of their immediate families 

included children from previous marriages. Both families had some concerns about the 

emotional wellbeing of each child, and both fathers were very attentive to the state of 

mind of all their children. Secondly, both men had experienced a transitional phase of 

being a ‘father-at-a-distance’ for a while, before entering fully into family life. Thirdly, it 

is evident how each man’s life became ‘grounded’ by his family. The term ‘grounded’ 

is used here in a positive way to mean anchored, with a foundation, and connected to 

the earth (Mazis, 1993) as the acceptance of the difficulties embedded in meaningful 

relationships.  

This embodiment of care, or ‘grounding’, demonstrates an important aspect of care as 

a ‘messy, fleshy’ (Katz, 2001) practice that connects people. Interconnection among 

people plays an important role in African ethics (Metz, 2013; Mkhize, 2004), and also 

facilitates emotional wellbeing and healthy interaction for adults. I observed that 

Thando and Marius both experienced this transition of being disconnected from others 

to become more interconnected with partners and children.  

Glen Mazis describes the association between men and disconnection, and a potential 

pathway for reconnection, with various metaphors from myth and popular culture in the 

book The Trickster, Magician and Grieving Man (1993). A central theme emerges with 

the flying boy, for example Icarus, or in modern culture, Peter Pan. The Peter Pan story 

demonstrates a masculine ideal of being airborne and free, and not having to grow up, 

in other words, without any responsibility. Both Thando and Marius went through the 

adjustment of becoming connected to their family members, and moving a step away 

from being the ‘flying boy’, towards the ‘significant sacrifices of love and generative 

commitment’ to which Snarey refers (1991:22). This commitment requires an 

acceptance of the difficulties of interpersonal relationships, and an acceptance of pain 

as a recurrent experience (Mazis, 1993).  

The fathers in the sample challenged the moral boundaries that associate women with 

care, through their actions that demonstrated how they cared about their children and 

families. Both had relative freedom in terms of being financially independent, and at 
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leisure, or privileged, to decide how they spend their time, attention and money. The 

move towards interconnectedness and caregiving was one that did not negate their 

professional lives, but curtailed their personal freedom. They extended their attention 

beyond their own lives, the ‘flying’ professional, public, and abstract, to include others, 

along with the private, personal, and emotional elements that are embedded in 

relationships with others. 

It was also obvious that the division between paid work and unpaid care work remained 

firmly in place for Marius, Michael and Thando. Marius16 kept doing his daily work as 

an artist, and even though he worked from home, he stuck to a firm routine of starting 

work in his home office at 08:00, and only leaving his office for lunch, and finally at the 

end of his working day at 17:00. His daughters would come home from school earlier, 

and they would try very hard not to disturb him while was working. He mentioned that 

he tried to be very conscientious and work until 17:00 even if he had actually completed 

his day’s work. This shows the relationship between ‘caring about’, and ‘taking care of’ 

that is described in the next chapter. Marius cared about his family and was dedicated 

to doing the work required to be able to care for them.  

While Michael17 was working from home, he even allowed his daughter to play in the 

same room where he was working, but his attention was firmly on the markets that he 

was tracking as an investment banker. He explained that when he launched ‘deals’ in 

the market in the morning, he would need to focus on his computer screen for the rest 

of the day. Cheryl framed it as ‘When he sits, he sits!’ 

For Thando,18 the relation between attentiveness to his family’s needs and 

responsibility to care for them financially was similar. However, the division between 

paid work and unpaid care work was more traditional in that he commuted to work, and 

after his day in the office he would return home. Siphokazi remained at home and did 

most of the unpaid care work that the family required. Thando’s attentiveness led to 

his recognising the inordinate care burden that Siphokazi was carrying, yet by virtue of 

being the breadwinner he remained relatively unaffected by the care work, except for 

when he was at home caring for his son. Marius’s position was also established as 

 
16 White father of two, man in mixed-race couple, works from home as artist. 
17 Coloured father of one, works as investment broker. 
18 Black father of three, works as a data analyst at a bank. 
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being the breadwinner with Wendy positioned as the caregiver. His attention to the 

care needs of his family was more immediate, since he worked from home, yet Wendy 

did most of the caregiving work.  

4.7 CONCLUSION: CARING ABOUT DIFFERENT THINGS, IN DIFFERENT 

WAYS 

All the fathers that have been described so far showed significant interest in their 

children, paid attention to them, and cared about them. In this chapter, some selected 

examples from the interviews were given to demonstrate the range of types of 

attentiveness, and the ways in which these men showed attention.  

Thando paid attention to Nikki’s health and wellbeing and it influenced his actions. The 

fact that he facilitated her move his household showed his ‘care about’ her, even 

though it may have been with a classist bias. Siphokazi provided most of the caregiving 

to their children, and Thando gave the most care to his son Nkosi, among his children.  

Marius experienced a major life change when he started a family with Wendy. He paid 

close attention to and ‘cared about’ his daughter’s perception of his role as well as that 

of her biological father. Hannes showed attentiveness in ‘caring about’ the birth of their 

two sons, their domestic workers’ housing and his wife’s health needs, and Mario 

highlighted the close attention he paid to his children’s food and media ‘diets’. 

In terms of the men’s engagement in a feminist ethic of care, each of these examples 

demonstrated different elements that encouraged an increased engagement in ‘caring 

about’ and the accompanying increased element of attentiveness. Since each instance 

exemplified aspects that I observed about multiple respondents, they are not exclusive 

to the instance I mention in each case. 

Thando’s care about his daughter was motivated by the intergenerational ‘reworking’ 

and ‘modelling’ of his own childhood experiences of involvement by his fathers. 

Marius’s increased care about his daughters and family was embedded in the 

development of his relationship with Wendy, and moving from a relatively ‘care-free’ 

life experience to being engaged with a new family. Hannes19 experienced an increase 

 
19 White father of two, lives on farm, works as primary caregiver. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

101 

in caring about his children as they were born, but this was intensified with a co-

occurrence of circumstances that made it necessary for him to pay attention to his 

children’s care. Mario20 expressed the effort that he put into observing and engaging 

in domestic work, which felt ‘unnatural’ to him as compared to his wife. Michael showed 

an interest in his daughter’s playing, and admitted that his attention was limited in terms 

of noticing household care work. 

The next chapter addresses the care phase of ‘taking care of’ those in need of care. 

  

 
20 White father of two, works as electrical engineer, has holistic philosophy on life. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

MEN ‘TAKING CARE OF’ 

5.1 INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVIEW OF THIS CHAPTER  

This chapter describes various moments when the fathers in the sample took 

responsibility to ‘take care of’ others. The second phase of care, after the first phase 

of ‘caring about’ occurs when people engage in ‘taking care of’ a person or object in 

need of care. This follows from the attention one has given to someone whom one 

‘cares about’. The next step is to take responsibility for the care required, and ‘take 

care of’ that person. Tronto therefore matches the care phase of ‘taking care of’ with 

the ethical element of ‘responsibility’ (Tronto, 1993:106). 

Families expressed different forms of the arrangement of financial provision, or 

breadwinning. Marius Botha21 was the main breadwinner in the family, and he and 

Wendy together took care of their family by spending valuable family time together, 

and by spending their money carefully from a shared budget. Michael22 and Cheryl le 

Roux managed their household finances similarly to the Bothas and used a shared 

budget, while Michael was responsible for the larger expenses such as mortgage and 

rent.  

Hannes and Karen du Toit reflected the inverse of the ‘breadwinner/caregiver’ gender 

stereotype, and validated these roles for each other. Mario and Ilana Landa both 

earned income, with Mario’s income slightly higher than Ilana’s. Thando and Siphokazi 

Kekana depended on Thando as sole breadwinner.  

This chapter also describes some theoretical perspectives relevant to ‘taking care of’, 

and the ethical element of taking responsibility. In addition to Tronto’s (1993) 

description of an ethic of care, I draw on related research from fatherhood-focused 

discourses to describe the key concepts of ‘indirect care’ and ‘process responsibility’ 

(Lamb, 2010; Morrell et al., 2016; Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2008), as well as on feminist 

 
21 White father of two, man in mixed-race couple, works as an artist from home. 
22 Coloured father of one, works as investment broker, lives in eco-village. 
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analyses of breadwinning and caregiving, gender ideologies and gender strategies 

(Hochschild & Machung, 2012).  

5.2 THE CARE PHASE OF ‘TAKING CARE OF’ AND THE ETHICAL ELEMENT 

OF RESPONSIBILITY 

After a person has recognised the care needs of another by ‘caring about’ them and 

practising the ethical element of attentiveness, the second phase of care is to take 

responsibility for the care of the other. Taking care of ‘involves the recognition that one 

can act to address […] unmet needs’ (Tronto, 1993:106). The corresponding ethical 

element that Tronto suggests is ‘responsibility’ (Tronto, 1993:106). She distinguishes 

between ‘obligation’ and ‘responsibility’ by pointing out that responsibility is more of a 

sociological concept, rather than a political or philosophical one, and is more 

‘embedded in a set of implicit cultural practices, rather than a set of formal rules or 

series of promises’ (Tronto, 1993:131). She emphasises that ‘obligation’ represents 

formal agreements or promises, while ‘responsibility’ goes beyond formal agreements, 

and is ‘more ambiguous’ – for example, becoming a parent entails the responsibility of 

caring for particular children (Tronto, 1993:132).  

The responsibility of taking care of others is also interpreted in different ways, 

depending on ‘perceived gender roles, and issues that arise out of class, family status, 

and culture’ (Tronto, 1993:133). For some fathers in the sample, ‘taking care of‘ meant 

material provision, and for others, such as Mario Landa, it meant taking care of his 

children by deciding which books he reads to them. The families that are described in 

this dissertation therefore demonstrated varied manifestations of this intersectionality 

that Tronto highlighted.  

In this chapter, I first foreground the experience of the Botha family in Marius taking on 

the responsibility of ‘taking care of’ his immediate family. 

5.3 RESPONSIBILITY AND ‘TAKING CARE OF’ OTHERS IN THE BOTHA 

FAMILY 

The description of results that follows has been drawn from in-depth interviews and 

observations I made when I visited the Botha household. The house presented a richly 

textured environment, suggestive of a well organised and charming antique shop. 
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5.3.1 Responsibility and ‘taking care of’ others in the Botha family: Interview 

summaries 

Marius Botha works from home. Wendy mentioned that according to their daughter 

Lisa, the bedroom was ‘Mommy’s room’, and the home office was ‘Daddy’s room’. Lisa 

apparently had a clear sense of the different spaces each occupied most, the one 

associated with her father being the professional working space, and the other, a 

private bedroom, being her mothers’ space. In other words, Lisa had picked up on the 

gender difference between the ‘taking care of’ that her father did, and the ‘caregiving’ 

that her mother did.  

5.3.1.1 Quality of life 

The topic of money frequently emerged in interviews. In our initial conversations I had 

the distinct impression that the couple and their family were happy, and at the same 

time they frequently spoke of the stress of having to manage finances carefully. But 

mostly, in the conversations about money, the couple seemed to focus their attention 

on the privileges and benefits of their life, rather than on their perennial financial 

difficulties. Wendy explained: ‘We can’t buy a house, but we can go for a coffee 

whenever we want to. So, this is very special to us. It’s almost sacred to us.’  

A comment by Marius demonstrated two conflicting aspects of working from home:  

Sometimes I get the feeling I have to get an office somewhere else. But then 

one realises: just be more strict on privacy. Then, if I’m tired, I can get up 

and can enjoy everything with the girls here for 15 minutes, and then I can 

go back, and it’s actually fantastic, you know.  

On the one hand he has to be stricter, in order to keep his ‘privacy’ in place to work, 

and on the other, he can just step out of his office and be with his family immediately. 

The creative freedom he used to have when he lived alone remains, but it is now 

contained in his office, and diligently protected by him and Wendy. The two kinds of 

space in the house – paid working space, and unpaid working space – seemed to be 

constructed in relation to each other: the paid work could not happen without the care 

work of keeping the household going, and the children available yet quiet, and the care 

work could not happen without the financial provision that Marius offered from his paid 
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work. The Botha home seemed to reflect a micro-version of the interdependent, 

asymmetrical relationship between production and social reproduction (Katz, 2001). 

Wendy described their life as ideal. They desired a house of their own, but she 

explained that ‘it’s more a craving for the experience of being able to build one together, 

and I’m not willing to break my back to afford a house’. Marius mentioned that they 

would ‘like the kids to do extra-curricular stuff that we can’t afford, and I feel a bit bad 

about that sometimes’. 

While their financial concerns were real, the couple’s accompanying work satisfaction 

and relationship satisfaction seemed to be high. My interpretation was that they were 

‘taking care of’ their family through the parental availability and quality of relationships 

that they offered their children, as much as through financial provision.  

5.3.1.2 Finance and work arrangements 

Marius is the main breadwinner, and most of his income comes from commissioned 

art work. He explained that he is usually approached by clients who require specific 

pieces and that he would then quote and deliver art pieces. He wistfully admitted that 

he is ‘not a gallery artist’, neither does he ‘have a studio according to that romantic 

idea of an artist with a studio and bunch of canvasses’. He would get a commission 

and ‘that’s kind of how artists live, one month you’ll suddenly get a lot of money, and 

then for three months nothing happens’. When Marius said this Wendy added: ‘four, 

five, six months!’ and then both laughed. They also spoke about the fact that they had 

not yet had a ‘long family holiday like going to a game park, but it’s on the timeline’ 

should they have the money at some point.  

Marius explained that he wants his children to spend days on end playing with other 

children:  

In my mind’s eye I see them riding super tubes with many other kids, and 

while we [as parents] may not be quite as happy, they are running around 

a lot, you know. I think it’s important to a child, we see how much they enjoy 

it here to play with other friends, so we make a lot of effort with playdates 

here at home, or they go and play over there, and so on.  
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The fact that they could not take such long holidays showed indicated that their ability 

to take material care was therefore more precarious than they would want it to be. The 

ideal that Marius envisioned for his children here echoed the free time that low-income 

children in the USA reported and reflected in the book Unequal Childhoods by Lareau 

(2003). In her description of children’s experiences, she notes that children in affluent 

communities experienced ‘concerted cultivation’ with packed schedules of school and 

extra-curricular activities, while children living in lower-income neighbourhoods had 

more time for free play. Lareau points out that parents felt that concerted cultivation 

was necessary for the children’s future engagements with the institutions of the middle 

class. Children were seen as the carriers of class. She found that it was mostly mothers 

who managed the children’s schedules.  

Both the Botha and the Du Toit families attached value to children having time for free 

play, and in these cases, this was different to the families Lareau observed, since both 

the Botha and the Du Toit families lived in relatively affluent contexts. Both families 

had in fact reflected on and critiqued the highly stressed environments that other 

children in mainstream schools in Stellenbosch experienced, reminiscent of the 

‘concerted cultivation’ that Lareau (2003) observed in the USA. The other difference is 

that the Botha and Du Toit children could still access their parents, who remained 

available, while the children from lower-income families in Lareau’s research had free 

time because their parents were not available. The sample of children in my research 

are from families in affluent neighbourhoods, and live in South Africa, that is still ranked 

as the most unequal country in the world according to the Gini coefficient (World 

Population Review, 2021). Hall, (2019a) found that in South Africa, 59% of children 

lived below the upper bound poverty line of R1 183 per person per month, and 33% 

were below the food poverty line, meaning that they did not get enough nutrition. 

Income poverty among children showed severe racial disparities: 65% of Black 

(African) children lived in poor households in 2018, 31% of Coloured children were 

defined as poor, and only 3% of White children lived below this poverty line. The 

sample of families in the current research were mostly White, and lived above the 

upper poverty line.  

The children from my research sample, and likely most of the children in the school, 

represented a particular manifestation of affluence that included material affluence, 
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and an excess of free time, due to the parents’ aversion to overloading their children’s 

schedules. This was congruent with the educational philosophy of the Waldorf school. 

For instance, when my daughter was enrolled in the school, the administrator asked 

me: ‘Where else in this town can children just be children?’ This is juxtaposed with 

apparent concerted cultivation by parents of affluent children in other upper-income 

and private schools, in the same town, and even more starkly with the predominant 

income poverty of most of the children in the country. For the Waldorf school children, 

the availability of time was seen by their parents as an additional privilege that other 

children (from affluent homes) did not have. 

5.3.2 Marius Botha as a financial provider 

In addition to the artistic commissions, Marius would receive an occasional artist’s 

residency contract. He used to lecture at a university, but no longer does this, so there 

is no predictable fixed income in the household. Wendy commented: ‘It’s scary and we 

are living on the edge. We do not qualify for credit since Marius is not formally 

employed.’  

Marius explained that he feels responsible to put in as much discipline and hard work 

as possible, and has regular working hours in his home office, doing design and 

administrative work.  

My observation was that Marius was very committed, and showed a strong work ethic, 

with diligence, conscientiousness and strict boundaries within his house between work 

and play, or paid work and unpaid care work. He joked about this as a result of his 

‘Calvinist background’, having grown up in an Afrikaner protestant family, with the core 

values of hard work, discipline and obedience. His focused work ethic seemed to 

anchor his career in a fixed point in relation to an unpredictable and fickle industry, yet 

at the same time his work allowed him some time away from caregiving, and was 

indeed self-chosen. He spoke mostly about his time with his children as joyful, but 

recognised that it still required that his attention be away from paid work.  

Tronto (1993:165) however highlights a tension between the cultural norm of a ‘work 

ethic’ and an ethic of care:  
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The work ethic, that one's rewards depend upon the amount of hard work 

that one does, starts from an assumption that people are ready and able to 

work, and that one meets one's needs by working. This image of what 

constitutes responsible human action misses entirely the care work that is 

necessary to keep human society functioning, except insofar as that work 

is also paid work.  

Tronto is sceptical of the value of a work ethic as a dominant cultural norm and notes 

how the work ethic reduces the social value of those who do caring activities, rather 

than production activities (Tronto, 1993:165). I observed that this value differential was 

echoed in the Bothas’ household by the importance attached to Marius’s work, and the 

importance of his need for the privacy and space required to do so, while the care work 

that Wendy and others did to maintain this boundary was regarded as relatively less 

important. This resonates with Marx’s understanding of social reproduction and again 

highlights an asymmetrical interdependence between production and social 

reproduction in the household (Fakier & Cock, 2009). 

In other interviews for this study, I noticed how other couples would interrupt each 

other, and try to make their point, one that often differed from their partner’s. Wendy 

and Marius also interrupted each other, but it did not come across as attempts to 

contest each other’s conversation, but rather as a natural switching between each 

other while they shared the same narrative. Especially when talking about money and 

their lifestyle it appeared as if they were reflecting on previously discussed and agreed-

upon values about finances. This synchronicity also echoed the way they spoke about 

their shared household budget. 

Regarding their budget, they explained that Marius regularly paid school fees, rent, 

television subscriptions, internet subscription, medical expenses, and petrol. He also 

paid off the bank loan they needed to get their business of running a ‘bed and breakfast’ 

off the ground. Wendy bought food, electricity, and paid the municipal accounts. They 

mentioned that they had arrived at this budget ‘organically’ and that ‘it’s proportionally 

divided’. They mentioned that their work expenses (to sustain a small bed and 

breakfast business, and Marius’s art work), and household expenses, all formed part 

of one ‘organism or system’. 
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They managed their finances together, and while they did show concern about how 

tight their budget was, they also either made light of it, or indicated that they valued 

other things more. Marius mostly took the responsibility of financially ‘taking care of’ 

their family, since he had a proportionally greater income than Wendy. It was however 

clear that the couple shared the responsibility of determining how this care happened. 

They matched the stereotypical ‘man-as-breadwinner, woman-as-caregiver’ 

arrangement.  

5.3.2.1 Work satisfaction versus artistic compromise 

Engaging in the ‘taking care of’ aspect of an ethic of care sometimes competed with 

creative expression for Marius. Sometimes his feeling of responsibility ‘to pay the bills’ 

competed with this passion for his work and his artistic sensibility. He has had to do 

customised pieces for clients that he did not find artistic, for example. He explained:  

Like a few ugly things that people [his usual clients] don’t need to know 

about, but it pays the bills … they want a certain thing, and it has to look like 

this, and they bring you a photo, because they’ve seen it and it has to look 

like this, and it’s not you at all anymore, but then you set a price, to do it, 

and they agree, and all that you think about is: ‘This will pay the school fees, 

and also the rent.’ 

He described an installation of silver squirrels and a fake tree that he had to do at a 

client’s residence and how frustrating it was to produce something that was according 

to him ‘incredibly ugly’.  

Marius is a well-known and established artist, with art shown and produced all over the 

world. This anecdote of the silver squirrels, and his inner rationale about how the 

commission paid for school fees and rent shows that in this example, his care about 

his family, and his feeling of responsibility to take care of them, took precedence over 

his own artistic standard. It was a key step to take, and it represents a step towards 

dissolving the moral boundaries that contain care – especially the containment of the 

private, and the reification of the public and professional. In this instance, he valued 

care over the qualitative value of his profession, specifically by ‘caring about’ and 

‘taking care of’ his children.  
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In our final interview I referred to this art piece, and while they both laughed about it, I 

could see by his expression that he truly felt embarrassed, and exposed, at having 

compromised that which apparently lay close to his heart. Having to sustain a family 

removed some of Marius’s privilege to express his creativity as much as he wanted. 

Tronto (1993:117) comments that ‘privilege can protect the privileged from the details 

of care work’ and that ‘[c]are is difficult work, but it is the work that sustains life’ 

[emphasis added]. Marius had therefore decided to let go of his relative privilege to 

engage in the difficulty of care work. 

In the trajectory of Marius as a father, he had moved from a relatively ‘care-free’ life 

before he became involved with Wendy, towards recognising the care needs of Wendy, 

Marie and Lisa, increasingly caring about them, and then taking the step of taking 

responsibility for their care. This step represented the next phase of ‘taking care of’ in 

his expression of an ethic of care. He had moved from a relatively ‘care-free’ life to a 

relatively ‘care-full’ or ‘care-filled’ life. In this particular instance, he revealed his work 

ethic, in service of an ethic of care, in tension with his artistic ethic. Within an ethic of 

care, it was morally the right thing to do, to take care of the school fees and rent, 

although it was artistically a ‘difficult’ thing to do. 

5.3.2.2 Covid-19 lockdown financial difficulties 

I conducted a few online interviews with participants during South Africa’s first ‘(Covid-

19) hard lockdown’. Most respondents reflected on the new reality of working from 

home being a mixed blessing of the enjoyment of spending more time with their 

children, and the frustration of also having to work from home while children needed 

to be occupied during school closures. 

For the Bothas as well as for the Du Toits, the main challenge of the pandemic and 

lockdown was financial insecurity. The Covid-19 pandemic and corresponding 

lockdowns had a devastating effect on their income. Wendy commented that it was 

‘very scary, especially if we think economically, since it bankrupted us economically’. 

The bed and breakfast room that they hosted ceased to operate with the lockdown, 

and Marius’s artistic work also stopped abruptly.  
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They explained that they were considering starting a baking business to earn an 

income, and wondered which of their belongings they could sell. Previously they had 

done so to tidy up, but ‘now we are financially necessitated to do so’. He commented 

that they would still be able to manage for two or three months, but sombrely added 

that the financial stress had brought tension to their household:  

Marius:  It’s only that, yes, us … with the financial things, what will happen 

in the future we have to sort out, and previously this was never 

so much of a pressure. Now it’s a bit of such stuff that you have 

to talk about where previously you would not really have had to 

talk about it so seriously. It’s something that …  

Wendy:  … always brings tension. 

Marius:  … always brings tension. 

I observed that Marius and Wendy Botha managed to maintain an environment and 

culture within their family that valued togetherness, and a positive outlook on life. They 

collectively earned enough to be able to enjoy their house and family time. Marius 

maintained a strict working routine within the home and conscientiously kept to a full 

working day routine. They worry about money, and long for a consistent, predictable 

income, but they also valued the opportunities and flexibility that their life offers. They 

managed their finances together. They care deeply about their children’s experiences 

and noticed the kinds of experiences they would like to give their children on holidays, 

such as holidays and opportunities to play with other children.  

5.4 ‘RESPONSIBILITY AND TAKING CARE OF’ OTHERS IN THE BOTHA 

FAMILY: THEMES AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

The process of Marius becoming a more active father showed distinct moments of 

progressing closer towards the phase of ‘caregiving’. In the context of his relatively 

non-attached artist’s life, he had taken the decision to favour his artistic passion over 

job security. At the time he cared more about his art than about financial security. He 

experienced the privilege of being the sole benefactor of his income, and of being free 

of the ‘details of care work’ (Tronto, 1993:117). He then became involved with Wendy, 

and increasingly ‘cared about’ their family, thereby steadily ‘grounding’ his previous life 

experience with increased attentiveness to his wife and children. He was also 
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conscious of the shift that he had made, and the fact that ‘now I have what I did not 

have then’. Caring about his family also increasingly led to taking on the 

responsibilities, with Wendy, of ‘taking care of’ the children. The imperative to ‘pay the 

bills’ had compelled Marius to compromise some of his artistic integrity, revealing the 

depth of his commitment to his family.  

In the last interview during the Covid-19 lockdown, the couple expressed more serious 

concern than before about their financial security, and spoke about difficult financial 

decisions that they had to make, like removing the girls from the Waldorf School. In an 

overarching sense, I observed Marius going through a contraction of artistic space, in 

terms of time and opportunity for inspiration and artistic output. This was matched with 

a concurrent expansion of care work and relationships, and the bonding that arises 

from caregiving. I now briefly provide some theoretical context for this experience, 

before exploring the other fathers’ experiences. 

5.4.1 The stereotype of the material provider, and related power disparities  

A central argument that Tronto makes in Moral Boundaries is that the phases of care 

are distributed along an unequal power distribution. The powerful usually have the 

duties of ‘caring about’, and ‘taking care of’, while ‘care-giving and care-receiving are 

left to the less powerful’ (Tronto, 1993:114). This applies in an intersectional way with 

race, class, and gendered differences all matching the power distribution across the 

four phases of care. In South Africa, for example, Black (often migrant) women living 

in poverty do most of the caregiving work, paid and unpaid (Gaitskell, 1990; RSA, 

2015; Parpart & Walker, 1994). ‘Caring about’, and ‘taking care of’ are most often 

associated with men, and often with Whiteness, consequently the powerful in Tronto’s 

framing centres on White middle-class men such as Marius, Hannes and Mario 

(Tronto, 1993:121). The power and related moral dimension of responsibility that is 

associated with ‘taking care of’ also matches public and visible roles that reinforce 

notions of a work ethic, and material provision. Tronto (1993:115) identifies this as one 

of the most common usages of ‘taking care of’, to mean that ‘by working at his job, a 

man is taking care of his family’.  

This notion reflects the popular stereotype of fathers as only material providers 

(Hosking, 2006). Khunou (2006:265) suggests: ‘Unfortunately courts and law enforcers 
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[…] often treat fathers simply as providers of financial support and discipline.’ This 

stereotype has not necessarily emerged along a linear path. Smit (2008:53) observes 

that society’s definition of fatherhood may have oscillated between two poles of the 

father as nurturer and the father as provider, rather than a linear, sequential process 

of change. This view is similar to the point Monica Hunter makes in writing about life in 

Pondoland in 1936: ‘Fathers also are often devoted to their children, and make much 

of them when small, carrying them about in their arms, fondling them, playing with 

them, and teaching them to dance’ (cited in Wilson, 2006:26). This point is significant, 

because it counters the narrative of Black migrant fathers being inherently only 

interested in material provision.  

Smit (2008:57) also points out the overarching term of ‘generative fathering’ explained 

by Dollahite, Hawkins and Brotherson (1997) as that which involves ‘far more than 

merely providing financial support, but also being committed to and working hard at 

lovingly nurturing the children — being actively involved in enhancing the children’s 

well-being’. Discourses from fatherhood-focused research often converge on the 

importance of a broader definition of fatherhood that draws on this notion of 

generativity (Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2004, 2008; Snarey, 1993). 

The notion of ‘responsibility’ is used similarly in research on the psychology of 

fatherhood, on the one hand, and Tronto’s description of an ethic of care on the other. 

In terms of ‘taking care of’ Pleck (2010:58) refers to ‘indirect care’ as follows: 

[T]he role [a] father takes in making sure that the child is taken care of and 

arranging for resources to be available for the child. For example, this might 

involve arranging for babysitters, making appointments with paediatricians 

and seeing that the child is taken to them, determining when the child needs 

new clothes, etc. [emphasis added]. 

Pleck’s descriptions of ‘indirect care’ is similar to Tronto’s framing of the care phase 

‘taking care of’. She proposes that the phase ‘involves assuming some responsibility 

for the identified need and determining how to respond to it. […] taking care of involves 

the recognition that one can act to address these unmet needs’ (Tronto, 1993:106). 

Thando’s care arrangements for Nikki described in Chapter 4 provide useful examples 

of these descriptions of ‘taking care of’, that include ‘indirect care’ and ‘process 
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responsibility’. Moving the infant Nikki to live with him at his fathers’ house, employing 

child minders, and asking his grandmother to care for Nikki were all forms of indirect 

care. He then applied process responsibility by monitoring her wellbeing and making 

sure that she was well taken care of. Doucet (2006) highlights such process 

responsibility as ‘seeing the need’, rather than ‘filling the need’, aligned with Tronto’s 

description of ‘caring about’ phase of an ethic of care. 

Indirect care includes material support, or the purchasing and arranging of services 

and goods for the child (Pleck, 2010:66). The critique of the reductive stereotype of the 

‘father-as-breadwinner-only’ has been voiced in various discourses in international and 

South African literature (Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2008:53).  

These discourses contributed in two ways to my study of an ethic of care and this 

current chapter. Firstly, the description by fatherhood theorists such as Lamb et al. 

(1985), Pleck (2010), and Smit (2004), of paternal responsibility and taking care of 

children, confirms Tronto’s observation (1993:115) of the common description of men 

‘taking care of’ their families through material support, and the associated ethical 

element of responsibility. Secondly, with the description of ‘indirect care’, Pleck (2010) 

and Lamb (1987) echo Tronto’s (1993:106) view that ‘taking care of’ is a form of care 

that is one step removed from direct interaction with the child.  

In Caring Democracy, Tronto (2013:70) highlights this remove, and identifies the 

‘provider and protector’ stereotypes or the roles of ‘production and protection’ often 

associated with men as ‘passes’ in order to avoid caring responsibilities:  

In a way, both protection and production are kinds of care. But they repair, 

maintain, and preserve daily life at one remove, rather than in the direct and 

intimate ways usually associated with care. Both protection and production 

are essential for living well, and for living well in a democratic society. But 

they are not all that is required for living well [emphasis added].  

Mario Landa’s description of his financial role echoes this divide between the direct 

care his wife Ilana provides and his ‘role’ as provider:  
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I have it easy because I have a single role, or not really single, but a main 

role: my job. Even if she works part time, my job kind of takes priority in a 

way, because it’s what keeps the foundation of our financial structure.  

Tronto does not posit an ethic of care as a complete description of society. She 

suggests, for example, that a theory and ethic of care should work alongside a theory 

and ethic of justice (Tronto, 1993:166). The suggestion therefore that men are more 

comfortable to ‘care about’, and ‘take care of’, does not mean to say that all men 

sufficiently care about, or take care of children, nor does it explain reticence or 

absence. In fact, in a context such as South Africa, low levels of fathers’ involvement 

and financial support have been confirmed by various studies (Hatch & Posel, 2018; 

Morrell et al., 2016). To increase fathers’ responsibility for care, an accompanying 

theory and ethic of justice is required to match the practice of a care ethic.  

Even when men and women experience the same challenges, the breadwinner 

stereotype still allows men to get a ‘production pass’ on care work – either through the 

reasoning that they need to earn money, and therefore cannot do care work, or that 

they are not employed, and therefore cannot provide, that is, be fathers (Eddy et al., 

2013). Men’s low participation in care work often leaves women, or mothers, in the 

dual roles of caregivers and breadwinners in South Africa (Hatch & Posel, 2018; 

Morrell et al., 2016).  

Because it is so important to emphasise the aspects of care beyond money, an 

interpretive error may occur where the notion that fatherhood should be defined 

beyond financial provision be understood as fatherhood need not include financial 

provision. I interpret the ethical element of fathers’ responsibility to take care of 

children, or ‘generative fathering’, to include the importance of men being financially 

supportive of children; however, if a father does not have any income this should not 

prevent him from starting to provide care, indirect or direct. These two aspects are not 

mutually exclusive, in fact they may reinforce each other, for example where financial 

support may motivate greater interest, and vice versa, where greater interest may 

encourage better financial support. 
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5.5 RESPONSIBILITY AND ‘TAKING CARE OF’ OTHERS IN THE OTHER 

FAMILIES: INTERVIEW SUMMARIES 

This section describes findings about other families in the sample, starting with the 

relationship between breadwinning and caregiving in the Du Toit household. 

5.5.1 Responsibility and ‘taking care of’ others in the Du Toit family: Interview 

summaries 

5.5.1.1 Inverting the stereotype of male breadwinner and female caregiver 

The Du Toit couple highlighted a useful distinction between the provision of indirect 

care for the children, and direct caregiving. Karen du Toit identified as the breadwinner 

and provided indirect care, while Hannes identified as the primary caregiver.  

According to Pleck (2010:66), indirect care involves the arrangement of resources for 

the child or undertaking activities for the children that do not involve interaction with 

the children. Hochschild and Machung (2012) point out the difference between the kind 

of ‘mental work’ of planning shopping and meals, and physical care work, or the actual 

practical work of going shopping, or preparing food for meals. Indirect care (Pleck, 

2010:66) and mental work (Hochschild & Machung, 2012), involve planning for and 

arranging resources, while ‘giving care’, on the other hand, involves close and intimate 

contact between the giver of care and the receiver of care (Tronto, 1993:107).  

The Du Toit couple acknowledged the shared nature of their care division. Karen 

explained: ‘He never expects of me to take on all of the care, and neither do I expect 

that he has to take on 100% of the care’ [emphasis added]. In terms of the care 

provided for the children, Hannes usually did the practical care work such as taking 

them to school, packing their school lunches and dressing them in the mornings, but 

most of the ‘mental work’, or indirect care, remained with Karen as the ‘household 

manager’. As indicated earlier, Karen identified as the breadwinner in the family, and 

Hannes as the primary caregiver. 

The role of household manager matched the skills that Karen had developed in her 

career. She explained that she had trained as a chartered accountant, and that she 

had worked at various places, including lecturing a finance class at one point.  
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Karen commented on other families in their social peer group where a father would 

work and be seen as ‘very important’ in his corporate role, and the mother would need 

to make sacrifices, with the father usually coming home late in the evening. She 

mentioned that she would not be able to handle that. She explained that it is much 

nicer for her to know that rather than being a father who is in a high-paying job, and 

absent from his family, Hannes walks on the farm with the children most afternoons. 

This is more valuable to her than the money that he would be able to earn if he were 

to be in a similar role to that of many other men in their social group. She explained 

that she also values her own time flexibility, to be able to spend time at home on the 

farm, rather than being in a ‘corporate job’ where she would find it ‘soul-destroying’.  

Karen’s self-comparison with other families echoes Wendy Botha’s self-comparison, 

described earlier in this chapter. Both women expressed the value they attach to family 

time and relationship, over financial gains, although the Du Toit family apparently had 

a comparatively higher level of income. Both families were located in the mid- to upper-

middle class at the time, and this reflection of family time may also have been an 

indication of the privilege of having family time that the upper-middle class enjoys, 

compared to lower income groups who may have less time for family engagement.  

The work schedule of Hannes and Pumla exemplifies the financial power disparity 

between those who ‘take care of’ and those who ‘give care’. When Hannes worked as 

a designer at a factory in Cape Town, he explained that he usually picked Pumla up in 

the morning at a transport point close to their house at 07:00, drove to his work, and 

after the working day he would return at 16:00, and drop her at 17:00 at the same 

transport point, which is located about half an hour from her house. That meant that 

she would leave her house for work at 06:30, then work a ten-hour day, and return at 

17:30. In comparison, Hannes had to commute for half an hour, and worked an eight-

hour day. The intersectional power disparity between those who ‘take care of’ (in this 

case Hannes), and those who ‘give care’ (in this case Pumla), was apparent in terms 

of the amount of time worked, and relative income earned.  

When I asked the Du Toits how close the traditional man-as-breadwinner and woman-

as-caregiver stereotype was to their life, Karen explained that for the recent past it was 

‘almost entirely the opposite’. Hannes agreed and said: ‘I was the mom; uh, I was the 

“home dad”.’  
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The term ‘home dad’ is one of a few the couple used to describe the caregiving role 

played by Hannes. They would also refer to Hannes as the ‘house-husband’ and ‘Betta 

male’ at times. Karen explained jokingly that Hannes is not an ‘Alpha male’ but a ‘Betta 

male’, with the word ‘Betta’ being a combination of the words ‘beta’, and ‘better’. The 

term expresses simultaneously the atypical non-alpha (or beta) status that Hannes had 

in the family, and that this status, according to them, was an improvement on (or better 

than) ‘alpha male’ status. Their use of the words ‘alpha male’ here reflected the 

common parlance23 of the term meaning a ‘dominant male’ (Russell, 2021), transposed 

from zoological studies about hierarchies among animals (Hrdy, 2009). 

A brief interaction showed the apparent discomfort of the non-stereotypical roles each 

played. During an interview, Karen reminded Hannes that he had also been in a caring 

role, before they had children, when they lived in America. Hannes countered that he 

was waiting for his working visa, and he giggled and said: ‘She’s now very sulky 

[Afrikaans: ‘dikmond’; direct translation ‘puffed-mouth’] about this, that she did not do 

the corporate thing, but I mean …’ Karen interrupted him grumpily, in apparent protest: 

‘Yes, you obviously … as a CA, or as an audit clerk, you, in America financially for us 

…’ She then exclaimed: ‘You ironed my clothes for work! For four months!’ He parried: 

‘Yes, again, I had to wait for four months for my work permit. And at least I got a job, 

prior to getting my permit, and then I could start immediately. It’s not as if I went over 

there to be idle!’ After this exclamation by Hannes, Karen nodded and looked at me to 

continue the conversation. It seemed to be an uncomfortable moment for both of them: 

he appeared to feel awkward about ironing her clothes for her, and she in turn seemed 

uncomfortable about acknowledging that she had not taken up a corporate career.  

5.5.1.2 Hannes ‘taking care of’ his father and the farm 

Hannes also acknowledged having to take care of his father, especially in how they 

conducted the farming business: ‘He’s very hands-on and stuff, but he can only just 

about handle a cell phone. He can open emails, but he can’t send emails.’ Karen added 

fondly: ‘[H]is dad is the most wonderful, lovely, loving … autocrat that exists!’ According 

to Hannes, his father needed help with running the farm, but still wanted to retain the 

control he had had over the farming business for most of his life. At a follow-up 

 
23 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/alpha%20male 
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interview two years later, it transpired that Hannes had become more involved than he 

had been at our first interview: 

I am actually trying to become more involved on the farm, since my dad has 

less energy for what he does. Like I said, it’s something that I was not that 

excited about in my early twenties, but in my early forties I have a different 

approach to it and a different kind of responsibility and ownership that I want 

to take about it. 

This later comment by Hannes that he had a ‘different kind of responsibility and 

ownership’ reflects a closer alignment with the care phase of ‘taking care of’ described 

by Tronto. Taking care of his father, and becoming involved in taking care of the farm, 

symbolically offered Hannes a way to provide, by changing his previous passive 

provision (of inheritance of ownership of the farm) for his family, into a proactive 

practice, more specifically the care practice of taking responsibility for something. 

5.5.2 Responsibility and ‘taking care of’ in my family (auto-ethnographic 

account) 

My experience of ‘taking care of’ my family relates to mostly two kinds of ‘taking care.’ 

The first is as a financial provider, and the second is as an emotional caregiver.  

I earn more than my wife, and pay most of the major monthly expenses from my salary 

in support of my family. We have open and transparent conversations about who takes 

responsibility for what from each of our incomes. While I am in practice a financial 

provider to my family, I do not identify strongly with the identity as material provider. 

When my relationship with my wife began, I was earning less than she was, and she 

was carrying most of our domestic expenses. I often reflect on this with her and we 

discuss what it would be like if she were to become the primary financial provider, and 

I the primary caregiver.  

Renée works at the school that our daughter attends, and consequently spends most 

of her day in the company of our daughter. She drives her to school and back, and 

often bumps into her at school. At home she would also do the direct care tasks needed 

by my daughter, such as help with clothing or washing. I would in turn do the same for 

my son. In other words, in terms of care work, I take responsibility for my son, and my 
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wife takes responsibility for my daughter. This is mostly due to our respective proximity 

with each of them, since I drop and fetch my son from school and spend most 

afternoons with him.  

I feel uncomfortable about how each of us manages our incomes in relation to domestic 

expenses. While Renée earns less than I do, she spends more of her money on direct 

expenses for the children, such as psycho-social support services, or clothing, from 

which she does not benefit directly. I would spend most of my money on family needs 

from which I also benefit, such as shopping, or our mortgage. It would feel fairer to me 

if I spent more money on direct care needs of the children from which I do not benefit 

directly, at least proportionally the same as Renée does, in terms of total income.  

In terms of emotional care, I ‘take care of’ our family by often stepping into the role of 

mediator, facilitator, or counsellor. When one of the family members is upset, I have 

learnt how to act in order to calm or console them. For example, I would take such 

responsibility by suggesting, or taking, a ‘time out’, or to listen quietly and paraphrase, 

or to remove one of the children from a family argument. Renée mentions regularly 

that she depends on my ability to remain calm when she becomes emotional, but I am 

confused sometimes whether these steps are actions I take to mitigate my own 

discomfort with conflict or emotions, or whether I am really assisting the other. 

In terms of my own motivation for acting as provider of financial or emotional care, I do 

model after my father; however I emulate or copy his emotional caregiving more than 

his financial role. He is a psychologist, and quite empathic, and much of my 

temperament echoes this. 

5.6 RESPONSIBILITY AND ‘TAKING CARE OF’ IN OTHER FAMILIES: THEMES 

AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION  

Karen and Hannes made an effort to legitimise each other’s respective ways of taking 

care of their family, and at the same time devalued each of their own contributions. 

Karen did not discount her own work as a chartered accountant as much as 

acknowledge that it was a kind of necessary evil, while Hannes often made the point 

that he was very appreciative of the financial capital base that Karen’s work had 

created for them, and that ‘someone can buy him food!’ Karen, on the other hand, 
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emphasised an appreciation for Hannes’s caring role whenever she could, while it 

seemed as if metaphorically speaking, he sat uncomfortably in the caring seat. This 

legitimisation of each other, and de-legitimisation of themselves, appeared to highlight 

a tension between their apparent gender ideology and gender strategies, which I 

describe in the following section. 

5.6.1 Gender strategies and gender ideology 

Hochschild and Machung suggest the term ‘gender strategies’ that provides a useful 

window into what may be occurring here. They define a gender strategy as follows 

(Hochschild & Machung, 2012:15):  

[It is] a plan of action through which a person tries to solve problems at 

hand, given the cultural notions of gender at play. To pursue a gender 

strategy, a man draws on beliefs about manhood and womanhood, beliefs 

that are forged in early childhood and thus anchored to deep emotions. He 

makes a connection between how he thinks about his manhood, what he 

feels about it, and what he does. It works in the same way for a woman.  

Karen du Toit’s career had shown more professional achievement than that of other 

women in her surrounding social context, and Hannes did much more care work than 

men in his peer group. They lived in a social context, and culture, where most men and 

women’s achievements were exactly the opposite to theirs, as Karen mentioned when 

referring to the ‘very important’ men in their peer group who ‘drive fancy cars’. Both 

Karen and Hannes were roles that were at odds with the social identity conferred on 

them, at least as much as these identities were influenced by their social context. 

Rather than conform to societal expectations, their particular gender strategy, to ease 

this discomfort, was to legitimise each other’s roles repeatedly. Hannes often 

expressed his awareness of Karen’s financial contribution, and his understanding of 

the need to be supportive of her, while Karen had developed a sophisticated sensitivity 

to stay in touch with Hannes, and how he felt about the caring work he was doing.  

Gender strategies operate within gender ideologies. The Du Toits expressed an 

egalitarian gender ideology according to the three gender ideologies (traditional, 

transitional and egalitarian) suggested by Hochschild and Machung (2012:16). Karen 
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expressed their common vision for their relationship as follows: ‘If you look at our ideal, 

how we see the roles should be, is an absolute fifty-fifty.’ As Hochschild and Machung 

(2012) observed in their sample, couples’ gender ideologies often did not match their 

practices, and while the Du Toits depended on an egalitarian ideology, their practices 

were more transitional. 

Later, when we conducted the final interview during the Covid-19 lockdown, Karen had 

an increased financial stress load than before, and Hannes correspondingly did more 

of the care work. Under these circumstances, their gender strategy, to legitimise each 

other, proved to be resilient. When I asked Hannes whether he did more care work, 

and how he felt about it, the couple responded as follows: 

Hannes: Yes, of course. I think I am completely aware of the fact that I, I 

am now financially in a [specific] role concerning that, so I try to 

... and she also has a hard time at work at the moment, she has 

a bunch of stress, and it’s the audit, so ahem, I am aware of 

(laughs) the fact that (smiles) we are very dependent on her … 

and that the stress has to be as little as possible from this side, 

and for her … that I am not a part of the problem. And like I said, 

to provide her with as much support as possible so that she feels 

she, she can do as much at work as she can. 

Karen: Yes, and I mean for me, if Hannes is emotionally okay and feels 

good, you know he has decided he … it’s [caregiving] the role 

that he plays now, if he’s emotionally feeling good about that, and 

he feels good, then I also cope better (smiles). If you know what 

I mean – I am bit of an … empath, so if Hannes is irritated or 

whatever, then I also get irritated, and if he is more relaxed then 

I am more relaxed (Karen smiles and Hannes crosses his arms). 

‘Taking care of’ their immediate family seemed to require that the couple took care of 

each other emotionally, and that each monitored the other’s level of emotional 

regulation, and act accordingly. Hannes did what he could to support Karen’s career, 

and she did what she could to support his caring role. The family certainly seemed to 

be well taken care of. Whether it was Karen, Hannes, or Pumla, the caregiving was 

done very competently, judging by the couple’s own reflections on their household and 
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children. As Karen said: ‘We are not always perfectionistic, neat people, but we are not 

dirty people.’ This highlighted the relation between the care phase of ‘taking care of’, 

and the care phase of ‘caregiving’ to which Tronto matched a corresponding moral 

dimension of ‘competency’ (1993:106). The Du Toit couple took care of their family, 

and this led to competent caregiving.  

I found myself wondering why Karen needed to validate the caring role that Hannes 

occupied. Could it be that his masculinity within the traditional father-as-material-

provider type was challenged and therefore she had to bolster his ego? In Van der 

Westhuizen’s (2017) terms, to ‘keep the crown on his head’ as the family’s ‘noble 

patriarch’ where she cites an Afrikaner nationalist tract that describes when a man 

‘loses confidence in himself, in his work or in the world, it is his wife’s admiration that 

keeps him going’ (Van der Westhuizen, 2017:125). The legitimisation that Karen had 

to provide Hannes for his caring role puzzled me, since he was, after all, providing 

significant material resources to their family by giving them the house on the farm, and 

the likely eventual inheritance of the farm itself. While he may have been doing care 

work, he was still the landowner that provided their home.  

The answer potentially lay in the relevant timespan of ‘taking care of’ the family. 

Hannes was ‘taking care of’ the family over the long term, through his share in the farm 

ownership, and Karen was ‘taking care of’ the family financially in the short term. Their 

gender strategy of legitimising each other’s gender non-conforming roles may have 

developed for the short-term arrangement since Hannes did not have to do much to 

secure his family’s inherited tenure on the farm.  

5.7 CONCLUSION: TAKING CARE OF EACH OTHER, TOGETHER 

For the ‘taking care of’ phase, and the fathers in the sample, the gender ideologies and 

strategies used among partners emerged as an important feature. Hochschild and 

Machung (2012) highlight the tension and relationship between breadwinning and 

caregiving, and due to this engagement with breadwinning, or financial provision, I 

found it useful to apply the framework that they offer to the analysis of the families 

regarding the care phase of ‘taking care of.’ In conclusion, a brief overview is provided 

of the gender ideologies and strategies utilised by some of the families. 
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Marius and Wendy Botha had developed a gender ideology that was transitional. 

However, their gender strategies were mostly traditional. While Marius had also 

compromised his artistic ethic in order to sustain his family’s needs (matching a 

transitional gender ideology), Wendy still did more care work, and supported the 

boundary of keeping Marius’s work space isolated (matching a traditional gender 

strategy). Marius was the main breadwinner (traditional gender strategy), yet they 

managed their household budget together (transitional gender ideology.) The step that 

Marius had taken towards a feminist ethic of care was to prioritise financial support for 

his family over his artistic and aesthetic ethics. 

Hannes and Karen du Toit had developed a transitional gender strategy of legitimising 

each other’s’ non-conforming roles, in order to affirm each other’s’ identities. She 

mostly worked as the breadwinner and manager of the resources and the house, and 

he worked as the ‘Betta male’ or ‘house husband’. They maintained an egalitarian 

gender ideology of an eventual horizon of fifty-fifty contribution to finance and to care. 

Hannes was already practically engaging in a more equitable ethic of care than his 

peers, however it apparently remained uncomfortable to him to do so. 

The fathers showed a progression towards increased caregiving, from their earlier 

relationships before, or in the early stages of being with their partners. Hannes 

demonstrates a slight exception to this in the sense that he was doing care work before 

the couple became parents. Beyond my sample, it is relevant to note that the terrain 

of fathers caring about children, and taking responsibility, or not, to ‘take care of’ these 

children remains a hotly contested fault line in South Africa. I extrapolate from my 

sample to examine this matter in greater detail later in Chapter 8, where I document 

the ‘structuration’ stage of the extended case study method (Burawoy, 1998). The next 

chapter describes my findings about the third phase in an ethic of care, namely ‘giving 

care’ (Tronto, 1993:106). 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

MEN ‘GIVING CARE’  

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter addresses the third phase in the ethic of care that Tronto (1993) 

describes. This phase is called ‘giving care’, and is associated with the ethical element 

of competence. I foreground the lived experience of Hannes and Karen du Toit as the 

main example of caregiving from my research, and describe how Karen and Hannes 

have arranged caregiving in their household, including the contribution made by 

Pumla, the domestic worker who works in their house, and how Hannes spends time 

playing with his sons. 

A brief theoretical reflection regarding the Du Toits highlights some perspectives on 

the themes of the intergenerational transfer of ‘caregiving’, on the terms care ‘giving’ 

and care ‘work’, and on Hannes playing with his children. The lens is subsequently 

expanded to describe similar findings related to other families that show how the two 

themes of caregiving arrangements and playing with children have manifested in 

families.  

The chapter concludes with an expanded theoretical analysis and discussion of the 

themes of intergenerational transfer of caregiving, domestic workers and caregiving, 

and the significance of playing with children for the fostering of an ethic of care among 

men. 

6.2 THE CARE PHASE OF ‘GIVING CARE’ AND THE ETHICAL ELEMENT OF 

COMPETENCE  

‘Giving care’ means meeting care needs directly, and being in close proximity and 

contact with the person or object receiving the care (Tronto, 1993:106). Katz’s (2001) 

description of social reproduction captures the nature of caregiving well as ‘the fleshy, 

messy, and indeterminate stuff of everyday life’.  
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Two characteristics of giving care are pertinent to my research question: (1) giving care 

occurs between people and in person since a caregiver is in direct physical contact 

with the person receiving the care; (2) giving care to a person most often involves the 

human body, with the caregiver using their body to give care, or facilitate caregiving, 

in response to the needs of another person’s body. Care needs may include hunger, 

tiredness, coldness, or illness. Dressing, feeding, washing, putting to sleep and 

administering medication are all forms of giving care to people and all involve physical 

interaction.  

The idea of proximity was relevant to my research question since fathers and children 

are often distant from each other, either by living apart, or through ‘emotional absence’ 

where a father may co-reside with a child but have low levels of positive engagement 

(Morrell et al., 2016; Smit, 2004).  

Embodiment is similarly relevant since men’s bodies may avoid care work either 

because they are uninterested in care, like the ‘ungrounded care-free man’ in the 

image of Peter Pan, being ensconced behind emotional and bodily forms of ‘armour’ 

reflecting the militarisation of masculinity that Mazis (1993) describes. Expanding on 

this view, Reichert (2019:182) suggests that sport provides a way for men to 

instrumentalise their bodies, in keeping with the social norms of traditional masculinity. 

These dynamics draw men away from the embodied engagement in caregiving.  

Tronto (1993) distinguishes between giving money and giving care, since money is 

more likely to be used to pay for someone to do care work than to fulfil a care need 

directly. Providing money is closer to ‘taking care of’ than to giving care directly. ‘Giving 

care’ does not happen at one remove as ‘taking care of’ or providing indirect care does 

(Pleck, 2010) but rather requires interaction and engagement between caregiver and 

care receiver (Lamb et al., 1985; Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2008). In Tronto’s definition of 

care, the work done to clean a house, to repair an object, or to cook and prepare food 

are forms of direct caregiving, done to ‘maintain, continue and repair our world’ (Tronto, 

1993:103).  

Tronto suggests that the ethical element of ‘competence’ is the accompanying moral 

aspect of caregiving. In other words, the moral consequence of competent care would 

be that the care needs are met sufficiently. Providing inadequate care is therefore a 
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moral failure, since the moral standard of an ethic of care is to care well (Tronto, 

1993:133). The maintenance of the moral boundary that asserts the separation of the 

private and the public life contains women in the private, domestic sphere, and 

provides men with a ‘production pass’ to be able to avoid direct caregiving (Tronto, 

2013:67). The boundary is often maintained by asserting men’s incompetence at 

caregiving, for example by portraying men in caregiving positions as incompetent 

buffoons in popular media (Baxter, Kulczynski & Ilicic, 2016).  

In this chapter, I foreground the Du Toit family experience, since Hannes du Toit was 

the father who engaged the most in caregiving among the families I interviewed, and 

also seemed the most competent at such caregiving. 

6.3 CAREGIVING ARRANGEMENTS AND PLAYING WITH CHILDREN: 

HANNES AND KAREN DU TOIT’S REFLECTIONS  

Two overarching themes related to caregiving emerged from the interviews and 

participant observation that I conducted with Hannes and Karen du Toit. Firstly, a set 

of responses referred to the ‘caregiving arrangements in the household’ and secondly, 

the theme of ‘playing with children’ emerged from participant observation that I 

conducted while accompanying Hannes and his sons on a walk on their farm. 

6.3.1 Caregiving arrangements in the Du Toit household: Interview summaries 

The Du Toit parents reflected on caregiving arrangements in their household, the 

background to how their caregiving arrangement developed, their daily care routine, 

and the contribution of the domestic worker Pumla.  

6.3.1.1 How the Du Toit family’s caregiving arrangement developed 

The couple mentioned in the interviews that they estimate that, between the two of 

them, the percentage split of time spent with the children is about 60% time with 

Hannes and 40% time with Karen per day. Hannes also prepared their school lunches, 

got them dressed in the mornings, and drove them to school and back. When I asked 

how they had arrived at this division of care, the couple referred to the convergence of 

Francois’s birth, Karen’s fathers’ cancer-related treatment and death, and her own 

diagnosis and treatment of thyroid cancer. 
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In a few of our conversations I asked Hannes about his motivation for doing the 

caregiving work, and he frequently explained that it was due to necessity, rather than 

due to inherent interest or desire to do so.  

As I documented the timeline of caregiving for Hannes, I noticed three stages of 

caregiving. The first was when the couple were newly-weds in the USA, where he did 

domestic work while Karen was doing paid work. The second stage was as an 

expectant and new father, when Karen was pregnant, and later physically 

incapacitated due to her illness, when he started to do more childcare work. The third 

stage, which still continues, is as the father of school-going children, where his key 

caregiving activities are focused on his sons’ healthy development. In this stage, his 

main caregiving activities are regularly playing with his sons (with a daily afternoon 

walk), facilitating their attendance at school (feeding, dressing, and driving them), and 

during the Covid-19 lockdown, having done most of the domestic work (cooking, 

cleaning and washing). 

6.3.1.2 The Du Toit daily care routine 

The Du Toit family had developed a daily care routine that more or less remained the 

same, and matched their paid work routines. Hannes said that he did not function well 

in a regimented environment, but appreciated a basic fixed routine. At our first 

interview, he had returned to a contracted position at a company producing industrial 

fittings that he designed. The steady income of the contract at the time had relieved 

some of the stress that he had experienced when he was freelancing before. As a 

freelancer he had to work from home, and he explained to me that this was difficult for 

two reasons: he had to deliver on multiple jobs to multiple clients around the world, so 

he had never had any ‘off-time’, and he had to work from home, where the children 

often distracted him when they wanted to play with him in the afternoons. He 

mentioned that the fact that he had returned to the regular routine of driving to work 

every day, and returning in the afternoons had reduced his stress, not only because 

he had a more predictable income, but also because he had returned to a fixed routine: 

I am of course much less stressed ... Don't ring a bell and say I need to be 

there, there and there ... But I can also not completely operate on my own, 

I need those guidelines, and then I'll arrange myself around it. 
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His care routine started in the morning with him wakening the children, and getting 

them dressed and eating breakfast. He then fetched Pumla at her transport point, and 

returned home. He ensured the children brushed their teeth, drove them to school, and 

would then go to work. Upon his return from work, he would fetch the children at school, 

and take them home. After settling down at home, he would go for the daily walk with 

his sons and the dogs. He would then take Pumla back to her transport point, and 

return home in time for dinner, which Pumla had usually prepared. After dinner he 

would he would see to it that the children take a bath, and get them dressed for bed. 

Pumla usually did the daily cooking for lunch and dinner, and Karen read stories to the 

children at bedtime.  

The daily ritual of Hannes walking around the farm with his sons and playing with them 

along the way was a significant part of the caregiving arrangement between Hannes 

and Karen. The farm was also home to his parents, who played an important role in 

the children’s lives, as Hannes noted:  

We realise how privileged they are [...] to grow up on the farm, and then 

have grandmothers and grandfathers, and then of course we are [there] on 

and off. […]. There is never a moment that they are without a mother or 

father at their disposal.  

In summary: I observed that Hannes was indeed practicing a significant amount of 

caregiving in his care for the children before and after school, and in the evenings. The 

contribution Hannes made to the couple’s usual care routine matched his experience 

of paid work, in other words being able to function well within guidelines, which in the 

case of their home life, Karen provided in a role of ‘executive household manager’.  

The interviews also contextualised the care that Hannes gave with two aspects. Firstly, 

the interviews confirmed my observations during an afternoon walk with Hannes and 

his sons that the way in which Hannes played with his sons affirmed a particular kind 

of masculinity, a combination of the expression of the masculine types of farmer and 

soldier. Secondly, the care that Hannes gave to his children was significantly supported 

by their domestic worker Pumla. She did the laundry and cooking; therefore, the clean 

clothes the children wore, and the food they ate were all prepared by Pumla, and 
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consequently the care that Hannes gave depended in part on what Pumla had done in 

preparation of his engaging in care work. 

6.3.1.3 Pumla’s contribution to caregiving  

I did not interview Pumla directly, but met her briefly. Over the series of interviews 

Karen and Hannes told me about the role Pumla plays in the care arrangements of the 

family. Pumla had worked for the family from the time that they stayed in the southern 

suburbs of Cape Town. She used to commute from Khayelitsha, a township outside of 

Cape Town, to their house in the suburbs. She has two daughters of her own. When 

they moved to the farm in Stellenbosch, they asked her if she wanted to continue 

working for them, and she passionately affirmed that she wanted to stay in their 

employ. Soon after the family had moved to the farm, the Du Toits bought a new house 

for her close to the farm. Pumla also played a significant caregiving role in the care 

required for Karen’s father. He was terminally ill, and required basic nursing – to be 

assisted in his eating, bathing, and dressing. Karen referred to this time of care as 

Pumla being ‘amazing with him’. In the Du Toit household Pumla’s key tasks were 

domestic work and cooking. Domestic work mostly involved keeping the house, 

laundry and bedding clean and neat, in order for Hannes to feed and dress the children 

and put them to bed at night.  

In terms of cooking, Pumla and Karen would plan a weekly menu together, and Pumla 

would then prepare the food, and Hannes would ‘get everyone together to eat’. Pumla 

prepared lunch and dinner for the Du Toit family, and during the week she cooked 

enough food for dinner for Hannes’s parents and his brother, who all live close by on 

the farm. Karen had paid for Pumla to attend a few cooking courses and she was 

steadily becoming more qualified as a versatile chef. Hannes usually did the shopping 

for the household food with a shopping list that Karen had prepared.  

During the Covid-19 lockdown, when Pumla was not available, Karen had to maintain 

her paid work remotely by working from home, and Hannes did extra domestic work in 

addition to childcare work. Karen explained:  

Hannes is kind of the house-husband and does all the domestic work. He 

complained yesterday and said he constantly cleans, and just as he turns 
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his back, then he has to clean again [Hannes smiles] and yes, so we try to 

do it like that, so he now picks up most of the household chores, with Pumla 

not being here, and basically because I have to work. 

Hannes took up some of the activities that Pumla usually did when she was present, 

such as washing and packing away the laundry, cleaning floors and surfaces, clearing 

and washing dishes and cooking utensils, and food preparation. At the time of the 

lockdown interview, he was no longer on retainer at his regular employer and did not 

have paid work, therefore he had the time to do the unpaid care work. Karen mentioned 

that she had asked Pumla if she and her daughters wanted to move to the farm during 

the lockdown. According to Karen, Pumla was concerned when Karen told her of 

Hannes doing the domestic work during lockdown, and seemed to interpret an offhand 

comment Karen had made more seriously than Karen had expected, as Karen 

explained: 

She feels that she actually has to be here, and they [Pumla’s family] just 

look at each other, they can’t stick their head out the door. So, she also feels 

at a loss, because she feels responsible for us here. And you know, I made 

a joke: ‘Wow we are working so hard, Daddy, me, the kids, all of us are 

doing our part,’ and how she kind of took it the wrong way. [...] She is so 

sad and she said she is so sorry, she actually has to be here for us, you 

know. [...] That is also interesting – that dynamic – to know it and to 

understand it further. For the children to realise, ‘Okay, Pumla who is here, 

everything that she actually does for us.’ All of that which they now have to 

do themselves. At the end she said it’s going to be too difficult with her kids, 

she won’t be able to move now [emphasis added]. 

It was evident from this part of the interview that Pumla felt responsible for the 

caregiving at the Du Toits household, and apologetic that she was not able to ‘be there’ 

for them. The children also seemed to have gained a new perspective on the value of 

the work that Pumla usually did for them. Tronto (1993) points out that caregivers most 

likely understand the value and importance of care work, regardless of the low societal 

value attached to such work. She critiques the narrative that caregivers may not realise 

the true worth of care work through either a false perception or a romantic exaggeration 

(Tronto, 1993: 117:  
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That care-givers value care is neither false consciousness nor romantic but 

a proper reflection of value in human life. The fact that care-givers can see 

an essential truth about the value of care, though, does not negate the fact 

that care is reduced to a lesser importance in society as a whole. When we 

look at the distribution of such rewards as money and prestige, it is clear 

that we value much else before care.  

This point can be applied to Pumla’s concern over the family to mean that, regardless 

of the societal low regard for her work, her worry represented an appropriate valuation 

of the care work that she was doing, instead of a romanticised or false perception, and 

that after having had to do the same work, Hannes also valued it more. 

Another example of caregiving that Karen and Hannes regularly cited was the daily 

afternoon walk that Hannes took with his sons on the farm. I was interested in this 

family ritual since the parents often cited it as caregiving, while it only involved Hannes 

as the father and his sons.  

6.3.2 Hannes du Toit playing with his children: Observational notes from a 

walk on the farm 

Hannes had consequently invited me to join a walk with him and his sons on the farm. 

An extract from my observational notes is provided below to describe the context of 

the caring interactions between Hannes and his sons: 

It was a late sunny winter afternoon, moving towards dusk. The vineyards 

and grassland were bright green and the setting sunlight was almost 

tangible. Hannes, Adriaan and Francois seemed very comfortable and at 

home in this environment. The boys took turns running or motorbiking along 

with us and the dogs played all over, with Frank, the Jack Russell dog, often 

disappearing in the vineyards or bushes and re-emerging, happily full of 

mud. We passed by a cluster of buildings as we made the turn and crested 

the hill. Adriaan, the eldest, pointed and proudly proclaimed that they ‘fix 

things and build stuff there’. His uncle, Hannes’s brother who lives on the 

farm, had apparently built a car there, for example, which they helped with. 

I asked about the farm’s heritage and Hannes told me about his great-
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grandmothers who had bought the farm in the early 1900s. The section that 

we were walking on used to be a smaller separate farm. The farmhouse that 

we passed, where his brother lived, Hannes used to live when he was still 

dating Karen. As we look back to where we started, Adriaan chimed in to 

say ‘that is the “main farm area”’. Hannes laughed fondly at the apparent 

inside joke and smiling, he corrected Adriaan by saying: ‘It’s “the 

homestead.”’ Adriaan retorted with a laugh: ‘“Main farm area!”’  

As we got closer to their house, Adriaan shouted to us: ‘You are rebels, and 

I am the enemy!’ The boys picked up sticks and promptly started to play-

fight. Hannes explained that the regular game they played when they went 

on these walks was ‘war’. They would play everything from Second World 

War to Star Wars, in one walk. Adriaan went on with a Star Wars scenario: 

‘The two of you are rebels, and then someone said over your radio: Look 

out, there are Storm Troopers on the way!’ Hannes asked if the sticks were 

machine guns and Adriaan explained that ‘Storm Troopers don’t use 

machine guns, they use Heavy Blasters!’ I joined in the game and we played 

at fighting all the way back to the house. We stopped at the barn again, and 

I briefly met Hannes’s father, who was delivering bread to a group of farm 

workers. 

Back at the house Hannes called Pumla, asked if she was ready, and 

hurried her up a bit. He showed me how the washing machine’s grey water 

led into a flower bed, and that it sometimes flooded the bed, so he had 

decided that he needed to divert it into another gutter. Before I left, Adriaan 

asked if his dad could set up a show on the television, and Hannes replied 

that he could set it up, but that they only had 10 minutes to watch. As I drove 

away Hannes and Pumla prepared to leave so that he could drop her at her 

transport point.  

The afternoon walk had included a number of expressions of White South African 

masculinity.  

Firstly, Hannes, his brother, his father, and his sons were comfortable in their role as 

farmers, or as men and boys who were connected to the land they owned. This 
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appeared to echo the reification of the ‘Green Man’ by the mythopoetic men’s 

movement (Bly, 2004) or the emphasis on the ‘simple honest farmer’ masculinity 

represented by voices such as the evangelical preacher Angus Buchan (Du Pisani, 

2001; Nadar, 2013).  

Secondly, this ownership of, and relationship to, the land was positioned as a 

masculine role with the Du Toit men, across three generations from the grandfather, 

his two sons, Hannes and his brother, and the grandchildren, Adriaan and Francois. 

This masculine focus on the relationship to the farm also obscured the care roles 

played by the various women, including Hannes’s mother, Karen, Pumla and farm 

workers such as Victoria, and the fact that the property had originally been purchased 

by their great-grandmother. 

Thirdly, the activities that the group mentioned or participated in were also typically 

male: riding a motorbike, ‘fixing and building things’, and playing ‘war games’. In 

addition to the ‘war games’ that we had played on our walk, Hannes had also spoken 

about other ways in which he plays with them. He described how they like to wrestle, 

and that it had sometimes become so rough that ‘someone would end up with broken 

teeth or bleeding somewhere’. He described this in a way that suggested that his sons 

really valued this time with him, and that the physical hurt was apparently not 

emotionally too troubling for them, since ‘it was part of playing’. Following the theme of 

militarised masculinity, he also described how much Francois enjoyed making a toy 

rifle in the farm workshop with him. The process was quite involved as they had 

designed it together, sourced materials, then assembled and painted it together as 

father and son.  

In the fourth place, the paternalistic relationships between the adult men and the farm 

workers as well as the domestic workers were also apparent. The bread that Hannes’s 

father had brought to the farm workers who lived on the farm, and the transport that 

Hannes provided to Pumla, demonstrated how dependent the various workers were 

on the Du Toit men, and almost seemed feudalistic in nature.  

In summary: it was striking that Hannes and Karen had both referred to these walks 

as ‘caregiving’. Participating in the walk had therefore alerted me to pay closer 

attention to how masculinities, play, and power differentials were constructed or 
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performed in relation to caregiving arrangements in the Du Toit family, and the other 

families with whom I engaged in the research. The walk with the father and sons of the 

Du Toit family demonstrated how masculinity was transferred from one generation to 

the next, and how this overlapped with the concerted cultivation (Lareau, 2003) of the 

Du Toit boys to carry on masculinities and class constructions. 

6.4 CAREGIVING ARRANGEMENTS AND PLAYING WITH CHILDREN IN THE 

DU TOIT FAMILY: THEMES AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION  

In the following theoretical reflection on the two themes of ‘caregiving arrangements’ 

and ‘playing with children’ I draw on the key theoretical discourses that have been used 

so far, including the description of a feminist ethic of care that Tronto (1993; 2013) 

provides, discourses from fatherhood-focused research psychology, and discourses 

from critical masculinity studies. I suggest that fathers playing with children can be 

seen as a form of caregiving, and may contribute to fostering an ethic of care among 

men. 

6.4.1 Caregiving arrangements in the Du Toit household: Theoretical 

discussion 

This section provides a theoretical discussion of the intergenerational transfer of 

caregiving, and a brief comment on the use of the terms care ‘giving’ and care ‘work’. 

6.4.1.1 Intergenerational transfer of caregiving 

The intergenerational transfer of care presents an opportunity for loosening gendered 

behaviour for boys (Reichert, 2019; Snarey, 1993). Men who model caregiving to 

children are likely to influence the children’s future attitudes and behaviour. In this 

sense, Adriaan and Francois often saw their father preparing food, dressing them, and 

cleaning the house (during the lockdown). In contrast, or perhaps complementary to 

this perception of their fathers, the boys also experienced their life on the farm in 

relation to three generations of men, and masculinised lines of heritage in their family: 

their grandfather was the central farm owner, their uncle was the farm manager, their 

father Hannes lived on the farm, and they experienced their own life as boys growing 

up in the farm environment.  
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Hannes explained that his own childhood experience had motivated him to be attentive 

and responsive to his children as a result of the dual influence of ‘reworking’ and 

‘modelling’ his experience of being parented by his father (Snarey, 1993:277). In terms 

of reworking, he liked to spend more time with his children than his father had spent 

with him. He recalled rugby as the main connecting point between them: his father had 

not missed watching one high school rugby game. While it was significant, according 

to Hannes this was, however, the extent of his father’s apparent availability. They had 

not spent any other meaningful time together one-on-one, as far as he could recall. 

This had motivated him to ‘rework’ his experience and spend a lot of time each day 

with his sons. Drawing on Pleck’s (2010) conceptualisation of paternal involvement, 

Hannes endeavoured to expand the ‘positive engagement activities’ such as attending 

the rugby games, with ‘warmth and responsiveness’ since he would like to be ‘as 

approachable’ as his father. In terms of modelling after his father, he described how 

his father was very approachable, while engendering respect from his children, in other 

words he showed warmth and responsiveness, when approached, but his proactive 

positive engagement with Hannes was limited. Hannes explained that he would in turn 

would like to strike a similar ‘fine balance between being a father and a friend to my 

children’.  

This aspect of care that Hannes had received from his father seemed to be a measure 

of ‘control’ in combination with ‘warmth and responsiveness’ (Pleck, 2010). This 

nuance of his father’s personality apparently lasted beyond Hannes’s childhood as 

Karen described him as the ‘most wonderful, dearest, loving autocrat that exists’. The 

description of Hannes’s father reminded me of the masculine stereotype of the gentle 

farmer who nevertheless occupies a position of power as an expression of ‘palatable 

patriarchy’ (Nadar, 2013). 

6.4.1.2 Care ‘giving’ and care ‘work’ 

The relationship between ‘taking care of’ and ‘caregiving’ can be observed in the 

responses from the Du Toit couple. Karen, as breadwinner and ‘executive manager’ of 

the household, did the mental work of ensuring that the family were well ‘taken care of’ 

by providing the required resources and household management (Hochschild & 

Machung, 2012), or process responsibility (Pleck, 2010). Hannes did much of the 

actual work of giving care to his children by spending time playing and interacting with 
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them, dressing them, preparing their food for school, and driving them to and from 

school.  

Following Tronto (1993), I interchangeably use the terms ‘caregiving’ and ‘care work’. 

Of the phases of care, ‘giving care’ is the phase that most aligns with what is commonly 

called ‘care work’. Such work is often examined in terms of being paid work or unpaid 

work for example in time use surveys (RSA, 2013). Conceptualising caregiving as work 

allows for the comparison between paid and unpaid work, and caregiving and other 

forms of work that are not conceptualised as ‘care work’. This approach echoes the 

paradigm that critically separates production and social reproduction in the context of 

capitalism (Katz, 2001). A potential ontological risk may arise if care is then defined 

from the perspective of the ‘work ethic’, according to Tronto (Tronto, 1993:165).  

Caring is also displaced by other cultural ideas that accord with the 

separation between public and private life. […] The moral boundaries that 

surround a world constituted by the work ethic cannot recognize the 

importance of care. 

In other words, if caregiving is not regarded as work, it would not be regarded as 

valuable, or counted. This reifies production, or paid work, as the normative framework 

for caring activities. An ethic of care conversely positions care as the fundamental 

value of society, and views production of goods and services as an element within the 

ethic of care. Rather than care being positioned as the means to the end of production, 

in an ethic of care, production becomes a means to the end of providing care (Tronto, 

1993:113). Both perspectives have been used to assess gender equity, and present 

different lenses on caregiving. Because my research question was focused on an ethic 

of care, I use the terms ‘care work’ and ‘caregiving’ interchangeably to refer to the 

practice of directly providing care, including activities such as feeding, washing and 

dressing. 

Pertinent to my research question of fostering a feminist ethic of care among fathers, I 

interpret playing with children as a caregiving practice, or care work, where a parent 

directly provides the care (play) that a child needs, and primarily responds to the 

cognitive, emotional and social developmental needs of the child (Ginsburg et al., 

2007). In order to elucidate men’s participation in care work, some international 
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research distinguishes between playing with children and ‘other more laborious care 

work’ (Kato-Wallace, Barker, Eads & Levtov, 2014). Caring is difficult, and requires 

someone to carry the burden of the effort (Noddings, 2013:9; Tronto, 1993:102). In 

terms of men giving care, it is important to note the distinction of playing with children 

as an activity that requires less of an effort (than doing laundry or cleaning a house). 

In this context, I acknowledge this difference in level of effort, while simultaneously 

interpreting playing with children as a caregiving activity, from the perspective of an 

ethic of care. I therefore refer to playing with children as a form of less laborious care 

work, while still regarding it as a form of work. 

6.4.2 Hannes du Toit playing with his children: Theoretical discussion 

Hannes presents an interesting example of giving care since he does both of the 

abovementioned kinds of caregiving: playing with children and routine child care or 

domestic tasks. Playing with children may be seen as ‘fun work’ (Cott & Griswold, 

1994:247) and has been documented as the most popular form of interaction between 

men and children in several contexts (Kato-Wallace et al., 2014). However, Hannes 

also did other caregiving and domestic work, called ‘prosaic work’ by Smit (2004:112). 

Both themes are discussed and reflected on below. 

Smit (2004) refers to the gender equality approach to father involvement and highlights 

the feminist critique that men often only do the ‘fun work’ of playing with children or 

reading stories to them. Critics highlight that the drudgery of more routine, ‘prosaic’, or 

difficult caregiving such as dressing children or driving them to school is more often 

left to women (Cott & Griswold, 1994; Smit, 2004:112). This critique reflects Tronto’s 

point that those with more power are often exempted from caregiving, and that men 

receive ‘production and protection passes’ on caregiving (Tronto, 2013:67). A third kind 

of pass, the ‘play pass’, may therefore apply, as a third way for men to avoid caregiving.  

In terms of child care, Hannes does both kinds of caregiving, and during the Covid-19 

lockdown he did the domestic work that Pumla usually did before the lockdown. As he 

frequently acknowledged, his engagement in unpaid care work was not driven by his 

own inherent motivation to do this work, but rather by extra-ordinary circumstances or 

necessity – such as when his wife had cancer, or when Pumla was unable to come to 

work, and no-one else was available to do the work. On the other hand, he was self-
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motivated to spend time playing with his children. I suggest, and discuss the argument 

further on in this chapter, that while fathers playing with children is less laborious than 

tasks like cleaning or washing, it is an important part of father-child interaction, and 

qualifies as a form of giving care.  

6.5 EXAMPLES OF CAREGIVING ARRANGEMENTS AND PLAYING WITH 

CHILDREN IN OTHER FAMILIES  

6.5.1 Caregiving arrangements in the Landa family: Interview summary 

Mario Landa explained the dynamic of ‘mental work’ done by Ilana, and his awareness 

thereof: 

In my best moments I acknowledge all of that, but then it gets lost in the 

everyday hustle, she’s doing this, and this, and this, and paying attention to 

this, and this, and this, and it looks like nothing but if that is not in place, if 

she did not go shopping, then there’s no dinner. Even if I make dinner, it is 

something that she planned, [she would] say okay: ‘tonight, please make 

this and this,’ then I execute. 

He described how he would cook for his family a few times a week, and help keep the 

house tidy, but that Ilana was the household manager, and she instructed him on what 

he had to do.  

6.5.2 Caregiving arrangements in the Botha family: Interview summaries 

Similar to Hannes, Marius was active in caregiving early in the morning. Wendy joked 

that he ‘jumpstarts’ the house early in the morning since he is an early riser. According 

to Wendy, Marius was ‘not allowed to’ dress the girls since he ‘just grabs the first piece 

of clothing’. With regard to cooking, cleaning the kitchen and doing the laundry, Marius 

prepared breakfast and Wendy cooked supper, ‘because I like cooking’; they shared 

the work of tidying the kitchen and placing dishes in the dishwasher, and similarly both 

did laundry. 

Regarding shopping, Marius admitted that he did not like shopping and also usually 

bought the wrong items, without checking prices. Wendy usually did the regular 
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shopping. Marius told of his experience of growing up in a house where his mother 

prepared the household every night for the next day, for example by refilling the butter 

dish and sugar pot, so that it would be ready for the family the next day. Wendy 

interjected: ‘Like a retail shop for customers!’ Marius continued to explain his viewpoint: 

Marius: So in a way I think to myself: But you have to see to it better that 

there is milk and bread … I think that is where it comes from 

[Marius’s emphasis]. 

Wessel: You think that you have to check yourself, or that Wendy has to? 

Wendy:  No, he thinks I have to! As the woman of the house! 

Marius: As the woman of the house, she has to look after it [Marius’s 

emphasis]. 

Wendy: Which I am, and you’re the man of the house, and the children 

are the children of the house, but [laughs] I just feel that if the 

person who finished the milk makes a mental note: ‘The milk is 

finished!’ and goes to the shop, and first thing: ‘I buy milk!’  

In this exchange their mood was humorous, and it seemed as if Marius was being 

critically self-reflective in explaining his own attitude. At other times he also reflected 

critically on his conservative upbringing. My interpretation was that he also mentioned 

this as an example of his own conservative bias. 

The Bothas employed a domestic worker called Amelia, who worked at their house 

once a week. Her most important task was ironing clothes. Marius and Wendy said 

that they do not like ironing, and would rather pay someone to iron than do it 

themselves. Wendy usually did the laundry, and Marius would sometimes do his own. 

There seemed to have been some discomfort when Wendy moved in. Wendy recalls 

that the ‘little woman’ [Afrikaans: vroutjie] who was cleaning the house at the time ‘got 

into a power struggle’ with her. Eventually she left, and Wendy proclaimed with a smile: 

‘I won!’ They were very happy to meet Amelia. Wendy explained that she also works 

in a few other homes and does not speak English or Afrikaans very well. Amelia has a 

key to the house and is often at home alone, doing the cleaning.  
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6.5.3 Marius Botha playing with his children 

Marius explained that he enjoyed playing with his daughters when he stepped away 

from his daily routine of working in his office at home. He would play with them in the 

back yard and may kick a ball with them or join their imaginative games. Marius 

seemed to care about his daughters’ play:  

I think it’s [play is] important to a child. We see how much they enjoy it to 

play with other children here, so we make a lot of effort with play dates, here 

at home, or they go and play over there. 

Marius and Wendy also told me about their daughters’ play and described how they 

bake mud cakes, play in the garden, make a tepee, or tend to Lisa’s ‘tadpole farm’. 

The couple clearly valued playing more highly than having toys, as evidenced by. 

Wendy’s observation that her children often complain about all the toys other children 

have compared to theirs, and that she would then remind them that they can play other 

games at home.  

Wendy told me of comments she had heard from other children who play at their house, 

who felt their children were lucky since they actually play actively, rather than only 

watch movies.  

The Bothas also played the audience in a puppet show hosted by their daughters. For 

a series of evenings, their children would present a puppet show, and ask them to sit 

on the floor and watch the show. According to Wendy, it was a very serious and 

ceremonious event for the two girls. Marius participated fully in this activity as an 

audience member by joining Wendy and their dog on the floor as the ‘audience’. 

6.5.4 Caregiving arrangements in the Le Roux family: Interview summary 

The Le Roux family explained that the working from home requirement due to Covid-

19 had led to a major improvement in how they managed domestic and care work. 

They did not employ a domestic worker, and Cheryl’s parents occasionally cared for 

their daughter Zoe. Michael and Cheryl were both employed full time, but the nature of 

their work differed. While Cheryl received requests for administrative tasks throughout 

the day, Michael was actively engaged in brokering investment transactions or ‘deals’ 
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as he called it. Consequently, Cheryl would take responsibility for domestic work, and 

for driving her daughter to school and back every day. She further explained: ‘I would 

try and get as much domestic work in by half past twelve as I can, because I know 

when Zoe gets here, then it’s lunch for Zoe, it’s “new words” that need to get done, or 

she will play with a friend.’ Cheryl therefore did domestic work while attending to her 

paid work, and focused mostly on caring for her daughter in the afternoon after school.  

Cheryl also described two moments when she had felt she was going through 

‘breakdowns’ due to the volume of care work that she had taken on. The first happened 

soon after the couple’s wedding, and she was trying to fulfil the role that she 

understood ‘a wife’ should play. She explained that she had grown up with her 

grandmother who did most of the domestic work, and her mother who spent most of 

her time on child care: ‘So I was trying to break my back in playing my granny and 

doing my mom! You know, so I just got burnt out, basically, it just got too much.’  

She had inadvertently taken on both of these roles because according to her, ‘I come 

from a house like that.’ An important moment of ‘mental relief’ for her was when she 

told Michael that she wanted to end the marriage because she could not sustain the 

amount of work she was doing. She said: ‘I told him: ‘listen – either you step up or you 

pay someone to step up!’ He had then agreed to hire a domestic worker who took on 

some of the work. The second ‘breakdown’ that Cheryl experienced was when her 

daughter was a toddler, and the amount of care work had increased dramatically. 

Again, the solution was to hire a domestic worker who helped. What stood out was that 

in both cases Michael did not increase his contribution to care work, but paid for 

someone else to do so, and as Cheryl said: ‘It was a “mental relief”, even though I 

physically still did it.’ 

When I checked with them if the care work had become more sustainable than before, 

they agreed that it had, but the change had happened because both were them 

working from home, not because Michael was doing more care work. 
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6.5.5 Michael le Roux playing with his children 

Michael’s work space seemed to be open to his daughter. Normally, when he was 

working he could not step away from his computer since he is tracking investments for 

most of the day, but his daughter would play with her dolls ‘in the lounge, upstairs, next 

to my desk …’ He named all the imaginary family members of his daughter’s ‘Barbie 

family’ and laughed when he described how they would play ‘Barbie adventures’ 

together.  

6.5.6 Caregiving arrangements in the Kekana family: Interview summaries 

Thando Kekana described how he had increased his involvement in caregiving as his 

family expanded. He was of the opinion that he was most involved in caregiving with 

his son Nkosi. Thando explained that when he lived in his father’s home, the 

childminders he employed did most of the caregiving with Nikki during the day and he 

did most after hours. He also mentioned that he now felt he had been less involved at 

the time than he could have been, because he was still young (24 years old). When I 

asked who was most involved in Nikki’s care at the time, he responded: ‘It was the 

child minders, I mean obviously during the day, like I’m not there, in the main […] but 

ja, definitely, changing nappies, bathing … ahem you know … putting to sleep, [I did] 

all of those things.’ 

He told me that it was hard to compare the caregiving of Nikki with that of his second 

child Avuzwa, because ‘with Avu it was a different dynamic’ where for the first time he 

was actively co-parenting with Siphokazi, Avuzwa’s biological mother. Nevertheless, 

he felt that his level of involvement at the time with Avuzwa and Nikki was equally low 

then, and that he became more involved with Nkosi at a late stage. He described a 

typical recent weekday evening: 

Like now I’m just more, just more involved, so, when I get home, I don’t 

necessarily sit down and watch TV. Like by then Siphs has had enough with 

Nkosi the whole day, so when I get home, it’s me and Kgosi basically. So, I 

take him, feeding him, sort of you know, bathing him, so, just a lot more, just 

a lot more involved, man, a lot more, I think I just know a lot more.  
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He went on to describe how he picked up his daughters at school every day and that 

they would play with each other when they got home. At that point Siphokazi would 

usually be tired from having spent the whole day with Nkosi and, gesturing as if he was 

passing on a rugby ball, Thando smiled broadly and said: ‘Siphs passes him on!’  

6.5.7 Thando Kekana playing with his children 

When I asked Thando about playing with his children, he responded:  

Not my strongest suit. But playing usually involves me tickling, doing 

somersaults, or walks to the park, and jumping on the trampoline and 

playing on the jungle gym and slides, and from time to time playing catch or 

kicking around a ball. 

I also asked if there was a difference between the ways that he played with his children, 

and he responded:  

Maybe Avu likes making me her jungle gym more since she is also smaller, 

while Nikki enjoys playing ball more […] Nkosi is still small so I do more 

baby type playing, like hiding and showing my face to make him laugh, or 

chasing him now that he walks.’  

6.5.8 Caregiving arrangements and playing with my children (auto-

ethnographic account) 

Renée and I often speak about our children ‘being raised by five parents. What we 

mean is that our parents, the children’s grandparents, play a significant role in giving 

care to the children. Renée’s mother and my parents live in the same retirement village 

and when the children visit them, they often see all three grandparents. All three of 

them have also been involved in giving care to the children when they were still babies 

and toddlers. They often visited us and either played with the children, or cared for 

them when we were not available. This included feeding, washing, or doing other 

activities with them.  

In addition to the physical care that our parents provide, they also play an important 

emotional care role with the children. They offer the children the safety and security of 
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family, but this is one step removed from our interactions as an immediate family, and 

consequently potentially less constraining to the children than our parenting: they offer 

a ‘home away from home’. The time that the children spend with our parents gives us 

an opportunity to do things without our children. Renée has mentioned to me that she 

finds this important in order to ‘re-charge’ and be ready for more care work.  

We also pay a childminder to care for the children when we need to be elsewhere, or 

when I travel and Renée needs assistance. Deidre was the first paid caregiver for my 

son, and cared for him at our house until he was old enough to go to school. She lives 

within walking distance of our house, and we still occasionally ask her to care for the 

children – for example, during weekends or school holidays when we are not able to. 

Although Deidre lives within walking distance, it is significant that she lives outside of 

our security estate, while we live within a secure environment. I am sensitive about the 

class disparity but not sure what I can do to mitigate the situation besides what I am 

already doing. The street in which Deidre lives is usually peaceful, but she has called 

us for help when necessary. One instance was when a gang of men attacked all the 

houses on their street, and she called us to fetch her and her son. They consequently 

spent the night at our house. Having read Tronto (1993), and having worked on this 

study, I am very aware of the demonstration of the power differential between those 

who ‘care about’ or ‘take care of’ (in this case me and my family), and those that ‘give 

care’ (in this case Deidre and her family).  

Most of the time that I spend in direct caregiving is in caring for my son, in cooking 

dinner for my family, or in tidying the house. Since I drive my son to and from school, 

and spend most afternoons with him, we often play together in the afternoons, usually 

with his toys. I also take responsibility for bathing him each evening, and dressing and 

preparing him for school each morning. I usually cook dinner for the whole family, since 

I am at home before Renée and our daughter arrive. 

While I endeavour to be a man that practices caregiving, I notice that most of the care 

work in my household is still done by women, either through kin association or through 

paid care, and that my work forms part of contributing to a network of care. 
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6.5.9 Comparing the fathers’ caregiving 

All the fathers I have discussed here were engaged in direct caregiving with their 

children in various ways. All the fathers were responsible for driving their children to 

and from school. The most germane caregiving behaviours are listed in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Examples of some men’s caregiving activities 

 Hannes du Toit Marius Botha Thando Kekana 

Morning  

 

Waking, dressing, 
feeding, supervising 
brushing of teeth, and 
driving to school 

Waking, dressing, 
feeding, supervising 
brushing of teeth, and 
driving to school 

Driving to school 

Afternoon  

 

Fetching from school, 
playing and walking on 
the farm with sons 

Playing with daughters 
after school 

Fetching children from 
school, playing with 
Nkosi 

Evening Ensuring children take a 
bath, preparing them for 
bed, preparing 
lunchboxes for next day 

Cleaning up after dinner Feeding, bathing, and 
playing with Nkosi 

General  

 

Shopping for food, and 
providing transport for 
Pumla, domestic work 
during lockdown 

Shopping for food Engaging with teachers 
and school 

The availability of fathers for caregiving, including playing with their children, was 

related to their time spent on paid work, and somewhat to their presence at home. 

While Thando was as involved with Nkosi as he could be, the volume of his paid work 

seemed high, and his daily commuting took up much of his time. Later, during the 

Covid-19 lockdown, Thando worked from home, and admitted to doing almost none of 

the domestic work, since he was working longer hours than before. Marius also worked 

from home, but was more able than Thando to do caregiving in the morning, and to 

play with his daughters in the afternoon. Hannes did more caregiving than the other 

two fathers, as he managed to combine child care with a full day’s work and his daily 

commuting, and when he was not employed and based at home, he spent the majority 

of his time on care work. 
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6.6 CAREGIVING ARRANGEMENTS AND PLAYING WITH CHILDREN: 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

The examples provided above highlight nuances in the themes of play, 

intergenerational transfer of care, and caregiving arrangements. These nuances are 

briefly addressed below. 

6.6.1 Intergenerational transfer of gendered caregiving 

The description that Marius provided of his mother preparing the house each night for 

the following day, presented an example of an intergenerational transfer of gendered 

bias. The point arose in a conversation between Wendy and Marius about the mental 

load of domestic work, where Wendy was talking about the fact that she tracked 

whether there was milk in the house or not, even though she did not use milk, but 

Marius did: 

Marius  I’m talking ‘out of the bedroom’ here, because if I go shopping 

then I get the constant SMSs: 'You still have to also get this' then 

I'm already at the till, and paying then 'Can you still bring this?' 

I'm already on the way home then 'What about this? 

Wendy: But I will, for example, if I have finished the milk, know I have 

finished the milk. Whereas, I do not use so much milk, so if the 

milk is done, then you know the milk is done, so then you can 

send me an SMS, and say: ‘The milk is done!’ Or say you are 

going to the shop. (Turns to Marius): Go buy milk! You know! 

Marius  But I’ve thought a lot about it, I grew up in a house where my 

mother, before she goes to sleep, she filled the sugar pot, and 

put butter in the butter dish, and such things. [She] 'stocked' [the 

house] to some extent. 

Wendy  Like a retail shop! So the next morning as the ‘customers’ come 

in, the shelves are stacked! 

To paraphrase: Marius’s mother was apparently a skilled household manager, and 

consequently he expected Wendy to live up to the same standards She rejected this 

expectation. It appeared from this exchange between Marius and Wendy that they 
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were both critical of Marius’s gendered expectation. In this apparent reflection on his 

own socialisation, it seemed as if his experience of his mother had influenced his 

expectation of Wendy. He was deliberately working to counter his experience of his 

mother, similar to the ‘reworking’ hypothesis mentioned by Snarey (1993:279). 

Simultaneously, as Wendy expressed her preference to dress her daughters, she 

maintained the prerogative to fulfil the feminised role in deciding on her daughters’ 

dress aesthetics. As Hochschild and Machung point out, women also uphold and find 

affirmation in gendered roles. The tension between the Marius and Wendy’s practical 

experience, and their reflection about it, was interpreted as evidence of the tension 

between an apparently traditional gender strategy, and a transitional gender ideology, 

in striving for an egalitarian ideology (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). 

6.6.2 Domestic workers and caregiving 

All the families in the sample were dependent on others for care, in addition to the care 

given and received within the families. Some caregivers were paid (in the case of the 

domestic workers) and others were unpaid (in the case of grandparents and family 

members.) In all the cases the main working relationships between the domestic 

workers and each family were anchored in a relationship between the mother of the 

family and the domestic worker.  

Wendy used language (‘little woman’) that seemed to maintain the subordinate role of 

the women who had previously worked as domestic workers in the house before 

Amelia had started to work there. However, Wendy was explicit about her frustration 

in the relationships they had, and seemed quite deliberate in her belittling use of 

language, apparently to convey self-reflection. She acknowledged the competition she 

apparently felt with one woman in particular when she said, ‘I won!’ for example. 

I also observed that in addition to being employed in the subordinate position of 

domestic worker, Amelia also seemed overly friendly and maintained a submissive 

demeanour. Amelia speaks isiXhosa, and her inability to speak English or Afrikaans 

created a kind of distance between her and Wendy. Wendy and Marius were unsure 

of her full name and surname, and did not know exactly where she lived. On the other 

hand, they seemed to care about Amelia as they told me that they had helped her son 

to be exposed to art competitions since he was studying art at college.  
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The relationships between domestic workers and women who manage households 

has been documented in several research studies in South Africa (Cock, 1979; Guy, 

1990; King, 2012a; Van der Westhuizen, 2017). More than four decades ago, Cock 

observed that ‘[t]he employment of domestic servants in many households clearly 

absolves men from any involvement in domestic chores, and lessens the burden on 

many White women’ (Cock, 1979:145). All these studies describe the position of power 

that White middle-class women occupy over Black women in domestic service, similar 

to the ‘partial privilege’ that Tronto refers to among women: ‘Thus, women who share 

some of the privileges of the powerful – by education, economic condition, skin color, 

religion, sexual orientation – will be permitted closer to the centers of power’ (Tronto, 

1993:16).  

Karen’s account of how Pumla responded on hearing about the domestic work that 

Hannes and the children were doing is an example of the suggestion by Tronto 

(1993:117) that people who give care often deeply understand the value of the 

caregiving, as mentioned earlier. The transcript excerpt is repeated here: 

She feels responsible for us here. And you know, I made a joke: ‘Wow we 

are working so hard, Daddy, me, the kids, all of us are doing our part’ and 

how she kind of took it the wrong way. [...] She is so sad and she said she 

is so sorry, she actually has to be here for us, you know [emphasis added]. 

In addition to Pumla’s demonstration of the ethical feeling of responsibility for the 

family’s care, it was striking that while Pumla likely had more severe care needs than 

the Du Toits, she showed concern about their care needs above her own. Their 

domestic needs seemed trivial compared to her experience of being in lockdown with 

her two daughters, and in need of food and safety. Tronto (1993:117) notes the 

dynamic that devalues caring work:  

The distribution of caring work and who is cared-for serves to maintain and 

to reinforce patterns of subordination. Those who care are made still less 

important because their needs are not as important as the needs of those 

privileged enough to be able to pay others to care for them.  

This description matched my observation of the subordinate position that Pumla 

occupied as paid caregiver for the Du Toit household. The subordinate role was not 
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maintained by deliberate maliciousness of the Du Toits, but rather by the South African 

societal and historical devaluation of caregiving, in which the Du Toits were complicit. 

6.6.3 ‘Fun’ work: Play, masculinity and caregiving 

I next draw on the distinction Smit (2004) makes between play as ‘fun work’ and some 

commonplace caregiving activities as ‘prosaic work’, to demonstrate the theoretical 

relevance of play to the research question. I highlight an apparent contradiction 

regarding men, care, and play, where playing with children may consolidate traditional 

forms of masculinity, yet also potentially subvert these. 

In the context of fostering a feminist ethic of care among men, I suggest that play be 

recognised as an important form of men doing care work, in addition to, and not 

excluding, the regular ‘prosaic work’ involved in daily child-rearing (Smit, 2004). I 

suggest that both forms of care work are important, and that play may offer an 

opportunity to contribute to men engaging in a feminist ethic of care. 

In discourses about gender equality, authors comment on how children’s play either 

expresses, contradicts or contributes to the establishment of gendered social 

categories (Devey & Morrell, 2012; Rudman & Glick, 2008:59). The games that 

Hannes and his sons were playing, for example, matched a masculine, even 

militarised, mode of play with the motorbike, sticks as ‘heavy blasters’ and wrestling or 

‘roughhousing’. These games may entrench gendered categories, and division of 

labour, where boys are socialised to become the publicly visible protectors and 

providers, and girls are socialised to become private, domestic caregivers.  

Hannes and Karen reported on both kinds of activity as Hannes ‘giving care’. Karen 

expressed appreciation for the fact that Hannes would regularly walk and play with his 

sons on the farm, and also acknowledged how important it is to her that he cleans the 

house, prepares food, and does laundry.  

Two perspectives about this relationship between caregiving and play are presented 

in the literature. On the one hand, in several studies, fathers were found to be more 

likely to favour playing with children or recreation than other forms of direct caregiving 

such as food preparation or bathing (Kato-Wallace et al., 2014; Rendon, 2008). Data 

from the International Men and Gender Equality Survey also showed an association 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

151 

between gender-equitable attitudes among young fathers and the likelihood of these 

fathers playing with their children, instead of doing care tasks that require harder work. 

The authors noted that this ‘suggests that even men who are the most gender equitable 

limit their participation to less laborious tasks’ (Kato-Wallace et al., 2014). In addition 

to the ‘protection and provider passes’ that allow men’s avoidance of care work, as 

suggested by Tronto, these citations seem to show a similar third ‘play pass’ as an 

avoidance of other care work. Following Tronto’s reasoning, playing with children may 

therefore be a similar expression of ‘privileged irresponsibility’ from which men benefit 

(Tronto, 1993, 2013).  

On the other hand, however, there are demonstrated benefits to fathers playing with 

children. Lamb (2010:14) suggests that fathers playing with children may not 

necessarily be as simple or distinct as may have been cited by other researchers: 

[A]lthough many researchers initially emphasized differences between the 

behavioural styles of mothers and fathers, subsequent research has made 

clear that many of these differences (including the ‘special’ identification of 

fathers with Playful companionship) are not universal, have been 

exaggerated even in societies where they do occur, and are not ‘essential’ 

features of unique father-child relationships.  

The activity of playing with children is included as one form of significant paternal 

engagement referred to in Pleck’s (2010) typology of paternal involvement. Similar to 

the ‘production pass’, the challenge to gender equality arises when ‘prosaic’ caregiving 

tasks are neglected in favour of material support, or in this case, playing with children 

(Smit, 2004). I interpret published evidence, and data collected in this study, to mean 

that the notion of father involvement should be expanded to include different aspects 

of caregiving beyond prosaic tasks, to include financial provision, and playing with 

children, rather than a mutually exclusive focus on only one element. The problem is 

not financial provision, or playing with children as such, but rather the reduction to 

these as the only role a father may perform. Expanding the notion of father involvement 

to include, in this context, playing with children may therefore contribute to fostering a 

feminist ethic of care among men. 
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Applying this argument within Tronto’s framework of an ethic of care, I suggest that 

play could facilitate men’s progress from the first and second phases of an ethic of 

care – ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ – to the third phase, ‘giving care.’ When 

referring to the term ‘play’, I use it in the most inclusive sense to mean all of the 

following: structured, rule-based games prevalent in sport; loose, unstructured physical 

play like play-wrestling and tumbling; and imagination-based or creative fantasy play 

(Cohen, 2002; Donaldson, 1993).  

I suggest that play could support men’s caregiving in four ways.  

Play may counter harmful masculinities. Playing and playfulness disturb harmful 

masculinities that require power over others, being in control, and being protected from 

the world with an impassive shield, by allowing those who play to relinquish power in 

randomness, to let go of control with spontaneity, and to become vulnerable and open 

to connection. Parents who play can also deliberately foster empowerment among girls 

and connection among boys (Cohen, 2002:132; Reichert, 2019).  

Play facilitates healthy relationship development for children. Playing with children 

allows parents to step out of their assigned roles as mother or father, and support the 

children in trying out different constellations of relationships. Warmth, responsiveness, 

and playback between fathers and children are developmentally very important 

(Lindegger, 2006:123; Pleck, 2010).  

Play provides an embodied opportunity to practically meet children on their terms. 

Physical play allows children to discover various boundaries to what is socially 

acceptable or not. Play-wrestling and roughhousing offers a safe way to discover 

physical boundaries (Cohen, 2002:93). It also allows children, especially girls who may 

feel disempowered, to develop some confidence in their own power. According to 

Cohen (2002:95), ‘They may need you to lose your dignity and be totally incompetent 

so they can feel powerful.’  

Play could improve the attachment between father and child. Giving care and play are 

usually both practical and proximal endeavours (Cohen, 2002; Tronto, 1993). 

Caregiving activities such as washing, feeding, dressing, teaching and cuddling 

children all require being together. Similarly, excluding computer gaming, it is hard to 

imagine any form of playing with someone that does not require being together. Cohen 
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(2002:19) raises the importance of ‘getting down on the floor’ with children, literally and 

metaphorically, as a way to meet the children on their terms. This presents a way for 

men who may feel distant from their children to close the distance in the safe context 

of play, and to become ‘grounded’ in terms of a more embodied engagement with their 

children, as opposed to the ‘care-free’ myth of the flying boy Peter Pan (Mazis, 1993).  

6.6.4 Gender differences between families in types of play  

Among families there seemed to be a spectrum of gendered expression of the kinds 

of play that was happening between parents and children. It seemed as if boys and 

girls mostly played different kinds of games with their fathers. The sample size was too 

small to make any representative claim, but in the context of the research question I 

noticed that the fathers played with boys and girls in three ways: (1) Hannes played 

with his sons in a traditionally masculine way – roughhousing, playing ‘war games’, 

making toy guns, and riding motorbikes; (2) Thando played with his daughters in ways 

that may also be constructed as particular to boys (e.g., Avuzwa liked ‘using him as 

her jungle gym’ and Nikki liked ‘kicking a ball’ more); (3) Marius kicked a ball with his 

daughters, but also engaged in more imaginative, nature-based play in their garden, 

and with the puppet show. Wendy had also spoken of the fact that Marie was very 

happy to have received a set of facial make-up that was ‘real’ adult make-up, and not 

‘toy make-up’. 

These instances were only the ones that arose from my interviews and observations; 

it is likely that the three families all had other ways of playing that showed all three 

instances. My observation was that all three the families allowed their children to 

explore different kinds of play without too strict an enforcement of gender.  

Lindegger (2006) also raises the importance of the fluidity of gender identification of 

parents in father-child relationships. He points out that from a Jungian perspective, the 

important developmental experience for children is of being fathered and taken care 

of, regardless of the sex of the parent. He suggests that women can also sufficiently 

‘father’ children, where fathering is the active, positive engagement that Pleck 

describes (2010). In South Africa, the traditional role of Borakgadi, or maternal aunts, 

in Sesotho culture confirms this, where an aunt assumes the cultural role and duties 

of a father, or ‘female husband’ upon the passing or non-availability of the father 
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(Ramphele, 1995:7). The parent’s own personality, or characteristics, have a greater 

influence on the child’s development than the extent to which they express a particular 

gender or not (Lamb, 2010:11). 

6.7 CONCLUSION  

In this chapter, I described my observations and summaries regarding ‘caregiving’, the 

third phase of an ethic of care according to Tronto (1993). In concluding this chapter, 

it is necessary to emphasise Tronto’s insistence on care as a practice, rather than a 

conceptual model. Each of the four phases of the ethic of care involves a kind of 

practice: ‘caring about’ involves practising attentiveness to the care needs of another; 

‘taking care of’ involves the practice of taking responsibility for the care needs; ‘giving 

care’ entails the practice of competently responding to care needs; and ‘receiving care’ 

involves the practice of responding to care provided (Tronto, 1993).  

Of the four phases of care, the ‘caregiving’ and ‘care receiving’ phases are the phases 

that men, and others in power, avoid most. Giving care involves the most work of the 

four phases and is often cited as an important factor for balancing gender equality 

(Kato-Wallace et al., 2014).  

In this chapter, I described how men who participated in the survey had given care to 

their children, and where the expansions of norms surrounding caregiving may have 

happened. In reviewing the data I noticed that when I had asked participants (mothers 

and fathers) about caring for children, there were no responses related to sexuality 

and/or sexuality education. I did not raise specific questions about this in the data 

collection process, however in retrospect I realised that this may be an important 

aspect of fathering that deserves exploration. Due to potential feelings of privacy this 

topic would likely require specific questions to explore further. I noticed the lacuna in 

the context of thinking about father involvement that may not adhere to gender norms 

(like assuming that talking to children about sex and sexuality are a mothers’ duty.)  

Each of the three phases that have been described so far required an expansion of 

the practices of the men in the study sample. In order to ‘care about’ others, men 

expanded their attention from their own needs to the needs of others; in order to ‘take 

care of’ children, men expanded their responsibility from material provision to provision 
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of emotional and social engagement, and in order to ‘give care’, men took on becoming 

competent in doing care work, in addition to playing with children. I argue that it is 

important to view these changes as expansions, and not replacements, of existing 

behaviour in order to foster a feminist ethic of care among fathers.  

The same applies to the final phase of the ethic of care, which is the phase of ‘receiving 

care’ and the accompanying ethical component of being responsive to care. The 

findings and analysis regarding this aspect of receiving care, as well as the children’s 

reception of, and responsiveness to care given, are discussed in the next chapter 

(Chapter 7). An expansion that I observed among the fathers, namely that they became 

more responsive to receiving care, is also dealt with. The next chapter (7) is the last of 

the findings-related section of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

MEN ‘RECEIVING CARE’ 

7.1 INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVIEW OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter describes findings from the fourth and final phase in Tronto’s account of 

an ethic of care, namely ‘receiving care’. After a brief introduction to the care phase, I 

describe two groups of people receiving care, in terms of men’s involvement in an ethic 

of care. The first set of examples is of children receiving care from their fathers. The 

second set of examples describes fathers receiving care from others, mostly from 

women in their families and care networks. The chapter also describes the ‘privileged 

irresponsibility’ that obscures care and domestic work, and how this intersects with 

masculinities and men’s experiences of vulnerabilities.  

7.2 THE CARE PHASE OF ‘RECEIVING CARE’ AND THE ETHICAL ELEMENT 

OF RESPONSIVENESS 

The object of care responds to the care that has been given; for example, a person 

who has been given a meal is no longer hungry, the room is in order after being tidied, 

or the child calms down when consoled. It is necessary to include the receiving of care 

as a phase in an ethic of care to show that the care needs have actually been met. 

The perception of a care need by those who ‘care about’ may not have been accurate, 

nor may the provision of care have been adequate. Taking note of the response of the 

one receiving care allows for an evaluation of the adequacy of the care provided, and 

consequently to what extent the ethical elements of care have been fulfilled. It provides 

the answer to the questions of whether those who ‘cared about’ were adequately 

attentive, whether those who ‘took care of’ took adequate responsibility, and whether 

those who ‘gave the care’ did so competently (Tronto, 1993:108). Where people are 

receiving care, this transition from a focus on the care that is being provided to the care 

that is being received also brings the agency of the persons with the care needs into 

focus. For example, the parent who bathes a child may rush the task in order to get to 

the next caregiving task such as feeding his children, while the child being bathed may 

insist on washing him- or herself, or playing in the water. The question arises: whose 
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version of the adequacy of care provided to fulfil needs is more significant here – the 

father’s need to complete a range of activities for all of his children, or the 

developmental needs of the child being bathed? If one does not consider the phase of 

receiving, and responding to, care that is given, these considerations may go 

unnoticed.  

Those who give and receive care also have the least societal power, relative to those 

who ‘care about’ or ‘take care of’, according to Tronto’s phases of care. By definition, 

having a care need puts one in a dependent, and therefore subordinate, position 

towards those that are able to provide the care required. Consequently, giving care 

directly, and receiving care, are often associated with lower societal value. Those who 

are in relatively powerful positions therefore avoid acknowledging their dependence on 

care. Tronto (1993:123) highlights this relationship between the dependency on care 

and the emergence of ‘otherness’ or the social process of distancing oneself from the 

recognition of care: 

‘Otherness’ arises out of a failure to recognize care in several ways. In the 

first instance, because we expect to be autonomous, any form of 

dependency is treated as a great weakness. Those ‘others’ who need care 

are reduced to an object: ‘the fracture in bed c’ is no longer a person to the 

caregiver. […] On the other hand, the fear that receiving care makes us 

dependent requires a pre-emptive strike to make caregivers ‘other’ so that 

when we receive care, we need not allow it to affect our sense of our own 

autonomy. Those who are powerful are unwilling to admit their dependence 

upon those who care for them [emphasis added]. 

The unwillingness to admit dependence also echoes how the vulnerability of those 

receiving care may be obscured. The conspicuousness of vulnerability is therefore 

different for different groups of people, and provides a loose categorisation of two 

instances of care being received. 

On the one hand, vulnerability may be obvious. In the context of parenting, for 

example, the vulnerability of children is quite pronounced. On the other, a homeowner 

may not necessarily feel vulnerable to a domestic worker in their employment, yet if 

the domestic worker stopped providing the care to the household, the vulnerability of 
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the homeowner will be exposed (as happened in the case of Pumla and the Du Toit 

household).  

The conspicuousness of vulnerability does not necessarily match the seriousness of 

care needs. A serious care need may remain unacknowledged. Men’s low utilisation 

of HIV-related health services is an example of this phenomenon, where men do not 

present for health services as often as women do, yet in many cases have equally 

serious, or more serious, health needs (Cornell, Cox & Wilkinson, 2015; Cornell, 

Mcintyre & Myer, 2011; Cornell & Myer, 2013; Shand, Thomson-de Boor, Van den 

Berg, Peacock & Pascoe, 2014).  

In this chapter, which is the final chapter discussing findings, I do not foreground a 

particular family, but provide pertinent examples from all the families. I did not interview 

children directly, and depended on the accounts of parents to describe the children’s 

responsiveness to care.  

Two groups of people in the fourth phase of ‘receiving care’ are described in the 

following account of my research observations. The first group, with obvious 

vulnerabilities, received care from fathers. In the second group, whose vulnerabilities 

were less obvious, there were instances where fathers themselves received care.  

7.3 RECEIVING THE CARE GIVEN BY FATHERS: INTERVIEW SUMMARIES  

The following section describes interview summaries from each family. After the 

interview summaries, I use a theoretical lens to reflect on overarching themes that 

emerged from the interviews. 

7.3.1 Interviews summary: Bothas 

The Bothas’ younger daughter, Lisa, seemed emotionally very responsive to their care, 

and specifically their affection, and reciprocated their affection. Wendy explained: ‘She 

[Lisa] is very loving – when she kisses one of us, she tries hard to be fair and kiss the 

other one too!’  
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When Marius and Wendy spoke about their eldest daughter, Marie, receiving care, 

Wendy described the difficulty of the transition for Marie to the new arrangement as 

follows: 

[I]n the evening, Marie doesn't want to go to sleep, and she cries, and she 

cries, and she cries. [...] She cries for hours on end. Then I must comfort 

her, and we do this, and we do that, and we just can't … it was quite, we 

actually forgot how hard it was. It was very difficult. And eventually, then 

everything came together.  

Marie was eventually responsive to the care that she received from Marius and Wendy 

in the new care arrangement, even though it was a difficult transition for her. Later on, 

when Marie was old enough to go to school, she attended a government-subsidised 

primary school close to their home. According to Wendy, Marie was very unhappy at 

the school, and when the school recommended medication for apparent attention 

deficit, they ‘tried it, but it did not work’. In this case she seemed not to respond to the 

care given, since her level of anxiety had not reduced.  

Marius and Wendy then decided to enrol Marie at the Waldorf school, and at the time 

of the first interview we conducted she was less anxious, happy at the school and 

learning well – in other words, responsive to the new care or educational arrangement.  

7.3.2 Interviews summary: Du Toits 

The Du Toits tell a similar story to the Bothas about their transition to the Waldorf 

school. Their son, Adriaan, was also enrolled in a government subsidised primary 

school, and also did not respond well to the educational environment. Hannes explains 

that ‘socially he did not fit in at all’. Karen added:  

[W]e had to do homework, and it was always with a lot of fighting. In Grade 

1 he would get so anxious that he would throw chairs, or tear up books. He 

teared up his books because he was so stressed. And I think the same with 

the two of us. […] I got a kind of anxiety at that school with drop off, with the 

kids running and the bells ringing. 
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As was the case with Marie Botha, when the family enrolled Adriaan in the Waldorf 

school, he responded better to the care given by the school. ‘It was a huge thing for 

us, our whole life changed, his and ours […] he does so well there,’ said Hannes.  

According to Karen, Hannes and their younger son, Francois, have a special 

relationship because they are so similar. She explained that they are ‘like two bulls 

locking horns’ and also described their relationship as ‘the agony and the ecstasy’. She 

commented that Francois can switch from calling Hannes the ‘best dad’ in the world, 

to calling him the worst. Sighing, Hannes replied: ‘I feel frustrated, I don’t just want to 

give in to my five-year-old all the time.’ At the time of our interview Hannes reported 

that these difficulties were actually easing up: ‘I actually experience him [Francois] as 

much calmer in recent times. I’m not sure if it’s the fact that I’m calmer as a dad, but I 

feel I pick my battles much better recently.’ It seemed important for both Karen and 

Hannes to decide when to insist on a boundary with Francois, or when to step back; in 

other words, when ‘to choose the battle’. Hannes also told me about his own strategy 

to become more patient with Francois. Judging by the Hannes’s account, it seemed as 

if Francois was responding to this parenting approach with a calmer demeanour.  

In the interviews that I conducted with the Du Toits, a few examples arose of Karen 

receiving care from Hannes, including the domestic work he did during their time in the 

USA and the care he provided to her when she became ill.  

In the case of her professional employment as an audit clerk, she was responsive to 

the care that she had received from Hannes, for example by wearing the clothes that 

he had ironed, but this responsiveness included some emotional tension. My 

interpretation was that this tension was not due to resentment, but rather a discomfort 

that Karen felt because Hannes was doing this work, since she had mentioned in 

another interview that she is ‘an empath’. 

Later on in their life, after they had become parents, and Karen was in recovery from 

thyroid cancer, Hannes did more intensive caregiving. Pumla and Hannes did most of 

the household’s care work, with Pumla maintaining the domestic work, and Hannes 

giving care to the children. The care that Karen received included a clean and tidy 

living environment, regular nutritious meals, and a few hours of day time each day to 

rest. She responded to this care with the physical recovery of her health, and an 
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appreciation for the relief of the emotional burden of parenting. She referred to the 

thought of her sons enjoying a daily walk with their father on the farm as ‘sacred’. 

7.3.3 Interviews summary: Kekanas 

Thando Kekana reported several examples of direct care that he had given to his 

children and how they responded. When I asked about how Nkosi was sleeping, for 

example, Thando beamed and said ‘he’s brilliant’. He commented that Nkosi was 

sleeping through the night at the time, and only woke up once or twice to feed. Thando 

also prepared the bottles of milk formula to feed Nkosi. According to Thando, the fact 

that Nkosi was sleeping and well-nourished showed that he was responsive to the care 

that he was receiving from Thando. Thando also spoke about the fact that bottle 

feeding makes the sharing of infant care easier: ‘I do the bottles and the feeding so 

she [Siphokazi] can do other stuff.’  

In our final interview I asked again about his eldest daughter, Nikki, and her wellbeing. 

In earlier interviews he had reported that she was facing some educational challenges 

at school. Thando’s account was one of a mixed response from Nikki to the care that 

she was given: 

I think those themes are definitely still continuing […] we did get some 

feedback where she was definitely improving and getting more sort of within 

herself. […] We’re now having to do some exercises with her, in the limited 

time that we do have, ’cause they are sending us stuff from school […]. 

She’s definitely struggling, and I’ve had that communication also with the 

teachers […] she’s definitely kind of on the slower side in terms of the class 

[…] it’s just like with maths, and that inner mental space of hers, is still, I 

think, lagging behind quite a bit. 

It therefore seems as if Nikki did not respond as expected to the care given to her by 

her parents and the school. A related aspect that Thando spoke about was the 

difficulties in the relationship between Nikki and Siphokazi:  

Um, it’s been very, very, very challenging, on all those fronts: so school 

perspective, from [Nikki’s] relationship with Sipho, I think that theme is still 

going on. I don’t see it getting any easier […] I need to play the mediator 
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role but in many ways I don’t know how. […] I don’t know where exactly to 

draw the line between like the child, but also to what extent that you 

discipline. Oh, it’s a little bit of a minefield, I’m not going to lie. 

As Thando related this part, he frequently held his hand to his face, and sniffed; he 

seemed quite emotional about the situation he was describing. Again, it seemed as if 

the reception of the care he was giving, as mediator between his wife and daughter, 

was not being received as expected, since the situation remained a ‘bit of a minefield’.  

7.4 RECEIVING THE CARE GIVEN BY FATHERS: THEMES AND 

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

Some examples emerged of children being appropriately responsive to the care given 

by fathers, such as Thando noticing his son’s sleeping pattern as ‘brilliant’ in response 

to the care Thando provided.  

7.4.1 Children responding appropriately to the care given by fathers 

The intertwined nature of the different ethical elements of care is demonstrated by 

Thando’s attentiveness to his son’s response, and his son responding in turn to the 

care provided (Tronto, 1993:134). Tronto uses the term ‘responsiveness’ differently to 

Pleck (2010), who refers to the response given by a father to the care needs of a child, 

as an element of fathering, along with ‘warmth’. Paternal warmth and responsiveness 

add qualitative dimensions to the revised reconceptualisation of fatherhood that Pleck 

(2010:63) offers. Tronto refers to the responsiveness to care received by the object of 

care, in this case the child. In Pleck’s terms, Thando is responding to his son’s care 

needs by soothing and feeding him when needed (Pleck, 2010:63), and in Tronto’s 

terms, Nkosi’s adoption of a regular sleep routine is a sign that he is responding to the 

care received (Tronto, 1993:134).  

7.4.2 Fathers monitoring children’s response to schooling 

The theme of children responding to the quality of care provided by the school emerged 

from all the interviewed families. The evident aspect of men’s relationship to care was 

that the fathers were all keenly aware of, and monitoring, how their children were 

responding to the care given by the school.  
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This observation matches the ascribed psychological role of the father to mediate 

between the experiences of the family and the world outside the family, according to 

the Jungian psychologist Lindegger (2006). According to the typology of fatherhood 

developed by Pleck, this adds to the ‘responsibility’ element. As described in Chapter 

4, this aspect of ‘taking care of’ firstly includes the ‘process responsibility’ of ensuring 

that the child is taken care of, and secondly the provision of ‘indirect care’, where a 

father arranges for resources to be available for the child (Pleck, 2010:65). In the 

receiving care phase of the current study, fathers monitored whether the children 

responded to the care given, and acted accordingly if they observed the children were 

not responding as expected.  

This monitoring and response are reminiscent of the facilitation of the children’s 

‘habitus’ as described by Lareau (2003), drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of the same. 

‘Habitus’ refers to the socially ingrained habits, skills and dispositions of individuals, 

and establishes a way for individuals to perceive the social world around them (Lareau, 

2003). Lareau observed how the habitus of children in two different contexts in the 

USA developed. She describes the ‘concerted cultivation’ experienced by middle-class 

children living in suburbs. The children had overly busy schedules and overenthusiastic 

parents crammed their children’s days with a wide range of developmental activities. 

From this experience the children developed a ‘robust sense of entitlement’. She also 

describes the ‘accomplishment of natural growth’ that children in lower-income inner 

city neighbourhoods experienced. These children were regularly exposed to 

conversations about money, had significant amounts of time away from adults, and 

experienced more interaction with extended family members than the middle-class 

children experienced (Lareau, 2003:2–3).  

The children from the sample that I observed were all from middle-class families, yet 

were neither experiencing concerted cultivation, nor completely left to their own 

devices. Their parents were able to provide for them a life that offered relative middle-

class privilege, while simultaneously placing a high value on their ability to play freely, 

without the packed schedules of the children who experienced the ‘concerted 

cultivation’ described by Lareau. This appreciation of play and free time matched the 

values of Waldorf education, and was encouraged by the school. All the families 

reported an improvement in the quality of life of their children, brought about by 
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attending the school. The children responded to the indirect care of placement at 

Waldorf that their parents provided. By spending their time playing, and showing 

reduced anxieties, the children were responding to this indirect care. In all families the 

parents shared the decision of supporting Waldorf schooling, yet each of the fathers 

also expressed their own motivation for doing so. In short, the unique habitus that the 

fathers offered was a form of care given, and the children responded accordingly.  

7.4.3 Tensions in receiving care 

The interviews lastly revealed a few instances of tension, or conflict, that emerged from 

the ‘care received’ interactions between family members. Thando did not feel 

competent as a mediator between his wife and daughter, and neither did the tension 

dissipate between them. In other words, the care (mediation) that he was giving was 

not received, or responded to, since their conflict remained. The Du Toits showed 

discomfort with their mutual dependence on the care that they received from each 

other, whether it was Hannes ironing clothes for Karen, or Karen providing financially 

for Hannes. Hannes and his son Francois exemplified a parenting relationship that was 

at times difficult, but when Hannes could ‘pick his battles’ appropriately, Francois 

seemed to respond appropriately.  

These examples point to the difficulty of care work. In all of these cases the 

vulnerabilities of the ones who received care were obvious. I next describe a set of 

findings about fathers themselves receiving care, where the vulnerabilities of those in 

need of care were less obvious. 

7.5 FATHERS RECEIVING CARE GIVEN: INTERVIEW SUMMARIES 

The interview summaries below reflect two kinds of care received by fathers. In each 

instance, I observed personal care needs, and shared care needs. ‘Personal care 

needs’ refer to care given to, and received by, individual fathers, and ‘shared care 

needs’ refer to care given to, and received by, all members of the household, usually 

domestic work.  
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7.5.1 Interviews summary: Bothas 

A personal care need of Marius Botha that I observed was his need for affection and 

recognition from his children. He seemed envious of the interest his elder daughter 

Marie showed in attention from her biological dad. Nevertheless, Marie did 

acknowledge Marius as her father, and he was responsive to her acknowledgment, 

citing their ‘enjoyable’ or ‘fun’ connection as artists.  

The most apparent instance of Marius receiving personal care was the care work that 

was done by Wendy to maintain his working-from-home environment. He kept to a 

daily routine of working in his home office from 08:00 to 17:00. In the afternoon, Wendy 

would feel responsible for keeping the children quiet, and ensuring that they do not 

disturb him while he was working:  

I try very hard to get them distracted, not to disturb Marius. So, by now they 

know that if Marius is working, then he is working […] They won’t go into his 

office for example if he is inside. Unless we really need to ask him something 

[urgently]. 

I observed that the children perceived that Marius’s home office had been established 

as his personal space. This was emphasised by their younger daughter Lisa referring 

to his home office as ‘Daddy’s room’. Marius did say that he had thought about getting 

another working space, but realised that he just needed to be more ‘strict on privacy’. 

Marius recognised this as a need, or a vulnerability, and Wendy did the care work to 

maintain his privacy. He was responsive to the care given, since he was able to spend 

eight hours a day working from home. There was a distinction in this case between 

‘recognising care received’ and ‘responding’ to care. Marius recognised the care 

Wendy gave with his gratitude for being able to be close to his family, and he 

responded to the care by using the time to do paid work.  

It was evident that Marius, and the rest of the Botha family, also had shared care needs 

of a tidy house with clean laundry and beds. They received the care work done by the 

domestic worker Amelia. She worked in their house for one day a week, and mostly 

did ironing of clothes, ‘because we don’t like ironing’, according to Wendy. Amelia 

would also clean the house and kitchen as part of her work. Amelia was present in the 

house during two of the interviews that I conducted with the Botha couple. While we 
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were talking, she was cleaning the lounge and tidying the kitchen in the open living 

space. Amelia did not speak English or Afrikaans fluently, and Wendy explained that 

she mostly communicated with Amelia by using written English, or showing what she 

meant through gestures. Wendy made an offhand comment that Amelia may have 

‘selective hearing’ in that she seems to respond only when she wants to. Wendy 

reported that she referred to Amelia as ‘Sisi’. When I probed for more information about 

Amelia, the Bothas did not seem to know much about her personal life. They were 

familiar with her son, who was an art student, but did not know Amelia’s surname, or 

exactly where she lived. The Bothas responded to the care given through Amelia’s 

work by enjoying clean laundry and a tidy house but they were not overly dependent 

on the care she provided, compared to the Du Toits’ dependency on Pumla, for 

example. During the Covid-19 lockdown, when Amelia was not able to work, the Botha 

couple did not report a significant extra burden of domestic work. In Amelia’s absence, 

the bulk of the domestic work was done by Wendy and Marius together, with Wendy 

having a larger share than Marius. Their children also began to do more of their own 

domestic work, such as tidying their rooms or making sure their laundry was placed in 

the laundry bin, and the couple informed Amelia that she should not tidy the children’s 

rooms, but that the children should do so themselves. In other words, the family had 

collectively begun to do the caregiving that maintained their household, and they were 

correspondingly responsive to the care. Marius was an active participant in this shared 

caregiving and domestic work. 

7.5.2 Interviews summary: Du Toits 

Hannes du Toit said in one interview: ‘Somebody has to at least buy me food!’ This 

followed a comment that Karen made about being the ‘typical duty bound daughter, 

the stoic who went to study to be a chartered accountant’. Hannes was financially 

dependent on Karen at the time, and this vulnerability, or personal care need, was not 

an obvious one. In his response to the situation, he used humour, perhaps to make his 

dependence more palatable. He did not indicate any other personal care needs, except 

that he needed some ‘downtime’ in the evenings when he could watch a film on his 

phone before he went to sleep.  

The Du Toit family’s shared care needs for housing, security and community were met 

by the fact that Hannes was able to build a house on the farm without having to 
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purchase land. Hannes referred several times to their awareness of the privilege of 

living on the farm, especially in terms of his children being able to grow up there. Living 

on the farm allowed the children to roam in a large space with many opportunities for 

play. The house was set among a cluster of buildings at a homestead, surrounded by 

a fence. Karen had mentioned a few times how they lived in a ‘communal setup’ on 

the farm, where ‘everything is everyone’s, and nothing is no-one’s’. Her parents lived 

close by, within a ten-minute drive, and regularly contributed to the care of the children. 

During our first interview, for example, her step-father had arrived and dropped off their 

two sons from school. The community of the farm included farm workers, who lived on 

the farm and maintained the farm and environment. During the walk I took with Hannes 

and his sons, I briefly met some of the people who worked on the farm. The Du Toits’ 

household and shared care needs were supported by, and maintained, through the 

care work done by the farm workers and Pumla, who worked in the house. When Karen 

said that ‘everything is everyone’s’ I did not perceive this as a declaration that Pumla 

and the farm workers were included in access to the ‘everything’ that she referred to, 

as pointed out in literature about domestic work (Cock, 1979; King, 2012b).  

As a child, Hannes had responded to, and depended on, the care (being clothed, fed 

and played with) that he received from Victoria. Later on, as an adult, he depended on 

the care that she gave to his children.  

The Covid-19 lockdown necessitated a period where Pumla could not do the regular 

cooking and domestic work that she usually did. This exposed, to some extent, the 

previously hidden vulnerability or shared care needs that the Du Toits experienced in 

terms of the care needs that Pumla had usually provided for. Karen explained:  

The way I see it now, it’s actually nice to tell my children that their room is 

their responsibility, and that they have to make up their own beds in the 

morning, and put their own laundry in the bin. We are incredibly spoilt with 

our households and nannies in South Africa.  

Hannes mentioned that in Pumla’s absence, and by doing her care work, he had 

experienced some of the challenges that she may have had. He had noticed, for 

example, that the washing line or outside basin could be moved to a more convenient 

location. Having to do the care work had led to an increased recognition of care, related 
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to the first phase of Tronto’s (1993) ethic of care. The Du Toit family were responsive 

to the care given by virtue of maintaining their household.  

7.5.3 Interviews summary: Kekanas 

Similar to Marius and Hannes, the personal care needs that Thando reported were not 

obvious. When I probed specifically about the care that he received by asking: ‘Who 

cares for you?’ he was very surprised, and seemed quite emotional in his response. 

He mentioned that I was the only person who had ever asked him that question, 

‘outside of my mom’s cocoon’. His answer seemed to show that his experience of 

directly receiving care was not obvious to him: ‘It’s a good question. So, I think 

Siphokazi would say she cares for me. But there’s probably no-one who cares for me 

really, I mean, obviously not in terms of like, not in a bad way.’  

He went on to explain that he depended mostly on his mother:  

I’m still quite so stressed if I’m going through, if you’re going through stuff. I 

still have a very good … You know, like I talk to my mom. […] We can talk 

for hours, she is a social worker so she is kind of like a shrink as well, for 

me, where we can talk about things as well. 

He concluded by comparing the care he received from his mother with the care he 

received in his relationship with his spouse: 

I think it’s pretty sad […] it’s still her [Thando’s mother], you know how it is, 

it’s quite different with your spouse where you are partners, you guys love 

each other but there’s obviously … so you kind of like … I don’t know, it’s 

like equals and you can’t really care for each other in the same way that 

your parents would, say, care for you. 

Thando’s response seemed to refer mostly to the emotional and psychological care 

needs for which he received support from his mother and wife. In terms of the practical 

shared care needs and domestic work and caring for the children, he reported that the 

work was mostly done by his wife, Siphokazi, and Patience, the domestic worker whom 

they employed for three days a week. At the time of our last interview, she had just 
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resigned since she had found a full-time job. Siphokazi took on all of the work that 

Patience had previously done.  

During the Covid-19 lockdown, Thando kept his daily paid work routine going, and did 

not do much more domestic work. He commented: ‘… maybe I cook a little bit more?’ 

Like Marius, he benefited from, and responded to, the care work done by Siphokazi 

that enabled him to work from home. He acknowledged that ‘Siphokazi is doing so 

much, she also does stuff around the house and the garden […] sometimes by the 

evening, she’s kind of like quite finished.’ He also mentioned that he recognised his 

own complicity in patriarchy: 

As much as I want to sort of help out there, it is quite difficult because if you 

haven’t grown up doing a lot of the stuff around the house, then you also 

realise that maybe you didn’t really think you’re this patriarchal person, 

[rather] that you’re like this free world person. But actually, you know, ahem, 

I’m starting to realise now I actually have quite a bit of patriarchy engrained 

in me [laughs]. So, it’s weird coming to terms with yourself. 

When talking about the work that Siphokazi does, he noticed that she did more work 

than he did; however, he did not refer to his receiving the care that she was giving. His 

earlier statement that he had ‘no-one who cares for me’ seemed in contrast with his 

recognition of all the care work that Sipho was doing to maintain the domestic 

environment.  

7.5.4 Other fathers receiving care 

Other fathers in the study were also responsive to care given to them by either their 

partners or domestic workers, and while some did not recognise this care work, others 

were more attuned to recognising the care given. For example, Mario Landa mentioned 

that in ‘my best moments I acknowledge all of that’ and went on to explain that he 

thought that care work, and domestic work ‘comes naturally’ to his wife Ilana. Mario 

spoke about their commitment to good quality nutrition in their household, and he and 

his children responded with good health to the high quality of food that Ilana bought: 

‘We have had zero medical expenses in the past few years.’  
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Michael le Roux similarly spoke about receiving the care given by Cheryl, who in their 

case still reminded Michael of his personal self-care. He mentioned that Cheryl ‘is the 

one […] that looks after me.’ He went on to explain (returning to the theme of 

attentiveness):  

[She sees] everything that I don’t see. But I mean, even in the sense of just 

general care and looking after yourself. You know, eat properly, cutting hair, 

going to the doctor. It’s not that she only reminds me, she makes me aware 

of it … like: ‘Hey dude! You need to cut your hair, maybe look after yourself 

a bit, shave! Don’t look homeless!’ 

He also referred to her as ‘just generally caring’ and observed that he can ‘depend on 

her’. He cited an incident where Cheryl had to drive to fetch him and a friend from a 

party late at night since his inebriated friend had lost their car keys. Cheryl pointed out 

that Michael’s dependence on her reminded her of how dependent Michael’s father 

had been on his wife. Cheryl joked that she sometimes teased Michael about the 

similarity by calling him by his father’s name. 

In my own experience of receiving care, I have noticed the difference between the care 

provided by women who support our household with domestic work or child care, and 

the personal, direct care I received from significant others in my family, or from service 

providers such as physicians. Since I have made a deliberate decision to be attentive 

to care needs in the home, and due to spending more time at home working, I have 

noticed the care work that goes into keeping our house neat and clean. I also continue 

to notice how important our extended care network is to giving care to our children.  

Regarding my own reception of care, I have had most opportunity to reflect on this due 

to various health-related services that I required from physicians and surgeons. I 

recently underwent major surgery, and recovered well from the original diagnosis. 

However, the problem had only been discovered because I went for a routine set of 

screening tests, which I had not done regularly before. I therefore also match a typical 

male avoidance of health-care. My main reason (which still exists) is linked to 

convenience and cost: I feel I don’t have the time, nor can I afford, regular health-care 

visits. Given the benefit of preventing serious intervention by tracking my health needs, 

this argument does not hold water, and feels a bit like a rationalisation to me. My wife 
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as well as my greater family and are very supportive of me and encourage me to 

access care, and I feel as if I am currently neglecting this important practice. On the 

other hand, I benefit from personal care and affection that my wife and children provide 

me, and this satisfies my emotional needs for care. 

7.6 FATHERS RECEIVING CARE GIVEN BY OTHERS: THEMES AND 

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

The care needs that fathers spoke about involved a variety of care needs that included 

personal, psychological, financial, nutritional and environmental needs. These are 

listed in Table 7.1 below.  

Table 7.1: Summary of fathers receiving care 

Father Personal care needs 
Persons giving 

care 
Relationship 

Marius Botha Affection and 
acknowledgement from 
children 

Marie  Daughter 

Thando Kekana Psycho-social support Nondumiso Mother 

Hannes du Toit To be cared for as a child 
(play, feeding, dressing)  

Victoria Farm worker / 
domestic 
worker 

Hannes du Toit Material and financial support Karen Wife 

Marius Botha Space and time for a home 
office  

Wendy, Marie, 
and Lisa 

Wife and 
daughters 

Michael le Roux Self-care (shaving, haircuts) Cheryl Wife 

Wessel van den 
Berg 

Affection and 
acknowledgement. 

Renée and 
children 

Immediate 
family 

Marius Botha Clean and ironed clothes, 
clean and tidy home 

Amelia Domestic 
worker 

Hannes du Toit Regular cooked meals, clean 
and ironed clothes, clean and 
tidy home 

Pumla Domestic 
worker 

Thando Kekana Regular cooked meals, Siphokazi 

Patience 

Wife 

Domestic 
worker 
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Father Personal care needs 
Persons giving 

care 
Relationship 

clean and ironed clothes, 
clean and tidy home and 
maintained garden 

Mario Landa Good quality, nutritious food Ilana Wife 

Michael le Roux Regular cooked meals, clean 
and ironed clothes, clean and 
tidy home 

Cheryl Wife 

Wessel van den 
Berg 

Clean and ironed clothes, 
clean and tidy home 

Jolene Domestic 
Worker 

Three themes related to the fathers receiving care emerged from this section: (1) Black 

women giving care; (2) Men’s ignorance of domestic work; (3) Fathers distancing from 

their own vulnerabilities. These themes are discussed below.  

7.6.1 Fathers receiving care theme 1: Black women giving care 

Firstly, I observed that most of the care given to the men was given by women, and all 

the domestic work was done by Black or Coloured women, including Wendy and 

Siphokazi. I also observed the income disparity between most of the fathers and those 

from whom they received care, except for Karen, who earned more than Hannes. All 

the men recognised the gendered nature of support they received from their partners. 

Hannes expressed his recognition of the material support given to him by Karen in 

several interviews, albeit with some discomfort; Thando recognised having ‘quite a bit 

of patriarchy engrained in me’; Marius alluded to the sub-conscious expectations that 

he held of ‘the woman of the house’, and Mario explained his awareness of the 

‘archetypal masculine and feminine roles’ that he and Ilana took on. The racialisation 

of care work was not mentioned by any of the respondents. Wendy and Siphokazi 

earned significantly less than their partners, and there was a major class difference 

between all the domestic workers and the families in whose homes they worked. 

From a theoretical perspective, the division of the amount of care work done matched 

Tronto’s description of a ‘privileged irresponsibility’ that included the ‘production pass’ 

that men receive in order to be able to avoid care work (Tronto, 1993:8,121; Tronto, 

2013:68). The care given by Black women earning a low income was therefore mostly 

contained by the intersection of gender, race and class. The moral boundaries that 
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divided the private and particular care work done by women from the public and 

abstract paid work done by men were apparent. By doing the work of materially ‘taking 

care of’ their families, the fathers were therefore placed in positions of greater power 

relative to those ‘giving the care’. According to Tronto’s phases of care, and pertinent 

to this chapter, those who ‘receive care’ experience the least relative power in society. 

The fathers were therefore simultaneously ‘receiving care from’ and ‘taking care of’ 

members of their families. The less powerful position of ‘receiving care’ may therefore 

have been obscured by the more powerful position of ‘taking care of’.  

The positions that the men occupied reflected the concept of hegemonic masculinity 

proposed by Connell (1995) and Morrell et al. (2013). Hegemonic masculinity involves 

‘gender practices that legitimise patriarchy by reproducing the dominance of men and 

the subordinate position of women’ (Pease, 2019:109). The concept of the ‘patriarchal 

dividend’ that Connell (1995) proposes matches the ‘production pass’ suggested by 

Tronto (2013). Both offer similar benefits to men, including increased decision-making 

power, leisure time, and higher income. While the position of the fathers did not 

express extreme forms of hegemonic masculinity, such as the use of violence or overt 

dominance, the men still benefited from their more powerful positioning in the 

household, even if they were not the breadwinner, as in the case of Hannes. They 

were therefore demonstrating practices that were closer to what Connell (1995) 

describes as ‘complicit masculinities’.  

The fathers mostly did not challenge the gender order. Hearn (2012) suggests that this 

complicity is a greater problem than hegemonic masculinity (also see Connell, 1995). 

The reasoning here is that while most men are not able to express hegemonic 

masculinity overtly, they support the structures that uphold men’s consolidation of 

power, and judge themselves and others according to the ideals of hegemonic 

masculinity. Although the care given by Hannes du Toit challenged the gender order, 

it was not done by choice. He still aspired to the stereotype of the financial provider, 

and judged himself accordingly.  

7.6.2 Fathers receiving care theme 2: Men’s ignorance of domestic work 

While all the men responded to the range of care given, the recognition by the men of 

the care that they received was mostly in relation to their personal care needs, such 
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as the psychological support Thando received from his mother. However, this 

recognition did not seem to extend to the work that was done to maintain their 

immediate living environments and conditions. Much of the domestic care the men 

received seemed to remain unrecognised. When I asked Thando who cared for him, 

he apparently interpreted the question in relation to personal emotional care, and 

responded that ‘no-one really cares for me’ except for the care that he felt he received 

from his mother. He also mentioned that ‘Siphokazi would say she cares for me’ with 

the implication that he did not agree. However, Siphokazi cleaned the house, fed the 

children, did the laundry and maintained the garden. Thando did not experience this 

as receiving care. Tronto (1993:122) also describes the distinction of ‘emotional and 

private forms’ of care from other care work:  

[E]ven those aspects of care that do receive value in our society receive a 

value that is tainted by an association with lesser social values: with 

emotion, the private household, and the relatively weak. Care has little 

status in our society, except when it is honored in its emotional and private 

forms. 

Marius did not speak about or acknowledge the work Wendy and his daughters did to 

maintain the privacy of his home office, and Hannes only noticed the particularities of 

Pumla’s challenges when the lockdown made it necessary for him to do her work. 

Nevertheless, the men responded to the care they received. They lived in tidy, clean 

homes, wore clean and ironed clothes, and in the case of Marius and Thando, were 

able to continue their paid work routine from home. These examples indicate that 

responding to the care received did not require recognising the care given.  

The same observation holds true for children who receive care: while they respond to 

care, they do not necessarily recognise the care given. Given children’s developing 

cognitive abilities, this ignorance of care is understandable. A gendered difference was 

however evident among the adults in the sample: the adult men seemed to retain the 

‘epistemological ignorance’ of the care given (Tronto, 2013:58), while the women were 

more aware of care work, mostly since they were doing the work. Men’s ignorance of 

care may also represent an intergenerational transfer of ignorance. Thando pointed 

this out when he said:  
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As much as I want to sort of help out there, it is quite difficult because if you 

haven’t grown up doing a lot of the stuff around the house, then you also 

realise that maybe you didn’t really think you’re this patriarchal person … 

This was similar to Marius’s reflection on his mother’s nightly preparation of the kitchen 

in advance for the next day.  

The domestic care received and the work done by domestic workers seemed to be 

placed in subordinate and relatively lower value positions in each household, 

compared to the individual care given to men, and to the paid work being done by 

parents in each household. In the households the mothers mostly arranged the 

domestic work to be done by the domestic workers, from which the fathers benefited. 

In the case of the Du Toit household, where Karen was the breadwinner, she played 

the role of domestic ‘manager’ by planning Pumla’s work. In the Botha household, the 

relationship had an explicit power disparity. It seemed as if Wendy required Amelia to 

remain in a subordinate role, compared to how she had had several conflicts with 

previous employees, who seemed to be more assertive than Amelia. Amelia’s lack of 

proficiency in English, Wendy’s comment that Amelia may have ‘selective hearing’, 

and the fact that Amelia was a Black woman working in a mostly White middle-class 

home reinforced my observation that Wendy felt comfortable with a domestic worker 

who took on a subordinate role. 

The ‘privileged irresponsibility’ (Tronto, 1993:121) of fathers was not only a gendered 

phenomenon, but also matched a racial and class disparity, and was to a certain extent 

shared by partners and children, as demonstrated in the case of Pumla’s laundry work 

for the Du Toit children. Being the beneficiary of a privilege does not require 

recognising the privilege, and therefore those who are privileged may feel no need to 

take responsibility for class inequality since they do not feel they are prejudiced 

(Tronto, 1993:121). Jacklyn Cock expressed a similar perspective in her book Maids 

and Madams, when asked if men should be doing domestic work: ‘I often had the 

impression that the respondents had not thought about this question before, since their 

answers often involved a good deal of hesitation and uncertainty’ (Cock, 1979:145). 

Men in the study who received care given by domestic workers had no imperative to 

assume responsibility either for their own privilege or for the lack of privilege of the 
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domestic workers. They may therefore have experienced their own position as benign. 

Consequently, fathers could steer clear of responsibility for the disparity in privilege, 

without explicitly avoiding responsibility. Hannes du Toit started to overcome this 

privileged ignorance in part by helping Pumla to move her household, and, during 

lockdown, by doing the work Pumla usually did. However, neither of these 

undertakings significantly challenged the paternalistic relationship between Hannes 

and Pumla, which was maintained by the various intersections of race, gender, and 

income status. His position as a White man, and landowner with access to a high 

income, inevitably placed him in a position of accrued power in relation to Pumla, in 

the position of a Black woman dependent on the employment and accommodation 

provided by the Du Toits. 

7.6.3 Fathers receiving care theme 3: Fathers distancing from their own 

vulnerabilities 

Finally, I observed that fathers did not express their own vulnerabilities in terms of care 

needs. In addition to their non-acknowledgement of the care given to them, or perhaps 

as another facet thereof, the fathers also distanced themselves from their own 

vulnerability. This distancing could be observed either as an ignorance of their own 

dependence on domestic care (e.g., Wendy maintaining the privacy of Marius’s work 

space), an aversion to acknowledging dependence (e.g., Hannes’s material 

dependence on Karen), or an avoidance of seeking care (e.g., Thando avoiding visits 

to the doctor). Tronto (1993:135) raises two implications of vulnerability for society: 

Vulnerability has serious moral consequences. Vulnerability belies the myth 

that we are always autonomous, and potentially equal, citizens. To assume 

equality among humans leaves out and ignores important dimensions of 

human existence. Throughout our lives, all of us go through varying degrees 

of dependence and independence, of autonomy and vulnerability. 

Vulnerability therefore highlights a dilemma underlying the ideal of autonomy, and as 

Tronto suggests, this is related to the faulty assumption of equality among people. The 

ideal of autonomy reinforces the boundaries between, on the one hand, ‘male’ public 

abstract and political dimensions of life, and on the other, the ‘female’ private particular 

and sentimental dimensions (Tronto, 1993). Striving for autonomy is therefore 
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suggested to be an aspect of patriarchal masculinity, and contributes to men’s difficulty 

in publicly acknowledging vulnerabilities. The men in my sample were benefiting from 

male privilege and simultaneously in need of care, or vulnerable, and in the case of 

Thando, in some distress. The striving for independence within a framework of 

patriarchy paradoxically produced a condition of privileged insecurity (De Boise & 

Hearn, 2017; Pease, 2019:204) when the fathers were receiving care. Tronto 

(1993:135) suggests a relationship between the notion of equality, and the ideal of 

autonomy:  

[O]ne reason to presume that we are all independent and autonomous is to 

avoid the difficult questions that arise when we recognize that not all 

humans are equal. Inequality gives rise to unequal relationships of authority, 

and to domination and subordination. No society exists without such 

relationships, but neither can democratic order thrive when such inequalities 

exist.  

From Tronto’s perspective, ‘responsiveness’ presents an opportunity for a nuanced 

kind of empathy that is different from ‘reciprocity’. She proposes that reciprocity may 

represent a moral expression of ‘interchangeability’ of apparently equal and 

independent people. Tronto (1993:135) suggests as an alternative that 

responsiveness requires not that one gains an understanding of the other through 

‘interchanging’ oneself with the other’s position, but that one should ‘consider the 

other’s position as that other expresses it’ [emphasis added]. Adequately responding 

to care given, or to care needed, acknowledges the particularity and personal 

expression of the needs with an acknowledgement of the agency of the one in need of 

care.  

As the fathers and children responded to the care they received, their particular and 

private vulnerabilities were met. These interactions were not equal exchanges 

between individuals, but nevertheless led to vulnerabilities being mitigated. The 

practice of care dissolved the boundary between the autonomous public dimension 

and the vulnerable private dimension.  
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7.7 CONCLUSION 

This chapter was the last chapter that presented the findings and analysis of the social 

processes within the extended case study site of the three families with whom I 

engaged. The ‘receiving care’ phase, and the accompanying ethical element of 

responsiveness to care given, or care needed, shows the interlinked nature of the ethic 

of care, since responsiveness also requires attentiveness. The chapter highlighted 

themes related to children receiving or responding to care given by fathers, and those 

related to fathers receiving care. I observed the relationship between the low societal 

regard attached to care, the discomfort men showed in acknowledging vulnerability, 

and the construction of patriarchal, and hegemonic masculinities.  

Regarding men’s participation in a feminist ethic of care, this chapter has highlighted 

how men can monitor the competency of the care they have given to others, especially 

children, by whether the ones receiving the care respond adequately. I also described 

how fathers responded to care given to them, whether they recognised the care or not.  

I suggest that men’s recognition of care received, and their own responsiveness to the 

care, can facilitate men’s greater participation in an ethic of care, since this would 

overcome the epistemological ignorance of care as described in the first phase of the 

ethic of care (‘caring about’ and attentiveness to care needs.) Conversely, if men 

practise giving care more, it would lead to a greater awareness of the care that they 

may receive from others and of their responsiveness to such care.  

The next chapter (Chapter 8) present a set of generalisations drawn from each findings 

chapter in order to explore the implications of the findings at a micro-structural level 

within families, related to macro-structures in South African society.  

  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

179 

CHAPTER 8 
 

‘MACRO-STRUCTURAL’ SOCIAL FORCES THAT 
INFLUENCED MEN’S CARE INTERACTIONS 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter contains a set of extensions from the findings of the study at a micro or 

small-scale level within families, to a larger scale of so-called ‘macro-structures’. This 

was the penultimate stage of developing an extended case study, and preceded the 

expansion of theory based on my findings, which are described in the concluding 

chapter (Chapter 9). Burawoy (1998:20) explains the process of ‘structuration’ as 

involving the location of ‘social processes in the context of their external determination’. 

He refers to an ‘external field of forces’ within which the social processes that have 

been observed with interviews and participation are located and describes it follows 

(Burawoy, 1998:15): 

This wider field of relations cannot be bracketed or suspended, yet it is also 

beyond the purview of participant observation. We therefore look upon the 

external field as the conditions of existence of the locale within which 

research occurs. We therefore move beyond social processes to delineate 

the social forces that impress themselves on the ethnographic locale. These 

social forces are the effects of other social processes that for the most part 

lie outside the realm of investigation. 

The extension that applies in the case of structuration is the extension of my 

observation of social process at a micro or local level (men’s caring interactions that 

have been documented in the preceding findings chapters 4-7) to the observation of 

social forces that impact the local process from external circumstances surrounding 

the local occurrence (Burawoy, 1998:26). These external ‘social forces’ include social 

institutions of government (such as relevant policies and laws) and social norms (e.g., 

social norms regarding the recognition of fatherhood), and the implications of how such 

forces interact with each other.  
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Since the observational results and findings chapters (4-7) referred to the four phases 

of an ethic of care as described by Tronto, I have grouped these social forces 

accordingly to match each phase. I also draw on Tronto’s own reflection of the fact that 

care should not only be regarded as a ‘narrow psychological concern,’ but that a 

political engagement with care considers broader social forces like democratic 

citizenship (Tronto, 1993:167):  

Some writers think of care in an apolitical context by tying it to a narrow 

psychological concern, or argue that it is a kind of practice that is corrupted 

by broader social and political concerns. On the contrary, I claim that care 

as a practice can inform the practices of democratic citizenship. If through 

the practices of giving and receiving care we were to become adept at 

caring, I suggest that not only would we have become more caring and more 

moral people, but we would also have become better citizens in a 

democracy [emphasis added].  

If care, and men’s participation in an ethic of care, is neither apolitical, nor a ‘narrow 

psychological concern’ it can be viewed as Tronto suggests, as informing ‘the practices 

of democratic citizenship’.  

In the following sections of this chapter, I therefore describe the terrain of social forces 

and institutions that acted upon the families who participated in the study. These forces 

and institutions provide the context for democratic citizenship in South Africa. 

According to each care phase I suggest how men’s participation in an ethic of care can 

be cultivated in order to contribute towards the democratic citizenship described by 

Tronto. 

8.2 THE EXTENSION OF ‘CARING ABOUT’ AND THE RECOGNITION OF CARE  

In this section of the chapter, I explore the relevance of my findings to the social forces 

that have an impact on fostering an ethic of care among men. I refer here to two 

structural dimensions of ‘caring about’. The first is the removal of men’s 

‘epistemological ignorance’ of care work to foster the recognition of care by men, and 

the second is state and societal support for the recognition of men’s contribution to 

care. 
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8.2.1 Removing men’s ‘epistemological ignorance’ of care 

In Tronto’s (1993) description of an ethic of care, she suggests those with more power 

in society tend to gravitate towards ‘caring about’, and ‘caring for’, more than those 

with relatively low power in society, who are more likely to ‘give and receive care’. 

Tronto proposes that masculinity as a concept is disassociated from giving care and 

doing care work. She describes how the identification of men with the provider and 

protector roles provides them with a ‘production pass’ and a ‘protection pass’ on doing 

care work. She proposes the term ‘privileged irresponsibility’ to refer to men’s 

expectation that others do the care work for them, without recognising the person or 

the work being done. In her analysis, this is a function of an ‘epistemological ignorance’ 

where those in power, in this case men, simply do not see what care work is being 

done, due to their privileged position (Tronto, 1993:120; Tronto, 2013:58). 

The position of privileged irresponsibility allows some who enjoy privilege to easily 

ignore difficulties that do not occur in their lives. This is the opposite of being attentive, 

and caring about, where care needs and the caregiving required are not even 

recognised in the first place. As Tronto (1993:121) explains:  

[L]ogically, in order to accept responsibility for a problem that requires care, 

‘to take care of’, there must first be a recognition of the problem: caring 

about, and recognizing the problem. Thus, our analysis of the phases of 

care exposes the mechanism by which ignorance serves to prevent the 

relatively privileged from noticing the needs of others.  

The ignorance of the inherent detail of domestic and care work provided by Black 

people for White households exemplifies this dynamic in South Africa. When I asked 

the Du Toits whether their relationship to Pumla was likely to be different after her 

absence during the Covid-19 lockdown, they responded as follows: 

Karen:  Yes, we will be able to tell her in a much more proper and better 

way what she has to do. We now see the gaps and the chinks, 

and I think it will be a much more involved relationship. 

Hannes: It’s going to be much more effective, in the sense that one now 

knows for yourself, and you also know where she currently 

struggles. In the sense of maybe adding an extra laundry line, or 
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moving the basin in the garage. If one only sees such things, 

because you now have to do it yourself, [you can see] where the 

hiccups are. 

Both Karen and Hannes spoke about seeing things they had not seen before. Their 

‘epistemological ignorance’ was removed when Pumla was no longer available. 

Hannes also noticed Pumla’s poor accommodation when he visited her in her previous 

home – leading to the decision to buy her a new house. The reduction of Hannes’s 

ignorance required a practical, bodily experience of Pumla’s situation. His perception 

and experience were extended by standing inside her house, and doing the work that 

she usually did.  

The Du Toits’ relationship with Pumla echoes the descriptions that Jansen (2019) and 

others have offered of privileged employers of domestic workers, who refer to domestic 

workers as being ‘like family’. In these cases, the experiences of domestic workers, 

and likely Pumla, are often different, and conflicted with their own experiences of work 

and the needs of their own families (Cock, 1979; Jansen, 2019; King, 2012b). The Du 

Toit family are well resourced and able to ‘take care of’ problems that arise, whether it 

is Pumla’s own needs, such as proper accommodation, or in order to make her job 

easier when she is working as their domestic worker.  

The lockdown provided a natural experiment of the removal of domestic workers from 

middle-class households. Early analysis and research show that due to the precarity 

of domestic work, this state of affairs has had a devastating effect on the income and 

employment of domestic workers.24  

Based on the Du Toits’ experience, and my own, I realised that practically experiencing 

another person’s reality for a period may enhance attentiveness to the difficulties such 

a person faces. To foster an ethic of care among men, and increase men’s 

attentiveness to care work, it would be necessary to remove the epistemological 

ignorance that men’s privilege provides. Finding a way to have men experience the 

daily burden of care work they usually avoid due to their ‘production pass’ could allow 

for the recognition of care needs, even if these have not yet been addressed.  

 
24 https://lrs.org.za/articles/Domestic-workers-fear-retrenchments-amid-COVID-19 
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8.2.2 State and societal support for the recognition of men’s contribution to 

care 

This section describes social policy responses that could foster men’s recognition of 

childcare work. My study was especially focused on men’s ignorance of childcare work, 

since women, or mothers, in dual income households are still more likely to play the 

role of ‘household manager’ and to carry the mental load of domestic work as 

Hochschild and Machung (2012) have described. For example, fathers who 

participated in the study indicated that the mothers usually plan the menus and 

shopping for children’s food. Ignorance of care work highlights men’s privilege. My 

research question was particularly focused on men’s engagement in child care, and 

how to foster a feminist ethic of child care among men. I now discuss maternal and 

infant health as a potential strategic policy opportunity to spark men’s attentiveness to 

child care.  

8.2.2.1 State support for men’s recognition of fatherhood and caring 

Thando25 was not able to attend the birth of his first two children, even though he had 

travelled as soon as he could and saw them within a day of being born. He was present 

at and supported the birth of his son Nkosi. Hannes joined his wife and supported the 

births of both of his sons. When we discussed his presence at his daughter Lisa’s birth, 

Marius also explained that he was unable to be there as he was travelling for work, but 

that he had participated in prenatal scans and sessions with Wendy. This was a 

significant point for the couple since Wendy’s family had at the time regarded Marius 

as an illegitimate father, and disapproved of him since he was not a member of the 

church to which Wendy belonged. 

I suggest – and recognise others who have argued (Makusha & Richter, 2018) – that 

in terms of policy intervention it is strategic to focus on the time a man becomes a 

father as an opportunity to foster his recognition and attentiveness to child care. This 

includes the period of pregnancy, birth and infant child care. Some momentum has 

built up in child-centred policies over the past few years around the concept of the first 

thousand days of a child’s life. This refers to the child’s life from the moment of 

 
25 Black father of 3, works as data analyst at bank. 
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conception, and for mothers who choose to continue with the pregnancy and birth, to 

the second birthday of the child’s life. It has been well established in research that 

there are significant benefits to children, mothers, and fathers when men are 

supportive and involved in maternal, infant and child health. These benefits include the 

potential of improved mental health of mothers, more access to health facilities for 

mothers, and better relationships between mothers and fathers (Makusha & Richter, 

2018). 

In South Africa, the policy domains that may influence men’s recognition of childcare 

needs span several departments. The most pertinent government departments, policy 

areas and policy documents are listed in Table 8.1. 

Table 8.1: Policies relevant to men’s recognition of childcare needs 

Department Policy area Policy documents 

The Presidency: 
National Planning 
Commission 

Strategic planning  National Development Plan 
(RSA, 2012) 

Department of Home 
Affairs 

Birth registration Births and Deaths Registration 
Act No. 51 of 1992 (RSA, 
1992) 

Department of Labour Parental leave Labour Laws Amendment Act 
No. 10 of 2018 (RSA, 2018a) 

Unemployment 
Insurance Fund 

Parental leave benefits Labour Relations Amendment 
Act No. 8 2018 (RSA, 2018b)  

Department of Basic 
Education 

Early childhood education National Integrated Early 
Childhood Development Policy 
(RSA, 2015b) 

Department of Justice 
and Constitutional 
Development 

Custody and maintenance Maintenance Amendment Act 
No. 9 of 2015 (RSA, 2015a) 

Department of Social 
Development 

Family development, fostering, 
adoption, and child support 

White Paper on Families in 
South Africa (Department of 
Social Development, 2012) 

Children’s Act (RSA, 2006) 
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Caring about the needs of a child involves the moral dimension of being attentive to 

the child, and recognising the care required. The two examples from the current study 

that endorse this view relate to Marius and Thando. Marius felt it was important to point 

out that Wendy and Marie had often visited him, before Wendy had officially separated 

from Simon, Marie’s biological father. For Marius, a relationship with Wendy included 

the potential of a fatherhood relationship with Marie. Thando, due to his own childhood 

drivers of reworking and modelling, cared enough about Nikki when she was a baby to 

move to the next phase of caring for her, and actively supporting her care.  

This recognition of required care spans the entire life of the child, and the duration of 

the relationship between father and child. Establishing this recognition of required care 

as early as possible is likely to establish a future trajectory of attentiveness for the 

father and child (Astone & Peters, 2014; Burgess, 2009; Fagan, Cherson, Brown & 

Vecere, 2015; Kato-Wallace et al., 2014).  

8.2.2.2 Social recognition of fatherhood and caring 

In addition to state support, men’s recognition of, and attentiveness to care is also 

embedded within the immediate social context within which the man and child live. As 

pointed out in the theoretical chapter (Chapter 3) the definition of care that I used in 

this study extended beyond the care dyad, and included the social contexts and 

relationships within which care occurs. In terms of non-involved young fathers, 

Makusha and Richter (2018:52) express the following view:  

Due to economic constraints, poor and young men face many challenges in 

taking up fatherhood roles and responsibilities. They do not live with their 

children, are not in a socially recognised relationship with the child’s mother, 

and are not economically capable of providing for children [emphasis 

added].  

Beyond co-residence and economic constraints (Hatch & Posel, 2018), the social 

recognition of a fatherhood relationship is an important aspect to support men’s 

positioning towards recognising the importance of child care (Rabe, 2007).  
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Thando and Hannes26 enjoyed their extended family’s support for their fatherhood, with 

grandparents involved with and attentive to the children and supportive of their 

parenting. Marius27 faced initial opposition from Wendy’s community, but due to the 

couple’s persistence, Wendy’s family eventually acceded and accepted him as 

Wendy’s husband and the girls’ father. Mothers in the study were very supportive of 

the men’s roles as fathers, and expected them to act as fathers. The key point here is 

that a father’s ability to recognise care is not only dependent on his own agency, but 

is also influenced by the social context within which his agency operates. In South 

Africa, beyond the immediate family context, these social contexts may include 

religious aspects, such as the influence of Wendy’s family and church community, 

customary contexts such as the negotiations for acknowledgement of marriage and 

paternity that Thando participated in with the families of the mothers of his children, 

and intergenerational historical contexts such as Hannes’s sons growing up on the 

family farm, within a lineage of Du Toit men.  

8.2.2.3 Combining state and social recognition of fatherhood and caring 

Recognising fatherhood and recognising care relations are not necessarily the same, 

and while they may overlap, or be mutually reinforcing, they can also be distinct. A 

distinction is made here between fatherhood as an identity that is acknowledged by 

the person and their community where the person has the status of ‘father’, and care 

relations that represent the relationships within which the active performance of care 

occurs (Gouws & Van Zyl, 2014). A man is usually identified as a child’s father through 

their biological relationship; however, a community or child may identify a man who is 

not related biologically to the child as a ‘father’. This practice is often referred to as 

‘social fatherhood’. In addition to the individual identification and acceptance of the 

status of fatherhood and care relations, the state and socio-cultural contexts of 

fatherhood are also important aspects of the recognition of fatherhood and care 

relations (see Table 8.2). These are: 

 
26 White father of 2, works from home as primary caregiver, lives on farm. 
27 White father of 2, works from home as artist, mixed race parent couple. 
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• Statutory recognition of fatherhood (paternity) through birth registration  

Statutory recognition is automatic for biological fathers. This recognition includes 

adoption and legal guardianship, for example the step-parents in my study. Although 

the naming of fathers on birth certificates happens for less than 40% of children, a 

biological father is assumed to be the parent of the child in most cases (RSA, 1992).  

• Statutory recognition of a care relationship between father and child  

The South African Children’s Act does not only list the rights of children and parents, 

but also names parental responsibilities. The Act provides guidelines that dictate that 

parents may lose their parental status should they neglect their caring responsibilities, 

or be found guilty of compromising the child’s wellbeing and safety through violence 

(RSA, 2006). If a father has no involvement in child-rearing for an extended period, or 

commits violence, he may lose his status as a parent. 

• Socio-cultural recognition of fatherhood  

Here I refer to the recognition of the parental relationship between a man and a child. 

All the fathers were recognised as the fathers of their children, by their partners, 

families and communities. Non-statutory social groups or contexts that may facilitate 

this recognition can be religious, cultural, or familial. An example is the assignment of 

father identity to maternal uncles, or BoMalome, upon the death or absence of a 

biological father (Nathane, 2018; Nathane & Khunou, 2021). 

• Socio-cultural recognition of a caring relationship  

The socio-cultural recognition of a caring relationship exists when the family and 

community of a man and a child recognise that a caring relationship exists between 

them. The same person that is recognised as a father may also be assigned as the 

caregiver; in other words, the recognition of fatherhood usually overlaps with the 

recognition of a caring relationship. In customary law this is exemplified by the practice 

of Inhlawulo, which is a communal process undertaken to acknowledge paternity and 

the legitimisation of a caring relationship between father and child, often through 

compensation of the mother and her family, in recognition of the care relationship 

(Moore & Himonga, 2017). 
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Table 8.2: State and socio-cultural examples of recognition of fatherhood and 

care relationships 

 Fatherhood Care relationship 

State recognition Birth registration Parental responsibilities in 
Children’s Act 

Social and 
cultural 
recognition 

Affirmation of fatherhood status 
of maternal uncles 

Example of customary 
recognition of care relationship 
through Inhlawulo 

In this section, attention was given to the social forces and policy responses that could 

foster men’s recognition of domestic and care work. As indicated earlier, I suggest it is 

strategic in a man’s lifecycle to focus on the time when a man becomes a father, since 

this may result in fostering an enduring care relationship between father and child, 

even if the parents separate from each other. I suggest that the policies surrounding 

maternal, infant and child health, birth registration and access to post-natal parental 

leave are catalytic for the recognition of a caring relationship between men and 

children. The social recognition of a caring relationship has been exemplified by the 

paternity rite of Inhlawulo, but I would suggest other instances of social recognition of 

care such as the role of BoMalome as fathers be further researched.  

8.3 THE EXTENSION OF ‘TAKING CARE OF’ AND THE RESPONSIBILITY TO 

CARE  

Nikki Kekana’s28 biological mother and Marie Botha’s29 biological father lived apart 

from the children. The ethical element of accepting responsibility for ‘taking care of’ a 

child is often brought into sharp relief when a parent lives apart from a child, and the 

related aspect of accessibility of parent and child to each other also comes under 

consideration. For the Botha and Kekana families, these relationships were mostly 

amicable; however, in South Africa such matters of living arrangements, child 

maintenance and custody are often acrimonious and polarised (Khunou, 2006).  

In the research sample two families (the Bothas and the Kekanas) included children 

who have non-resident biological parents. Nikki Kekana’s biological mother lived in a 

 
28 Eldest daughter of Thando Kekana, Black father of 3, financial analyst. 
29 Eldest daughter of Marius Botha, White father of 2, artist. 
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different city from Nikki, and had an open relationship of contact with Nikki when 

possible. She did not provide any financial support towards Nikki, since Thando was 

able to support Nikki fully. Marie Botha’s biological father did not have a formal 

maintenance agreement with Wendy, but he did contribute towards Marie’s school 

fees. The families did not report that these relationships were particularly conflicted.  

In the next section I briefly explore how co-residence and non-residence of fathers with 

children in South Africa relate to an increase in men’s caregiving or father involvement.  

The social forces that have an impact on the families were the social norm that 

biological parents should co-reside with their children, and the assumption that co-

residence de facto means involvement. 

8.3.1 Non-resident and co-resident fathers, and father involvement in South 

Africa 

In South Africa, co-residence of fathers, custody and maintenance are contentious 

topics. The statistics on living arrangements of children from the General Household 

Survey (StatsSA, 2020) has remained relatively the same for the years 2008 to 2019, 

with slight fluctuations, including a slight increase in the number of children living with 

either their biological mother as primary caregiver (from 39.2% in 2008 to 42% in 2019) 

(Hall, 2019b; StatsSA, 2020) or biological father as primary caregiver (from 2.9% in 

2008 to 4% in 2018). The number of children living with neither biological parent has 

slightly reduced (from 22.8% in 2008 to 21.3% in 2019) (Hall, 2019b; StatsSA, 2020).  

Two observations are pertinent to my research: firstly, about a fifth of children live with 

caregivers other than their biological parents. These are usually extended family 

members, and most often grandmothers (Hatch & Posel, 2018). Secondly, the total 

percentage of children who live with their biological fathers (this includes living with 

both parents and living with the biological father as primary caregiver) was 38.5% in 

2008 and 36.7% in 2019 (Hall, 2019b; StatsSA, 2020). See Table 8.3 for the set of 

indicators reflected here.  
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Table 8.3: Children’s living arrangements with biological parents (Hall, 2019b; 

StatsSA, 2020) 

Children living with biological parents 2008 2018 

Both parents (caregivers male and female) 35.6% 32.7% 

Father, not mother (male) 2.9% 4% 

Total living with fathers  38.5% 36.7% 

Neither parent (caregivers likely female) 22.8% 21.3% 

Mother, not father (female) 39.2% 42% 

Total living with mother or grandmother, not father  62% 63.3% 

These numbers, that reflect co-residence, have often been mistakenly cited as 

representative of the state of fatherhood in South Africa. There are a number of 

problems with interpreting national co-residence statistics as the only measure of 

fathers’ care of children, and these have been pointed out by several researchers and 

publications (Hatch & Posel, 2018; Morrell et al., 2016; Smit, 2004; Van den Berg & 

Makusha, 2018). 

Smit (2004) argues that the obsession with fathers’ absence is grounded in a deficit 

paradigm, and does not provide much material towards any solutions for developing 

more involved or generative fathering in South Africa.  

Morrell has noted in various publications (Morrell et al., 2016; Richter & Morrell, 2006) 

that while physical absence (in other words, not co-residing with a child) is associated 

with low involvement, it is a poor measure. He contends that it is useful to distinguish 

between physical and emotional absence, where a father may be living with a child but 

not necessarily be involved in the child’s care. Presence of a father in a household may 

also not necessarily be a good thing, considering the high levels of violence 

perpetrated by men in South Africa.  

Hatch and Posel (2018) provide a quantitative analysis of the National Income 

Dynamic Survey dataset to probe more deeply into the contributions made by fathers 

towards children. While the contributions of non-resident fathers are quite low, these 

authors note that there are non-resident fathers who do contribute to children’s lives 
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financially and emotionally (Hatch & Posel, 2018), in other words, who take up the 

responsibility to ‘take care of’ their children. 

Furthermore, the measure of a biological father’s physical presence alone is a poor 

assessment of the fathering a child may receive (Pleck, 2010:58). In 2016, for example, 

in addition to 36% of children living with their biological father in the same household, 

35% of children were also living with another man, who was not their biological father. 

These may have been partners of the mother, older brothers, uncles or grandfathers 

(Van den Berg & Makusha, 2018), who could potentially take up some care work in a 

household, or at best, step into the roles of ‘social fathers’. Smit and others have 

pointed out the importance of acknowledging social fatherhood – or people who act as 

father figures to children (Richter & Morrell, 2006; Smit, 2008).  

It is an incorrect to assume that the 35% of children who live with men who are not 

their biological fathers receive adequate care from these men. It is more likely that they 

do not, taking time-use data into consideration – a man does only one hour of domestic 

and childcare work for every eight equivalent hours that a woman does (RSA, 2013). 

However, it remains important to bear in mind that 71% of children do in fact live with 

men in the same household (Van den Berg & Makusha, 2018). When compared to the 

low levels of involvement of men in care, this may point to social norms related to men’s 

avoidance of caring for children with whom they co-reside, for example the notion that 

it ‘is not their place to care’.  

Regardless of the lack of quantitative data available in South Africa on father 

involvement and men’s contribution to taking care of children, it seems common cause 

that men are not involved enough in taking care of children, in terms of a fair 

contribution. This is especially apparent in the way that the payment of child 

maintenance by non-custodial parents has polarised opinions on father involvement in 

South Africa. 

8.3.1 The maintenance and custody debate, or the fight about who ‘takes care 

of’ a child 

On the one side of a national debate, women’s rights activists and researchers have 

pointed out that non-custodial breadwinner fathers do not support their children 
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adequately in South Africa (Hatch & Posel, 2018; Qukula, 2021). Since 63.3% of 

children did not live with their biological father in 2019 (Hall, 2019b; StatsSA, 2020), it 

is likely that most children were dependent on the care of their mothers or 

grandmothers, and therefore also likely to be dependent on financial contributions by 

fathers.  

No national review of maintenance payments is available. News media however shows 

that defaulting on maintenance payments is expressed as a major problem in the 

country, and that it seems like it is mostly mothers who are left in the lurch. An attorney 

noted, for example, that the payment of maintenance by non-custodial parents reduced 

during the Covid-19 lockdown, due to unwillingness on the side of parents, but also 

due to the justice system’s poor management of the situation. The attorney mentioned 

that court clerks were not willing to draw court files or open new files in maintenance 

cases, and said: ‘What these clerks are doing is unacceptable and cruel. There are 

mothers and children who aren’t going to have bread on the table if this continues’ 

(Versluis, 2019). In 2021, the South African Department of Justice and Constitutional 

Development expressed commitment to improving responses to impunity, however 

activists responded sceptically to whether implementation will measure up to state 

commitment. One activist said in a radio interview: ‘This is the lived experience of most 

women: We have all of these wonderful things in place but it does not materialise into 

reality’ (Qukula, 2021). 

Fathers are often portrayed in negative terms in the media in relation to the poor 

payment of child maintenance, as noted by Prinsloo (2006:143) who commented that 

‘[m]urder, abuse, Oedipal wrangles and disputes over money and property mark much 

of the father/family relationships in hard news reporting’. The media portrayal of fathers 

has sometimes included terms like ‘deadbeat dads’ (Chauke & Khunou, 2015) to 

indicate the lack of responsibility shown by men to take care of children.  

On the other side of the debate, fathers’ rights advocacy groups suggest that fathers’ 

rights to access of children are deliberately confounded by antagonistic mothers and 

the justice system. Makusha and Richter (2016) documented the influence of mothers 

over fathers’ involvement in rural KwaZulu-Natal, and used the term ‘maternal 

gatekeeping’. They articulated their finding on cultural gatekeeping as follows 

(Makusha & Richter, 2016:11).  
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Among unmarried, non-resident parents, women control father-child contact 

and involvement, with mothers and/or their families either facilitating or 

inhibiting father involvement. In this context, we found that cultural 

gatekeeping had a huge impact on father involvement, with the non-

payment of inhlawulo or lobola regulating father-child involvement.  

These authors do not cite mothers’ ill will or misandry, and mostly reflect on the fact 

that mothers do have influence over the contact a non-resident father may have with 

a child. Mothers may also justifiably prevent contact between father and child, for 

example in instances where a father’s violence may present a safety risk to mother or 

child (Makusha & Richter, 2018).  

Fathers’ rights advocacy groups have taken this observation a step further and suggest 

that both government and mothers are deliberately biased against fathers’ access to 

children. The South African chapter of the international fathers’ rights organisation, 

Fathers 4 Justice, note on their manifesto (F4J, 2020):  

We challenge the gender bias inherent in the family law system against 

fathers that results in them paying for children they are not allowed to see, 

homes they are not allowed to go to, and schools they are not allowed to 

visit, whilst resident parents (mostly mothers) widely abuse this gender bias 

to deny the non-resident parent (mostly fathers) access to their own children 

for no good reason. 

In other words, the manifesto suggests that if someone has paid for something they 

may have the power to access it, regardless of the agency or opinion of the dependent 

person. It highlights Tronto’s (1993) point that those who ‘take care of’ are usually in a 

more powerful position than those that ‘receive care’. 

The polarisation seems severe between those calling for the rights of single mothers 

on the one hand, and for the rights to access by non-custodial fathers on the other. I 

suggest that the polarisation exposes the conflation of a few aspects related to fathers’ 

responsibility to take care of their children.  

Both sides may have valid claims that are concurrently true about different aspects of 

the debate. Men and fathers are not as involved in children’s care, financially or 
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otherwise, as much as women and mothers are (Hatch & Posel, 2018). 

Simultaneously, there does seem to be evidence of magistrates’ courts favouring 

mothers’ rights in some custodial proceedings (Khunou, 2006), and primary caregiving 

mothers do indeed play an important role in providing or blocking fathers’ access to 

children (Makusha & Richter, 2016).  

The matter is highly contingent on each individual family, and it is unlikely that the 

positions of any national movement would be able to represent the complexity and 

range of particular family cases. As documented in this study, while Marius Botha 

initially faced difficulty from Wendy’s family in seeing his daughter, this was overcome 

through Wendy and Marius persisting in their relationship. Wendy played a key role in 

facilitating Marius’s access to their daughter, Lisa. Their eldest daughter, Marie, was 

also being supported financially by her biological father, Simon, and in this case their 

shared community was supportive of his engagement and financial support of Marie. 

Each family is different; however, in my study it did seem as if the financial support 

provided by non-resident fathers became more important to the mother as the physical 

distance between father and child grew.  

The contextual influence of the financial role that a father plays is briefly discussed 

below.  

Two social norms that may have affected the non-resident families in my study stand 

out here: firstly, the norm of a father as a financial provider, and secondly, the norm 

that financial support for children and mothers should be seen as a transaction, and 

that fathers should receive value in return, usually taking the form of access to the 

child, as highlighted by the manifesto of Fathers 4 Justice (F4J, 2020). 

8.3.2 The narrow definition of care as material provision 

Khunou (2006) points out that many fathers do have genuine interest and concern in 

taking care of their children, but that the courts and cases that she researched showed 

a bias against fathers, with a narrowing of what a father may offer to a purely financial 

contribution. She highlights that ‘for these fathers, paying maintenance is not a 

problem, though they feel that paying without reciprocal recognition of their needs and 

interests in their children is not acceptable’ (Khunou, 2006:265). Taking care of 
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children requires a range of resources, a major part of which is to provide the financial 

resources to provide for care needs. However, other resources are also necessary, 

such as accommodation and nutrition, and more subtle resources such as emotional 

care, connection, affirmation and acknowledgement. In the polarised argument 

between single mothers and distant fathers, fatherhood is often construed as a right of 

a father, and then positioned in opposition to the rights of the mother. This debate often 

misses two nuances – the first being that the rights of the child may be obscured in the 

conflict between the parents, especially the child’s right to be cared for. As some 

commentators point out, fatherhood may be better viewed as the right of a child, and 

to being parented by at least two people (Van der Gaag et al., 2019). The second 

nuance that is missed is that fathers have more to offer than money – in other words, 

fathers can be more than ‘ATMs’. During the production and the publication of the book 

Baba: Men and Fatherhood in South Africa (Richter & Morrell, 2006), the term ‘ATM 

fathers’ emerged into popular discourse. Mbuyiselo Botha was the director of the South 

African Men’s Forum at the time, an organisation that partnered with the Human 

Sciences Research Council on the book and accompanying Fatherhood Project 

(HSRC, 2006). In a news interview he stated:  

I don’t want to just be an ATM father. That is too easy. I want to give my 

children emotional, psychological and physical support. I want them to know 

that they can depend on me. I want to be the opposite of that which I did not 

know. But sometimes when my son comes to me for advice, I wonder what 

my life would have been like if I had had a father to help me (Cullinan, 2004).  

The term ‘ATM father’ became popular as a definition to refer to the breadwinner 

stereotype. In the report titled So we are just ATM fathers, a group of young self-

identified absent and non-involved fathers in Soweto explained the dual quandary of 

their relationship to money: a) being an ‘ATM father’ meant that you had not much else 

to offer, and b) their unemployment was therefore the main reason that they were not 

involved in their children’s lives. They felt that they could not claim the title of ‘father’ 

without being able to provide financially for their children (Eddy et al., 2013).  

The intersectional feminist question here may be: ‘Do the children’s mothers or 

grandmothers, who are taking care of the children, have any more money than the 

fathers do?’ For women and men living in the same low-income context, men are more 
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likely to benefit, through their avoidance of the burden of care work. Whether men have 

money or not, the ‘production pass’ on care work still applies. Either men need to spend 

time to earn money, and therefore cannot do care work, or if they are not employed, 

they cannot be providers, or good fathers. In both cases men’s avoidance of care work 

is justified with a financial argument. This leaves most South African mothers in the 

dual roles of caregivers and breadwinners (Hatch & Posel, 2018).  

8.3.3 Income levels of non-resident parents highlight a potential 

misrepresentation  

In 2016, 51% of children from the lowest income quintile lived with their mothers, and 

their fathers were not co-residing with them. This is starkly contrasted with 75% of 

children from the top quintile living with both parents. For Black families across the 

country, 29.5% of children lived with both parents (Ratele & Nduna, 2018). While the 

lowest quintile included mostly Black families, the co-residence among White families 

and Black families in the top quintile were much closer together, with 68% of Black 

children in the upper quintile living with both parents, close to the national average of 

75% (see Figure 8.1). 

 

Figure 8.1: Children's co-residence by income 2016 (Source: Ratele & Nduna, 

2018) 
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Ratele and Nduna (2018) note: ‘It seems that income and social class are much 

stronger determinants of father-child residence than race.’ In the polarised ‘single 

mothers versus non-custodial fathers’ debate, the low co-residence of fathers is cited 

by both sides as a problem.  

While fathers who are represented by Fathers 4 Justice appear to be mostly middle-

class men (see Figure 8.2), the data highlights that most of the mothers in South Africa 

who are single mothers are actually Black low income quintile mothers.  

 

Figure 8.2: Fathers 4 Justice in action (Source: F4J, 2020) 

Consequently, middle-class men who cite: ‘[…] the cost to society – a legacy of crime, 

drug abuse, social decay & suicide left in the wake of generations of children growing 

up denied access to their fathers’ [emphasis added]’ (F4J, 2020) in support of their 

demand for ‘an end to the systematic removal of one parent (mostly fathers and their 

families) by the Courts, for no good reason’ (F4J, 2020) are referring to a ‘generation 

of children’ whose fathers they most likely do not represent.  

For the upper income quintile in South Africa, the percentage of children living only 

with their mothers was actually only 16% (Ratele & Nduna, 2018:33). The men from 

Fathers 4 Justice therefore may have a relatively small constituency. It is possible that 

low-income Black fathers have similar demands, and fewer resources to be able to 

organise as Fathers 4 Justice do, yet judging by the visible and vocal men in the 
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organisation there does seem to be a class and race disparity between the activists 

and the majority of families in South Africa.  

This dimension of income disparity matches the power continuum of Tronto’s phases 

of care that suggests that those with the most power in society (high income earning 

fathers) are more likely positioned towards practising the elements of ‘caring about’ 

and ‘taking care of’, and those with relatively less power (single, low income earning 

mothers) are more likely to be positioned towards practising the elements of ‘giving 

care’ and ‘receiving care’ (Tronto, 1993). 

In South Africa, the comparison between fathers’ and mothers’ paid and unpaid work 

largely applies to parents who do not share a household, and consequently there is 

evidence of a contested area of debate around issues of child maintenance and 

custody (Chauke & Khunou, 2015; Khunou, 2006). I suggest that the polarisation 

around child care, maintenance and custody is a symptom of the justice system’s 

ignorance of an ethic of care.  

This argument presents the opportunity to engage men in care as an aspect that is 

complementary to justice, rather than in competition with justice. Such a perspective 

may perhaps be exemplified by the notion that as much as parents have parental 

rights, when an ethic of care is applied the rights of the child to be parented supersede 

the rights of parents. One entry point could be improving how parenting plans are 

developed for separating parents. A parenting plan is a document drawn up by a social 

worker between two parents who are separating, and this offers a way to document 

the care that both parents commit to provide, including finances, but also describing 

other forms of ‘taking care of’ such as accompaniment to school or clinics, or spending 

playtime together (Van Jaarsveld, 2018).  

The relationship between contact and finances may be reciprocal. It could be a 

negatively reinforcing cycle, where a father who does not have access to a child is less 

inclined to pay maintenance, and similarly a father who does not pay maintenance may 

have less inclination to see a child. It could also be a positively reinforcing cycle, where 

a father who pays maintenance may have more interest in seeing a child, or a father 

who regularly sees a child may be more inclined to stick to his financial commitments 

(Khunou, 2006). The difference between a positive and a negative cycle seems to 
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hinge on the relationships between mothers, fathers, and their respective close 

families, and extended care network members’ willingness to negotiate terms of money 

and access. 

In more particular terms, the combination of an ethic of care with an ethic of justice 

suggests that the right of a child to be taken care of by a father supersedes the father’s 

right to fatherhood, without forfeiting the father’s right to care. The distinction 

suggested here is between the practice of taking care of a child being regarded as 

more valuable than the right to have access to the child, without forfeiting this right to 

access. If parents call for access, care may be lost along the way; if parents call for 

care, access may be more likely to follow. Nevertheless, in order to foster men’s 

engagement in an ethic of care in South Africa, the social norms of ‘father-as-provider’ 

and of financial support being a social transaction would require engagement by the 

justice system and families. 

The next section examines the extension to observing social forces related to 

caregiving and the competence to care. 

8.4 THE EXTENSION OF ‘CAREGIVING’ AND THE COMPETENCE TO CARE 

This section provides an extrapolation of my observations of the microstructures of 

caregiving in my research sample to relevant social macrostructures and social forces 

that may have an impact on men’s caregiving practices. In terms of fostering a feminist 

ethic of care among fathers and other men who are caregivers, I identified two relevant 

macro-structures and social forces: (1) the early childhood care and education sector, 

and (2) labour laws that apply to caregiving, particularly parental leave provisions and 

benefits. I examine men in relation to the early childhood care and education sector 

due to my own experience of working as a kindergarten and playgroup teacher at the 

same school from which the research participants were recruited. The children related 

to the research sample did not attend pre-school with male teachers, while all the 

fathers had a keen interest and engagement in their children’s education.  

I extrapolate to describing the early childhood care and education sector since that 

provides an institutional framework for a social force that may increase men’s 

involvement in (paid) care work. All the fathers took parental leave from paid work to 
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be with their children in their early weeks and months as babies. I extrapolate to 

observing parental leave provisions since that presents an opportunity for institutional 

support for fathers to engage in giving care to their children.  

8.4.1 Men and early childhood education and care 

My observations and interviews confirmed that the fathers in the sample were 

comfortable with playing with their children as a form of giving care. This concurs with 

international research that has confirmed the comfort men show in playing with 

children, and the apparent challenge of expanding their range of caregiving behaviours 

to include other activities (Kato-Wallace et al., 2014). In South Africa, men working in 

early childhood education and care (ECEC) confirmed the same, and suggested that 

a focus on play serves as a good institutional entry point for men to engage in the care 

of young children (Van den Berg & Ndoda, 2020). Two questions remain: ‘How can 

institutions facilitate men’s caregiving of young children?’ and ‘How may institutions 

support men’s caregiving in such a way that it progresses beyond only playing with 

children?’ I explore these questions in this section. 

Scholars are paying increased attention to the practice of men working in ECEC 

settings (Bhana & Moosa, 2016; King, 1998; McGrath, Van Bergen, Moosa & Bhana, 

2019a; Watson & Woods, 2011). In European countries as in South Africa, slow 

progress in recruiting more men into ECCE institutions has been attributed to deeply 

held gendered attitudes that support the belief that men are biologically less suited to 

be caregivers than women are (Moosa & Bhana, 2019b; Peeters, Rohrmann & 

Emilsen, 2015), or that men’s presence heightens the risk of paedophilia (Eidevald, 

Bergström & Broström, 2018; Moosa & Bhana, 2020). In the context of a deliberate 

directive by the Swedish government to increase men’s professional participation in 

ECEC, the prevalence of the fear of men being paedophiles was identified. The 

researchers cited a national government report as follows (Eidevald et al., 2018:407):  

Pedagogues, researchers, preschool directors, students, and development 

managers all agree. The largest barrier to get more men to work within 

ECEC, and to keep them, is the ever-present threat of being suspect of 

pedophilia.  
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This fear was also used as the main premise for the Danish film ‘Jagten’ (‘The Hunt’) 

in which a male pre-school teacher is accused of sexually molesting a child in his class 

(Vinterberg, 2012). In the story, the small village where he lives becomes increasingly 

antagonistic and eventually violent towards him. In the end, the facts of the case 

showed that the girl who had ‘accused’ him had not reflected reality, and had childishly 

lied, without knowing the consequences of such a lie. The film hits on the nerve that 

Eidevald et al. (2018) also identified of a pervasive fear of men in close proximity to 

young children being paedophiles (Moosa & Bhana, 2020; Moosa & Bhana, 2019b).  

8.4.1.1 Comparative risks of violence towards children posed by men and by 

women 

This fear is understandable, in the context of high levels of men’s use of violence. In 

South Africa, sexual offences are at inordinately high levels, where the sexual offences 

crime rate increased from 88.3 per 100 000 in 2017/18 to 90.9 per 100 000 in 2018/19 

(Africa Check, 2019) with most of these crimes committed by men. It should be noted 

that these statistics only reflect the reported cases, and that in South Africa violence is 

usually under-reported. The statistics of crimes committed against children add 

complexity to the picture, and highlight that young children are significantly at risk of 

violence perpetrated by mothers (Mathews & Martin, 2016; Mathews, Abrahams, 

Jewkes & Martin, 2012) and by other children. In the case of sexual violence, the 

Optimus Study (Burton, Ward, Artz & Leoschut, 2015:57) made the following finding: 

[Y]oung people were more likely to report having been abused by adults 

they knew than by adult strangers, but they were most likely to have been 

abused by a fellow child or teen than by any adult [emphasis added].  

Young children in particular are also at risk of violence perpetrated by their mothers. 

In the pilot of the Child Death Review project, it was found that ‘abandonment at birth 

was the most common cause of abuse- and neglect-related deaths (37.5%), followed 

by blunt force injury (14.6%) and strangulation/asphyxiation (14.6%) deaths’ (Mathews 

& Martin, 2016). In an earlier report on child homicide, Mathews et al. (2012) noted the 

following: 
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Overall most [children] were killed by a known person who was not related, 

most common for boys. Overall the second most frequent perpetrator group 

was mothers and nearly half of all girl homicides were perpetrated by 

mothers. Mothers also remain the most common perpetrator (53.1%) for the 

younger group (0-4 years) even when abandoned babies are not included.  

The statistics therefore suggest that for young children who are killed, teenage boys 

are most killed by known but not related people, and young (0-4 years) children are 

mostly killed by their mothers, either through abandonment, physical violence or 

neglect. This contentious interpretation should be seen in the context of low co-

residence of children with fathers (Ratele & Nduna, 2018). The fact that most children 

are killed by mothers does not mean that women pose a greater risk to children than 

men. It may be that more children are killed by mothers than by fathers simply because 

children are more likely to live with their mothers than with their fathers. A comparative 

study on co-resident mothers and fathers as homicide perpetrators has not yet been 

done. These statistics and findings do however problematise the social norm that male 

pre-school teachers would pose a greater threat of sexual violence to young children 

than female pre-school teachers would. 

In the context of men working in ECEC institutional settings, the risk men pose may 

co-occur with the risks of violence that other children and parents pose to them. The 

fact that women and other children may pose risks to young children does not reduce 

the need to prevent men’s use of violence against children in institutional settings. 

What it does indicate is that the prevention of violence against children in institutional 

settings should not focus exclusively on male teachers, but include female teachers, 

parents and other children as potential risks. 

On the positive side, there are two potential benefits that may result from deliberately 

including men in ECEC settings. Firstly, children would be able to spend more time 

around men giving care, and due to the intergenerational transfer of care, potentially 

be more likely to emulate attitudes supportive of men’s caregiving as adults. Secondly, 

men’s employment in ECEC settings offers an institutional mechanism for normalising 

men giving care (Van den Berg & Ndoda, 2020). This employment of men would 

counter the ‘production pass’ on caregiving that men may have (Tronto, 2013), and 

combine care work with earning an income. The combination could potentially 
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contribute towards dissolving the moral boundary that contains care in the private and 

domestic space. 

8.4.1.2 Men working in early childhood education and care and the ‘difference 

dilemma’  

Brody (2015:351) suggests that ‘[b]ecause professionalism in early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) is measured by standards relating to caring, men in the 

field are often held to expectations associated with female behaviors’. He describes 

the ostensible value of traits associated with traditional masculinity within the ECEC 

space, namely ‘charisma, initiative, daring, and playfulness combined with attention to 

the children’s needs’, and reports that the study suggests that ‘early childhood leaders 

re-examine gender roles by reconsidering the traditional gender dichotomy paradigm’ 

(Brody, 2015). This argument by Brody (2015) draws on the association of caregiving 

with women, which Tronto (1993) identified. My interpretation is that re-asserting such 

a binary association of women with care, and of men with ‘masculine caring traits’ 

entrenches the moral boundaries that contain caregiving. It presents a mirror of the 

‘difference dilemma’ that Tronto (1993) described.  

The difference dilemma describes two strategies for women who have been excluded 

from power to gain access to power. The first is that they offer something similar to 

men in positions of influence. This is problematic since they then need to conform to 

the male culture at the centre of power, which may require sacrificing value that they 

may add which falls outside typical ‘male influence’, such as a greater awareness of 

relationality. The second strategy is that they need to assert the fact that they offer 

something that men lack, or a women’s voice. This is equally problematic, because it 

would then contain their influence within the limits of what women represent to the 

group, rather than contributing equally to the decision-making. Tronto suggests that a 

more effective solution may be to shift the entire framework of power, and attach higher 

value to the care activities that happen at the margins, which would then dissolve the 

power difference between men and women, by reducing the power associated with the 

masculine, public, and abstract (Tronto, 1993).  

The same argument of the problems that arise with the two strategies may be applied 

to the goal of recruiting and retaining men in ECEC. For men to work as ECEC 
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practitioners, one may argue that they are similar to women, and would therefore have 

to display ‘feminine’ traits and behaviour, which would be less than ideal since it would 

deny the children their full range of experience. Alternatively, as Brody (2015) asserts, 

one could argue that men offer something different than women do, and consequently 

again be limited to only doing ‘male’ activities with the children.  

Tronto’s argument (1993) holds merit for this reverse scenario, where it would again 

be more strategic to weaken the framework that defines women as caregivers, and 

men as non-caregivers. Attaching greater value to care than to the female association 

with care would dissolve the automatic assumption of women as caregivers, as 

Tronto’s description of an ethic of care does. This would consequently allow more 

space, in a gender-neutral sense, for men to give care to children in professional 

settings. Simultaneously, getting more men involved in ECEC settings as caregivers 

would have a reciprocal effect of contributing to the dissolution of the boundary that 

contains women as caregivers, and thereby enhance the value of care.  

I suggest that this process of creating a more gender-neutral context for caregiving 

would catalyse a greater range of caregiving behaviours among men in ECEC settings, 

in addition to the entry point of men’s comfort sphere of playing with children.  

The social norm of female early childhood caregivers and teachers was also prevalent 

at the school from which I had recruited the sample. However at the time of writing, 

Mario Landa’s six-year-old son had just joined a class led by a male teacher.  

8.4.2 Parental and paternity leave in South Africa 

The second macro-structural feature that I observed as a social force impacting on 

men’s engagement in phase 4, or giving care, is the provision of paid parental and 

paternity leave for fathers by employers and the state. Thando30 mentioned that he 

was not able to spend significant time with Avuzwa since he had just started to work 

at a new job, and had not accumulated enough annual leave to take more than a few 

days off. Hannes31 was freelancing at the time of both his sons’ births and could take 

as much time as he needed, and Marius32 was similarly self-employed when Lisa was 

 
30 Black father of three, works as financial data analyst. 
31 White father of two sons, lives on wine-farm 
32 White father of two in mixed race relationship, works as professional artist 
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born, and could manage his own work and caregiving time. The majority of employed 

parents, however, require formal parental leave to be able to spend the time giving 

care to their newly arrived children.  

The State of the World’s Fathers report of 2019 suggests that ‘[l]eave for fathers – in 

conjunction with leave for mothers and when enshrined in national policies – 

contributes significantly to the recognition and redistribution of unpaid care work’ (Van 

der Gaag et al., 2019:32). The distinction between paternity leave and parental leave 

is highlighted by the report, where paternity leave is defined as leave that only a father 

can take in order to take care of a child, and parental leave is leave that is available to 

any parent of a child. International analysts agree that parental leave for fathers is 

important. Dr Jody Heymann, from the WORLD Policy Analysis Center emphasised 

that ‘[t]o achieve gender equality both in the workplace and the home, it is essential for 

men to have an equal chance to be there with their newborn babies’ (cited in Van der 

Gaag et al., 2019:32).  

South Africa has only recently begun to implement paid parental leave that applies to 

fathers, with the approval and subsequent implementation of the Labour Laws 

Amendment Act 2018 (LLAA) (RSA, 2018a) and accompanying Labour Relations 

Amendment Act 2018 (LRAA) (RSA, 2018b) that updated the Unemployment 

Insurance Act of 2001 and relates to Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) benefits. 

The LLAA provides for leave (time away from work) provisions, and the LRAA provides 

regulations for benefits (monies) to be paid to beneficiaries of leave. The amendments 

to these labour laws were approved by the State President in 2018, and the 

implementation date for the new amendments was 1 January 2020. The LLAA does 

not provide dedicated paternity leave, but provides parental leave and accompanying 

paid benefits according to the UIF Amendment Act 2018, for all parents who do not 

qualify for maternity leave (RSA, 2018a). 

The advocacy that informed the eventual tabling, acceptance and approval of the Act 

was informed by consultative work done with feminist civil society organisations. 

Organisations that contributed directly to the advocacy informing the amendments 

were the Confederation of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), Sonke Gender 

Justice, and MOSAIC. A key argument posed by the organisations was that parental 

leave for fathers should benefit mothers, by relieving them of the caregiving work 
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required for infant care (Sonke Gender Justice, 2016). A few of the amendments to 

labour law are: 

• Ten days of paid parental leave were to be made available for all parents who 

do not qualify for maternity leave. 

• The payment ceiling of parental leave was increased from a maximum of 54% 

of the beneficiary’s salary to a maximum 66% of the beneficiary’s salary. This 

amendment increased the amount of money a beneficiary of maternity leave 

may claim, in addition to other types of parental leave. 

• Parental leave of ten weeks for adoptive parents, and parents who commission 

a surrogacy, was introduced to labour law.  

• Labour law expanded reference to parental leave to refer to ‘parents’ and not 

only ‘mothers’. Reference to ‘fathers’ was deliberately avoided in order to allow 

for all parents, regardless of gender identification, to qualify for leave (RSA, 

2018a). 

In South Africa, paid parental leave applies to persons who are employed full time and 

pay a regular contribution to the UIF. This means that paid parental leave would be 

most relevant for the higher earning income brackets in South Africa. Data from the 

2016 General Household Survey shows that for the top two income quintiles that match 

my sample, co-residence between children and fathers is the highest, at 55% co-

residence for Quintile 4, and 75% co-residence for Quintile 5 (Ratele & Nduna, 2018). 

While it may be likely that co-residing parents would be most interested in taking 

parental leave for both parents, parental leave is available to all parents of a child, 

regardless of their co-residence status.  

Change in social behaviour does not depend on policy change alone; it requires that 

social norms also change (Van der Gaag et al., 2019). It should therefore not be 

assumed that a change in policy is enough to achieve a change in behaviour. People’s 

attitudes and behaviour should ideally match the policy change. The State of the 

World’s Fathers report of 2019 provides a comparison (see Figure 8.4) between social 

norms (measured by time use surveys comparing men and women’s contribution to 

unpaid care work), and laws and policies (ranked according to the World Bank’s 2019 

Women, Business and the Law index scores) (Van der Gaag et al., 2019:59). In some 
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countries (e.g., Greece, Portugal, and Mexico), policies support gender equality, but 

social norms do not. In other countries, such as the USA and Switzerland, social norms 

seem to be ahead of policies. 

 

Figure 8.3: Comparison between social norms and laws regarding gender-

equal care work (Source: Van der Gaag et al., 2019) 
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In South Africa, since parental leave for fathers had only been implemented since 

January 2020, there was no matching behavioural survey data at the time of writing. 

The first national representative survey of attitudes towards parental leave had 

however been completed in 2019 by the Human Sciences Research Council, as a 

dedicated module of questions in the annual South African Social Attitude Survey 

(HSRC, 2020), and the results indicate social norms related to fathers taking parental 

leave. 

The survey asked questions about respondents’ attitudes towards paternity and 

parental leave of a nationally representative sample of male and female participants 

from all nine provinces. Most participants (68%) agreed that fathers would utilise 

parental leave if offered, while just under half (48%) felt that fathers would use the 

leave for reasons other than parenting. On the other hand, a strong majority of 86.4% 

of participants felt that fathers should be granted full-time paid parenting leave, and 

the time period that most people (24.7%) selected as ideal was between three to four 

weeks (HSRC, 2020).  

When results were split by gender, showed that more men (73.1%) than women 

(63.1%) agreed that fathers would use parental leave, and more women (49.1%) than 

men (47.7%) agreed that fathers would use parental leave for reasons other than 

parenting. More men (89.6%) than women (83.0%) agreed that fathers should get fully 

paid parental leave, and 25.4% of men and 23.9% of women agreed that fathers should 

receive three to four weeks of paid parental leave (see Table 8.4) (HSRC, 2020). 
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Table 8.4: Summary of Social Attitudes towards Parental Leave in South Africa 

(Source: Human Sciences Research Council, 2020) 

Survey questions 

National % 

(Agree and 
Strongly agree) 

Men 
National 

average % 

Women 
National 

average % 

Do you agree that fathers will use parental 
leave if provided to them? 

68% 73.1% 63.1% 

Do you agree that fathers will use parental 
leave for other reasons not related to 
parenting? 

48% 47.7% 49.1% 

Consider a couple who both work full-time 
and now have a new-born child. Do you 
think there should be paid leave available 
for the father of the child? 

86.4% 89.6% 83.0% 

You have said you believe that paid leave 
should be available.  

For how long?  

(Percentages shown for participants who 
answered 21–30 days) 

24.7% 25.4% 23.9% 

The survey did not ask sub-questions. The HSRC report cited (HSRC, 2020) states 

that the 48% of participants who agreed that fathers would use the leave for reasons 

other than parenting ‘provides a clear indication that most people still believe that 

fathers will not take up parenting roles even when they are granted parental leave’. 

This may reflect the social norm and related moral boundary that maintains a division 

between professional, public roles assigned to men, with the domestic, private, 

caregiving space assigned to women. It may also match the social norm that positions 

men as either incompetent at caregiving, or unmotivated. The discrepancy between 

the 48% reflecting respondents’ scepticism about men’s appropriate utilisation of 

parental leave and the 86% of participants who agreed that fathers should get fully 

paid parental leave is striking. This matches a finding from a multi-country survey that 

found that 85% of fathers from seven countries agreed that they would ‘do anything to 

be more involved’ with their young children, which is in contrast to reports that on 

average, women still do thrice the amount of childcare work that men do globally (Van 

der Gaag et al., 2019:9).  
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Based on the above, I conclude that parental leave for fathers will make a contribution 

towards fostering an ethic of care among men, and that, in agreement with the findings 

of the Human Sciences Research Council survey, more than 10 days are required.  

An ideal assignment of leave would be fully paid parental leave allotted equally to all 

parents, in order to avoid the association of caregiving to women. In this scenario, 

maternity leave could still be available as leave for pregnancy and delivery, but 

parental leave would then be available for giving care to children for all parents, 

including fathers. While some countries offer transferable leave to parents, where two 

parents can decide among themselves how much leave each one takes, a good 

practice that has been identified is to accompany this kind of leave with ‘non-

transferable leave’ that will be forfeited unless it is used (PLENT, 2020). This prevents 

men from passing all the leave to the mothers. Another suggestion has been made by 

Dutch organisations for the practice of ‘solo care’ which is a dedicated time that fathers 

spend time alone with their children, even in co-resident couples. This facilitates 

bonding between father and child, and also improves fathers’ competence at 

caregiving (Van der Gaag et al., 2019:91) and care work, as in the case of Hannes du 

Toit doing domestic work during the lockdown.  

8.5 THE EXTENSION OF ‘RECEIVING CARE’ AND RESPONSIVENESS TO 

CARE 

In Chapter 7, I reflected on the fathers in the research sample distancing themselves 

from their own vulnerabilities, since men acknowledging vulnerability challenges the 

masculine ideal of autonomy and the accompanying ideal of equality. Extrapolating my 

observation from the research sample to the related broader social force that has an 

impact on fathers, I identified the social norm of men not acknowledging their own 

vulnerabilities effectively.  

8.5.1 Engaging responsibly with men’s vulnerability  

Observing men’s care needs and men’s vulnerabilities within a feminist ethic of care 

requires a political legitimation that can prevent a harmful consolidation of men’s power 

(Nixon & Messner, 1998; Theunert, 2012). Pease (2019:114) notes that ‘[i]f we only 

focus on men’s power, we will be unable to understand how masculinity also 
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contributes to men’s pain’. In the current study, Thando’s comments about receiving 

care presented a striking example of a man’s vulnerability. As noted earlier, Thando 

firstly did not recognise the care work done by his wife Siphokazi as care that he was 

receiving, and secondly he did not realise that his only subjective experience of 

receiving care was through the regular conversations with his mother. Thando also 

commented that he had not gone for any medical check-ups since he saw no need to 

do so.  

In South Africa, men’s vulnerability in terms of low utilisation of public health-care 

services is well documented in the context of HIV services as well as a wider range of 

health-care services (Cornell, 2013; Cornell et al., 2015; Cornell & Myer, 2013). As 

various commentators have pointed out, gender inequality and patriarchy are ‘bad for 

men’s health’ (Cornell, 2013; Pease, 2019; Shand et al., 2014). Similarly, global 

averages of the mortality rates of men were higher for Covid-19 related deaths at the 

time of writing (Global Health 5050, 2021). 

A risk to the goals of women’s rights movements may arise when men’s vulnerabilities 

are either taken out of context, or misinterpreted to mean that men may be suffering 

due to increased empowerment of women. In this regard Colvin et al (2009) quote a 

respondent who said in qualitative research in Cape Town: ‘It looks like men are 

competing with rights nowadays.’. Concerns about men’s vulnerabilities becoming a 

lever for the consolidation of men’s power over women may be justified from such a 

perspective.  

The notion of ‘empowering men to end GBV’33 is a contradiction in terms, from a 

feminist perspective (Pease, 2019) since in a patriarchal society, men by definition 

already enjoy relatively more power than women do in similar contexts. At the same 

time, however, men’s experiences of violence and related trauma play an important 

part in the recurrence of the use of violence by these men (Fulu, McCook & Falb, 2017; 

Fulu et al., 2017). Consequently, in order to end men’s use of violence, especially men 

who have been exposed to violence, an element of healing, or providing care to 

respond to men’s vulnerabilities, is necessary.  

 
33 https://yali.state.gov/ending-gender-based-violence-starts-with-informed-empowered-men/ 
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The ‘triple advocacy triangle’ suggested by Theunert (2012) offers a progressive 

political framing of addressing men’s vulnerabilities, where addressing men’s 

vulnerabilities becomes politically justifiable in a patriarchal world, when this work is 

connected to and aligned with broader movements advocating for women’s rights and 

the rights of all genders. 

I suggest that such an approach be followed when national policies to improve health 

outcomes for all genders are developed. In an ethic of justice, women and men would 

have equal access to necessary health services to deal with vulnerabilities, and in an 

ethic of care, men would be able to recognise and respond to their own vulnerabilities 

by practising care of the self, in the context of a broader, political commitment to justice. 

8.6 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I moved from observations of the social processes in my sample at the 

local and micro level, towards a description of related and broader contextual social 

forces that had an impact on the men and families I observed. These are the forces of 

state and socio-cultural recognition of men’s care related to ‘caring about’; the forces 

of tension between women’s rights and men’s rights, related to a narrow material 

definition of provision related to ‘taking care of’; the forces of social norms in early 

childcare settings and attitudes to parental leave related to ‘giving care’; and the forces 

of social norms related to men experiencing and acknowledging health and other 

vulnerabilities related to ‘receiving care’. 

Throughout the dissertation I have made suggestions regarding particular perspectives 

on my findings and theory. In the final chapter I summarise these suggestions and 

propose an expansion of theory, based on my findings. 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

CONCLUSION: EXPANDING FATHERING BEYOND 
PATRIARCHY 

9.1 INTRODUCTION  

In this chapter I defend my claim that men’s care interactions with children can improve 

democratic citizenship and expand fathering beyond patriarchy. This is done by 

drawing on the research findings described in the preceding chapters, and focusing on 

how the care interactions that were observed have expanded social norms. I provide 

a description of how my findings may extend the theories that were used in the 

research, and how these new theoretical bridges from the existing theories that were 

used relate to the conclusion that I arrived at. The chapter ends with a few suggestions 

on the application of the new theory extensions, regarding further research and 

potential intervention development. 

9.2 DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP AND THE EXPANSION OF FATHERING 

BEYOND PATRIARCHY 

I concluded from the research that men’s care interactions with children can improve 

democratic citizenship and expand fathering beyond patriarchy. This claim is 

analogous to two arguments from Gilligan and Richards (2018), and Tronto (1993, 

2013).  

Gilligan and Richards (2018:6) define feminism as a liberation movement, and argue 

as follows:  

Feminism is not an issue of women only or a battle of women vs. men. 

Feminism is one of the great liberation movements of human history; it is 

the movement to free democracy from patriarchy’ [emphasis added].  

Gilligan and Richards (2018) further point out that constitutional democracies have 

often apparently been established through the efforts of male leaders, and that an 

inherent bias in favour of the rule of men or fathers (or ‘patriarchy’) may remain in such 

ostensibly democratic social institutions. Feminism is the movement that moves this 
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democracy further, beyond dependence on inequalities between genders. Tronto 

(1993, 2013) argues that becoming adept at care provides an opportunity for people 

to develop the practices of democratic citizenship. On reading these two points 

together, it becomes apparent that the engagement of people in a feminist ethic of care 

therefore contributes to moving democratic citizenship beyond patriarchy.  

Based on my research described in this dissertation, I draw a similar conclusion and 

suggest that men’s care interactions with children can improve democratic citizenship 

and expand fathering beyond patriarchy. Next, I explain each component of this claim. 

The first part of the claim refers to men’s care interactions. The care interactions that I 

observed and documented in this dissertation were between men and children, or men 

and their extended care networks that may have included partners, domestic workers 

and family members. Because of the conclusion that I make further in this statement, 

that these interactions can extend fathering beyond patriarchy, I interpret some of 

these interactions as feminist, based on the definitions provided in Chapter 3 (Gilligan 

& Richards, 2018; hooks, 2000). However, the perception that their interactions were 

feminist is my interpretation: the men who were doing the care were simply enacting 

whatever care was needed. They did not necessarily view their actions as feminist. I 

therefore do not refer here to ‘men’s feminist care interactions’, but simply to ‘men’s 

care interactions’. These care interactions occurred over the full range of the phases 

of an ethic of care (Tronto, 1993) and included instances of caring about, taking care 

of, giving care, and receiving care. These activities were embedded in a wider range 

of care and domestic work, but I refer here mostly to care interactions that were related 

to child-rearing or parenting, in order to keep it relevant to fathering. 

Regarding the second aspect of this claim, namely that men’s care interactions can 

improve democratic citizenship, I depend on the arguments made by Tronto (1993, 

2013) and on the findings presented in Chapter 8 of this dissertation, that show how 

macro-structural forces from social institutions influence men and care. Participating in 

an ethic of care fosters democratic citizenship, in terms of the ethical elements of an 

ethic of care: Developing attentiveness to the needs of others, increasingly taking 

responsibility for the management of resources on which people depend, improving 

competence in doing the laborious practical work that sustains others, and becoming 

more able to respond to care given are all values that support a democratic citizenry 
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(Tronto,1993, 2013). It should be noted that the argument for ethics of care informing 

democracy is not an argument for importing ‘familistic’ values into government. A 

democratic government depends on pluralism, and is averse to the inequalities that 

are inherent in families, between those who give care and those who receive care, 

between adults, and between parents and children. Importing familism into 

government would import the aspects (like hierarchy, unity and partiality) that function 

appropriately at a micro level of households into a context where these become 

increasingly problematic. For example, importing the inequality of parent towards child 

into government would challenge democratic citizenship and agency; importing the 

unity of a family may lead to partisanship; and importing partiality would lead to 

nepotism or corruption (Tronto, 1993:169).  

A recent instance in South Africa of the state’s association of care needs with family 

emerged when the Covid-19 pandemic became a serious matter to address, and care 

of citizen’s health became an urgent priority, the presidency and media outlets started 

to call the regular speeches by President Cyril Ramaphosa ‘family meetings’.34 The 

‘family meeting’ response by the presidency to the crisis of the pandemic presents an 

example of importing familism into the state, and exposed how normative the 

experience of the father of the house calling a meeting of the family is. This example 

emphasised the urgency of the point Gilligan and Richards (2019) make about 

feminism liberating democracy from patriarchy. I have dedicated chapter 8 to a 

description of the relationship between macro-structural forces that affect care and 

men’s care interactions. Tronto has also sufficiently made the point that becoming 

adept at care fosters democratic citizenship (1993, 2013). It therefore did not seem 

necessary to pay much further attention in this concluding chapter to the aspect of 

democratic citizenship – it rather appeared useful to provide a detailed motivation for 

my argument about the expansion of fathering beyond patriarchy. 

The third segment of the claim I make is that men’s care interactions can expand 

fathering beyond patriarchy. In other words, the practice of care by fathers can occur 

separately from fathers asserting power over others. Instead of referring to fatherhood 

as a state of being, I use the word ‘fathering’ to emphasise the proactive nature of care 

 
34 https://www.iol.co.za/news/covid19/ramaphosas-family-meeting-set-for-830pm-on-sunday-5fb6fc43-
4445-4b83-9f96-dbe3b58b6d2b  
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interactions between fathers and others, mostly children, and refer to the range of 

active caring that fathers can do. I do not use the word ‘fathering’ in this context to 

mean the procreation of children, as in ‘the man has fathered several children’ (Van 

den Berg & Makusha, 2018:74). Fathering in the context of my argument also includes 

all four phases of an ethic or care (Tronto, 1993) and the full range of the typology of 

paternal involvement (Pleck, 2010.) 

I avoid stating that fathering can be completely removed from patriarchy, since inherent 

adherence to patriarchy is likely to remain with fathers who live in patriarchal societies. 

I do, however, make the statement that fathering as an activity can expand beyond 

patriarchy; in other words, fathers can care for children without consolidating patriarchy 

or depending on patriarchal values. This point, concerning the expansion of the range 

of fathering, as opposed to the replacement or cancellation of current parenting 

behaviour, represents an overarching theme in this concluding chapter. I suggest that 

care interactions do not cancel patriarchal or harmful behaviour, but extend the range 

of behaviour beyond patriarchy. Additionally, my observation in the course of the 

research was that as men’s caring interactions expanded beyond patriarchal fathering, 

the adherence to patriarchal norms weakened.  

The next section summarises what I observed in the research, and how these findings 

relate to the expansion of fathering beyond patriarchy. With reference to Chapters 4–

8, a summary is presented of the ways in which research participants expanded the 

social norms of fathering.  

9.3 EXPANSIONS OF FATHERING BEYOND PATRIARCHY 

The following summary of expansions of social norms are drawn from the findings of 

this research. The expansions of social norms that I observed are not representative 

of all men’s care interactions, and beyond my research there are likely to be others. 

This summary follows the order of the findings chapters (4-7) and matches various 

phases in the ethic of care that have been described, including for each the relevance 

to observations I made in Chapter 8 regarding macro-structural forces influencing 

men’s care interactions.  
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I observed that care interactions expanded men’s range of awareness to include 

attentiveness to care needs. Caring about another person or an object in the world 

requires being attentive to the care needs of the other person or object (Tronto,1993). 

Men often benefit from ‘privileged irresponsibility’ due to ‘the opportunity to simply 

ignore certain forms of hardships that they do not face’ (Tronto, 1993:120) and are 

consequently often not aware of care needs that they or others may have. Men may 

only become aware of their own need for care when this care is no longer provided by 

someone else. On the other hand, mothers or women are usually more aware of what 

those in need of care (including themselves) require due to the association of care with 

women. At the same time, women in a household may also contribute to the norm, as 

Cock (1979) found in her research, where women respondents were confused about 

the question whether men should do domestic work or not, and some answered that 

‘men should only do domestic work if servants were not around’ (Cock, 1979:145). 

Removing the epistemological ignorance, or limited awareness, of care that men have 

may require an expansion of the patriarchal social norm that ‘men do not need to know 

about care work’, to include an additional range of awareness where men can become 

attentive to care work. In my study, this expansion of the norm beyond men’s limited 

range of awareness was achieved mostly through domestic workers or other women 

not doing care work anymore, which forced men to do domestic and care work they 

had not noticed before. I noted that this was not simply a case of being informed about 

care and domestic work, but that it was important that men actually practically did the 

work, to gain an embodied, epistemological awareness of the care work required. The 

way in which policymakers and social institutions can foster such recognition of 

fatherhood and caring is also described in Chapter 8. 

It was also apparent that men’s care interactions expanded the conception of fathering 

responsibility from ‘proximity’ to ‘involvement’. Taking care of another requires a 

commitment to being responsible for the wellbeing of the other, and to provide 

resources that satisfy the other’s care needs (Tronto, 1993). In media and research 

reports about fatherhood, the proximity of fathers to children is often misinterpreted as 

the full range of father involvement. In this study, ‘proximity’ is seen as either co-

residence or co-location, or as ‘access’ of fathers to children, or children to fathers. Co-

residence statistics are often misinterpreted as indicators of ‘being raised without a 
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father’35 and fathers’ rights groups cite access to children (F4J, 2020) as a priority, over 

involvement in care work.  

In this dissertation I describe how men interacted with their children, and took care of 

them at times when they were not in close proximity. Two examples were when 

Thando’s daughter lived in a different household, and when Marius visited his daughter 

while she and her mother were staying with the mother’s parents. Both fathers did 

eventually co-reside with their children, but they had also paid attention to the children, 

and taken care of them when they were not in close proximity. Their care included 

material provision and emotional care in terms of positive engagement activities (Pleck, 

2010).  

This extends the social norm that ‘fathers can only father when in proximity with 

children’ to include the importance of a broader range of father involvement, regardless 

of physical location, as an important part of fathering. This argument has also often 

been made by researchers on the topic (e.g., Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2004). The norm that 

insists on the proximity of a father with a child as the only requirement for fathering is 

a patriarchal norm as it de-values the work that goes into parenting, and passes this 

work to women. I am not arguing that proximity is unimportant, especially for direct 

caregiving. Proximity is an important aspect of parenting, as I suggest in terms of 

expanding on fathers’ caregiving, but the fathers in my study demonstrated how 

fathering can go beyond proximity alone, to include proximity and involvement over a 

distance. This expansion to involvement over a distance is relevant to the involvement 

of non-resident fathers in children’s lives as a national phenomenon in South Africa. 

In the course of the research, it was evident that care interactions expanded the norm 

of fathering-as-provision from ‘material provision’ to ‘care provision’. Taking care of a 

child involves providing materially for the child. A good father is often described as a 

father who provides materially, or financially, for his family. This notion of the limited 

‘ATM father’ social norm has been critiqued by various voices (Eddy et al., 2013; Lamb, 

1987; Smit, 2004). Men who participated in the current research struggled with this 

norm, whether it involved the difficulties of making ends meet, or coming to terms with 

 
35 https://africacheck.org/fact-checks/reports/are-57-south-african-kids-raised-without-fathers  
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being the ‘house-husband’ or ‘betta-male’36 who worked as a primary caregiver of 

children, while his partner was the primary breadwinner. All the fathers in the sample 

understood their identities as fathers to extend beyond the material provision aspect 

to be an expanded notion that included the provision of care.  

The norm that men are only fathers if they are able to provide materially reflects a 

patriarchal worldview, since it supports men’s ‘production pass’ on care work, and 

consolidates men’s material means as a source of power over others. Expanding the 

idea of provision to include the provision of care work and positive engagement 

activities therefore opens up the possibility of fathering as provision that is not 

patriarchal. Additionally, I observed that men from my sample were engaged in 

material provision in a gender-equitable manner, where a woman may be the main 

breadwinner, or where financial decisions are made together as a couple, and not as 

an isolated decision by the father. In South Africa, the key relevance at a macro level 

is the ongoing child maintenance and custody debate described in Chapter 8, which 

has shown polarised voices for men’s rights and women’s rights. 

I observed how men’s caregiving interactions with children extended beyond playing, 

to include more laborious and routine care work. Giving care to another requires direct 

contact with the person receiving care (Tronto, 1993), and the development of 

competence in the caregiving. Care work is often difficult work, and sometimes routine 

and laborious. I described earlier in chapter 6 how fathers played with children, and 

suggested that men playing with children could be considered a form of caregiving, in 

view of the time that men spend playing with them, the bonding and attachment that 

happens between father and child, and the beneficial outcomes to child development 

that result from children spending time in healthy play with parents or caregivers. As a 

result of male privilege, and several ‘passes’ on care work that include the production 

and protection ‘passes’ (Tronto, 2013), men are, however, able to avoid more difficult, 

or routine care work, and to focus only on playing with children as their key task.  

An over-emphasis by men on playing with children represents a patriarchal 

manifestation of men’s caregiving, since it relegates difficult or routine care work, which 

carries a greater physical and emotional burden than playing with children does, to 

 
36 See Chapter 4 – One couple used ‘betta’ as a conflation of the words ‘better’ and ‘beta’ in reference 
to the father not being an ‘alpha’ male. 
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women. There are some important benefits to fathers playing with children, including 

the intergenerational transfer of playful masculine behaviour. Moreover, when fathers 

play with children they help to alleviate women’s burden of care that typically involves 

tasks such as feeding, washing, clothing, and doing educational activities.  

Expanding the range of men’s caregiving beyond playing with children to include the 

full range of care work would therefore expand fathering beyond a limited patriarchal 

scope. In the current research, men expanded their range of caregiving largely due to 

circumstances, and not of their own volition, for example, when domestic workers were 

absent during the Covid-19 lockdown, or when a father separated from a mother, and 

remained responsible as custodial parent for satisfying all of his children’s care needs.  

An institutional drive by government to recruit men as ECEC practitioners is a structural 

force related to increases in men’s caregiving, and to expanding the range of fathering 

beyond only playing with children. This approach could use men’s comfort to play with 

children as a starting point, but extend the range of caregiving activities to educational 

and nutritional activities within ECEC settings. This expansion of the social norm would 

apply to the men who are employed as such, but it would also have a normative effect 

on children and parents by normalising men’s engagement in a wide range of 

caregiving tasks, and thereby potentially influence fathering.  

It was noticeable in the course of the research how men’s care interactions expanded 

the social norms of their competence at caregiving. Giving care is associated with the 

ethical element of developing competence in caregiving activities (Tronto,1993). A 

prevalent social norm that may be reinforced by social institutions or the media is that 

men are incompetent caregivers. There is, however, nothing biological that prevents 

men from being as competent at caregiving as women are, beyond and in support of 

the activities of gestation, delivery and breastfeeding of children (Levtov, et al., 2015). 

The norm that associates caregiving with women concurrently provides men with the 

production and protection passes (Tronto, 1993, 2013) that allow men’s avoidance of 

care work. Some evidence of this norm in South Africa is provided in the findings from 

the Human Sciences Research Council 2019 South African Social Attitude Survey, 

where 48% of respondents, male and female, agreed that ‘[f]athers will use parental 

leave for other reasons not related to parenting’ (HSRC, 2020). This norm (of men’s 

incompetence or unsuitability at caregiving) is patriarchal as it retains male privilege 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

221 

and power, and excuses men from doing care work through the argued 

‘incompetence’.  

Expanding men’s competence at caregiving, and the social norms that expect men to 

be competent therefore extends fathering beyond a narrow patriarchal conception 

towards a more feminist ethic of care. A structural measure that may expand men’s 

competence in caregiving is the provision of parental leave to employed fathers, 

especially the provision of non-transferable parental leave (PLENT, 2020). Therefore, 

when men are not able to transfer leave time to their partners, but have to spend the 

time being the primary caregiver of the child, they would need to expand their range of 

competence in a variety of caregiving tasks, beyond comfortable and easy activities. 

Another opportunity to increase men’s competence in caregiving is the deliberate 

practice of ‘solo-care’, where a father cares for a child or children on his own for an 

extended period of time (Van der Gaag et al., 2019:91).  

I observed how men expanded the norm of father as disciplinarian towards co-

parenting on discipline. Giving care to children includes competently guiding children 

towards behaving in socially acceptable ways, especially not to cause harm to 

themselves or others. The norm of the ‘father as disciplinarian’ (Dawes, Kropiwnicki, 

Kafaar & Richter, 2005; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2016) and the person responsible for 

physical punishment of children exemplifies patriarchal parenting that emphasises the 

rule of the father, and the use of violence by the father.  

The expansion of the norm of ‘father-as-disciplinarian’ towards shared, non-violent 

discipline has two dimensions, and both are noted here. The first is the sharing of the 

responsibility of child discipline, and the second is the shift towards non-violent 

discipline of children.  

With reference to the first norm: beyond the patriarchal ‘father-as-disciplinarian’, an 

instance of non-patriarchal fathering would be a father who shares the responsibility of 

discipline with the other parent of the child. Most of the fathers in my research shared 

the responsibility of managing discipline with their partners, while some felt primarily 

responsible as father to discipline. When the responsibility to discipline is shared, and 

not centred on the father, the fathering care interaction is distanced from patriarchy, 

as it relies more on shared parenting responsibility. Researchers have found that 
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‘fathers have more favourable attitudes to corporal punishment than mothers, even 

though increased chronicity (frequency) is associated with mother’s use of corporal 

punishment’ (Dawes et al., 2005:36). The norm of father as disciplinarian mostly 

applies in nuclear heterosexual families, and appeared as such in the families from my 

sample, where some fathers felt it was their responsibility to discipline their children.  

The majority of households in South Africa, however, are not nuclear. In 2015, only 

39% of households were nuclear, with most of these headed by men. The remainder 

of households (single-headed, complex households, and extended households) added 

up to a total of 61% of households that were mostly headed by women (Ratele & 

Nduna, 2018:31). This may explain the findings by Dawes et al. (2005:10) that on 

average, mothers are more likely to use corporal punishment than fathers, simply 

because mothers are more likely to parent than fathers. Some direct gender-

transformative group interventions have shown the ability to encourage shared 

parenting, and shared responsibility of discipline, including increasing the use of non-

violent discipline strategies (Doyle et al., 2018; Van den Berg et al., 2013). 

With regard to the second norm: non-violent discipline is preferable to and more 

effective than physical punishment of children. I observed how men expanded the 

norm of the use of corporal punishment towards more use of non-violent, caring 

discipline, and less or no use of corporal punishment. Using corporal punishment is a 

form of violence that violates children’s rights to safety and integrity (Gershoff, 2016; 

Gershoff et al., 2018). A few of the fathers in my sample reluctantly admitted that they 

had used corporal punishment in the past. When I enquired whether they were still 

using corporal punishment, they responded that they were not. They also expressed 

aversion to the use of corporal punishment, and explained how they had begun using 

other methods of disciplining their children, including removal of privileges, involving 

children in making household rules together, and increasing their own self-regulation 

as parents when in conflict with a child.  

When referring to discipline in this context, I use it in the original meaning of the word, 

namely ‘to guide’ rather than ‘to punish’. Researchers on the topic have pointed out 

the etymology of the words referring to ‘discipline’ as ‘guidance’ and ‘punishment’ as 

‘causing pain’ (Durrant, 2013).  
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From an ethic of care perspective, the need for parents to guide children’s behaviour 

starkly highlights the inequality between a caregiver and a care-receiver, and the risk 

of such parenting becoming violent when corporal punishment is used. Tronto (1993) 

suggests that the competence of the caregiving be measured by the response of the 

one receiving the care, and this provides a useful measure to highlight the harm of 

corporal punishment. The use of corporal punishment has consistently been shown to 

have only negative effects on children (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; Gershoff, 

2002). The only apparent useful outcome is immediate compliance; however, this is 

only a positive outcome to parents, and not to children (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 

2016; Gershoff, 2002).  

I did not collect a significant amount of data on this point, and consequently I did not 

explore the structural measures that would influence the social norm of fathers using 

corporal punishment to include non-violent and caring discipline. Based on the 

literature, it appears that a combination of law reform and social norm campaigns have 

the best chance of influencing this normative use of corporal punishment by parents 

against children (Gershoff et al., 2018), and thereby expanding fathering to include 

non-violent and caring discipline.  

Finally, I observed how men’s care interactions expanded the social norm that men 

are autonomous, towards including men’s vulnerability. All people need care, at one 

stage or another. The fourth phase of Tronto’s description of an ethic of care is the 

receiving of care, and responding to the care received (1993). Tronto points out that 

an acknowledgement of care requires an acknowledgement of interdependence, and 

it challenges the dualistic notion of complete autonomy versus complete dependence. 

She highlights that this notion is a function of liberal political theory and models (Tronto, 

1993:162). An ethic of care can, however, satisfy notions of autonomy concurrently 

with notions of dependence, and acknowledge that a person can have autonomy and 

be dependent on care at the same time. Patriarchy conversely emphasises men’s 

strength, independence and invulnerability, and underpins the social norm that men 

never require care, often at the expense of men’s health and wellbeing (Cornell, 2013).  

Men who participated in my research were all responsive to care, and depended on 

the care work done by woman partners and domestic workers. However, their 

awareness of the care they were receiving varied: some realised how much they 
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depended on the physical and emotional care they received, others were not as aware 

of how dependent they were on the care work being done for them. This awareness 

and attentiveness to care is related to the first phase of an ethic of care – caring about 

– and shows the circular nature of an ethic of care. Consequently, attentiveness to 

care work done for fathers expands fathering beyond the patriarchal norm of men’s 

invulnerability. The expanded social norm would then acknowledge that fathering 

includes the dependence of fathers on the care that they receive. As is suggested in 

Chapter 8, the risk of emphasising men’s vulnerabilities may consolidate men’s power. 

A structural measure to mitigate this risk would be to observe men’s vulnerabilities as 

one aspect of a broader political movement for social change towards gender justice, 

for example through the ‘triple advocacy triangle’ (Theunert, 2012). 

The expansions of social norms that men’s caring interactions may lead to, as 

observed in this research, are summarised in Table 9.1 below. 

Table 9.1: Expanding social norms beyond patriarchal fathering 

Social norms limited to patriarchal 
fathering 

Social norms expanding fathering beyond 
patriarchy 

• Less attentive to care needs • More attentive to care needs 

• Proximity only • Proximity and involvement 

• Providing materially • Providing involvement, emotional and 

financial care 

• Caregiving as play • Caregiving includes a range of care 

work 

• Less competent at caregiving • More competent at caregiving 

• Father as disciplinarian  • Co-parenting on discipline 

• Using corporal punishment • Using non-violent and caring discipline 

• Fathers are autonomous • Fathers are dependent on care 

provided by others 
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I argue that the care interactions observed in the current research represent 

expansions of these social norms to take fathering beyond patriarchal limits.  

Another social norm that requires expansion, which is relevant to mention here, is the 

expansion of the normative expectation that men could harm children in institutional 

settings to include the expectation that men may be trusted to care for children and 

keep them safe in institutional settings. Based on my own experience as a kindergarten 

teacher, and in reference to small-scale qualitative work on the topic (Van den Berg & 

Ndoda, 2020), this expansion occurred when parents were personally introduced to 

male ECEC practitioners, and decided to proceed with leaving their children with the 

practitioner. For parents, meeting a male ECEC practitioner in person seemed different 

from the abstract debate on whether men should be ECEC practitioners or not, and in 

the applied context of a particular institution and a particular practitioner, it was easier 

for parents to accept the expanded norm that men can also be trusted with children. In 

other words, while parents may not have been willing to ‘leave their child with a male 

ECEC worker’ as an abstract concept, it seemed more acceptable to ‘leave their child 

with Wessel’, as a particular, personal interaction (Van den Berg & Ndoda, 2020). This 

expansion of the norms around caregiving is, however, not directly related to 

expanding norms of fathering beyond the limits of patriarchy, and consequently there 

are no findings from my research to reflect on. It is relevant, however, since the 

normalisation of men’s care work through institutional settings may in turn support the 

normalisation of men’s care in domestic settings.  

The next section returns to the theoretical lens that I established (see Chapter 2), and 

describes what my conclusion (that men’s care interactions with children can improve 

democratic citizenship and expand fathering beyond patriarchy) contributes to the 

theoretical framework that I used. 
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9.4 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY 

The final stage of the extended case method is to return to the theoretical lens with 

which one entered a study, and to draw on the study’s findings to refute or reconstruct 

theory through the extension of theory, as described by Burawoy (1998; 2009). He 

explains this process as follows (Burawoy, 2009:53): 

The first three ‘extensions’ – intervention, process, and structuration – all 

call for existing theory. But our stance toward theory itself is kamikaze. In 

our fieldwork we do not look for confirmations, but for theory’s refutations. 

We need first the courage of our convictions, then the courage to challenge 

our convictions, and finally the imagination to sustain our courage with 

theoretical reconstruction.  

I suggest that my study reconstructs theory by bridging various theoretical disciplines, 

thereby expanding the relevance of the disciplines. My conclusion that ‘men’s care 

interactions with children can improve democratic citizenship and expand fathering 

beyond patriarchy’, and the accompanying list of expanded social norms, offer five 

major conceptual bridges from the theoretical points of departure that I began with.  

These conceptual bridges are: a politicised interpretation of some fatherhood 

psychology narratives; contributing examples of changes to socially constructed norms 

of ‘fathering as care’ to post-structural critical masculinities studies; contributing theory 

about men and an ethic of care to political and programmatic work with men for gender 

transformation; contributing a perspective on fathering within an intersectional feminist 

framing of care work; and contributing a perspective on ‘fathering as care’ to an 

overarching frame of an ethic of care as described by Tronto (1993). In broad terms, 

these areas have been touched on before by other scholars, but my study contributes 

new empirical data from my fieldwork, and an inter-disciplinary combination of 

psychological, sociological and political implications for further research. In the 

following section the conceptual bridges that my study offers are briefly described.  

The first conceptual bridge offered by my study is a politicised interpretation of some 

fatherhood psychology narratives. In the study I drew significantly on the idea of 
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‘parental generativity’ (Pleck, 2010; Smit, 2004, 2008; Snarey, 1993), and the 

conceptualisation of paternal involvement developed by Pleck (2010). As shown in 

Chapter 2, the typology that Pleck proposed corresponds to the four phases of an ethic 

of care developed by Tronto (1993). They are listed again in Table 9.2 below. 

Table 9.2: Comparison between Pleck’s typology of paternal involvement and 

Tronto’s four phases of an ethic of care 

Pleck’s revised conceptualisation of 
paternal involvement (2010) 

Tronto’s ethic of care phases (1993) 

1) Positive engagement activities 

2) Warmth and responsiveness  

Phase 3: Giving care; Competence 

3) Control 

4) Indirect care 

Phase 2: Taking care of; Responsibility 

5) Process responsibility Phase 1: Caring about; Attentiveness 

Phase 4: Children receiving care 

By documenting instances of men’s care interactions with children that contributed to 

fathering beyond patriarchy, in other words that contributed to mitigating gender 

inequality between mothers and fathers, I have shown the political implications of 

paternal involvement. The political nature of paternal involvement concerns the 

influence over power differentials between fathers and mothers, and the 

democratisation of such power differentials, through men’s care interactions. This 

applies to the instances where men’s care interactions with children have moved 

fathering beyond patriarchy. The extension that my study contributes to fatherhood-

focused psychology is the exploration of the political implications of fathering within 

families and broader society, and how men’s care interactions and fathering can 

contribute towards the democratisation of relationships within families and broader 

social institutions. 

The second conceptual bridge offered by the study is the contribution of examples of 

changes to socially constructed norms of ‘fathering as care’ to post-structural critical 

masculinities studies. In Chapter 2 I described the post-structural analysis of 

masculinities based on Connell (1995) and Butler (2006) that was utilised in my 

approach to the fieldwork. I return to the theoretical statement that gendered behaviour 
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is ‘socially constructed’ and not structurally predetermined, therefore not 

predetermined biologically, or by social institutions surrounding a person (Butler, 2006; 

Connell, 1995). This is the basis upon which I observed the social norms that have 

been identified earlier in this chapter. The expansion of norms are examples of the 

social construction of gendered behaviours, and how these norms may change when 

fathers move beyond the ‘patriarchal dividend’ (Connell, 1995). The study confirmed 

that while participants did adhere to some hegemonic or patriarchal ideals, they were 

also able to act outside of such ideals when fathering. Participants therefore 

constructed their fathering with caring behaviours that were a combination of 

patriarchal norms and caring interactions that extended beyond patriarchal norms. This 

study contributes empirical data of how socially constructed norms of ‘fathering as 

care’ have brought changes to the discipline of post-structural critical masculinities 

studies.  

The third conceptual contribution is theory about men and an ethic of care to political 

and programmatic work with men for gender transformation. This study was located 

within a broader context of my professional work with men for gender transformation. 

During the period of study a few publications emerged that contribute valuable 

perspectives to work with men for gender transformation, such as The Care Manifesto 

(The Care Collective, Chatzidakis, Litter & Rottenberg, 2020) the Feminist Futures 

paper by Oxfam International, (Piaget, Coffey, Molano & José Moreno Ruiz, 2020) and 

the latest two State of the World’s Fathers reports 2019 and 2021 (Barker, Garg, 

Heilman, Van der Gaag & Mehaffey, 2021; Van der Gaag et al., 2019). I referred to the 

foundational work of Nixon and Messner (1998) and the politicisation of masculinities 

using the Männer.ch framework (Theunert, 2012) as entry points for a feminist political 

approach to work with men and masculinities. These match the call made by Pease 

(2019) and other authors (Greig & Flood, 2020; Grieg & Esplen, 2007; Hearn, 2012; 

Hearn, 1987) for the politicisation of work with men for gender equality and violence 

prevention. The focus of such work has however mainly been on the prevention of 

gender-based violence, and the political significance of men, care and fathering has 

yet to be explored as extensively as the work on men and gender-based violence. My 

study contributes a theoretical direction for further work in this regard, with the claim 

that men’s care interactions can improve democratic citizenship and expand fathering 

beyond patriarchy. This direction can be explored further within the field of work with 
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men for gender transformation. The focus of this work may be on expanding non-

patriarchal social norms of fathering, and bridging theory from a feminist ethic of care 

perspective into the field of work with men for gender transformation. 

The fourth conceptual contribution I make is to contribute a perspective on fathering 

within an intersectional feminist framing of care work. I referred at the outset to a 

feminist interpretation of gender ideologies and gender strategies based mostly on The 

Second Shift (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). I also cited Connell’s (1995) comment in 

referring to Chodorow (1978): ‘Child care is work; the workforce is gendered; this fact 

matters for emotional development.’ These reference points anchored an 

intersectional analysis for my study which made it possible to contextualise men’s care 

interactions against the paid care and domestic work provided by low-income Black 

women (Cock, 1979; King, 2012b). While most of the existing studies on domestic and 

care work have focused mostly on women’s experience of care work, my study 

contributes empirical data, and the perspectives of men as fathers, to this body of work. 

I documented how men’s interactions with care and domestic work happened in 

relation to their partners, and also how these happened in relation to domestic workers. 

This has been done by others to some extent, including the early work of Cock (1978), 

but mostly from the perspective of women and women as domestic workers. The 

current study, and my suggestion that fathering can happen outside of patriarchal 

social norms, therefore contributes the perspectives of fathers, and about fathers and 

fathering, to the discipline of intersectional feminist analysis of care work.  

Finally, I contribute a perspective on ‘fathering as care’ to an overarching frame of an 

ethic of care as described by Tronto (1993). The entire theoretical approach that I took 

to the study was framed within the description of an ethic of care by Tronto (1993). A 

fundamental aspect of Tronto’s argument is that the best way to solve the ‘difference 

dilemma’ is to challenge the arrangement of value that defines ‘the centre’ as 

production-driven, powerful, male, and public, and ‘the periphery’ as care-focused, low 

in power, female, and private. Her solution to challenging this arrangement is to 

increase the societal value of care, thereby manifesting an ethic of care, as a political 

ideal.  

I documented in detail throughout the study how men’s care interactions can contribute 

to such an ethic of care, and found that fathering can contribute to a feminist ethic of 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 

230 

care, beyond patriarchal manifestations of fathering. This study shows how men as 

fathers can contribute, within the current constraints of the three moral boundaries that 

Tronto (1993) defined, to increasing the value of care in society through care 

interactions with children.  

I suggest the word ‘appreciation’ as a suitable description of how the value of care may 

increase, in the same way it is used in financial terms to mean an increase in the 

value of an asset over time. My study therefore contributes both empirical data and 

theoretical direction to the exploration of how men’s care interactions as fathers 

contribute to the societal appreciation of care.  

9.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The abovementioned five conceptual bridges from existing theoretical disciplines form 

the foundation for further theoretical and empirical research. These five bridges are 

summarised in Table 9.3 below. 

Table 9.3: Bridges from existing theory to new theoretical avenues 

Existing theory or field Bridges to new theoretical avenues for research 

• Fatherhood psychology Political implications of fathering within families 

How men’s care interactions and fathering can contribute 
towards the democratisation of relationships within families 
and broader social institutions 

• Post-structural critical 
masculinities studies 

Empirical data of how socially constructed norms of 
‘fathering as care’ have changed 

• Political and 
programmatic work with 
men for gender 
transformation 

A theoretical direction for expanding non-patriarchal social 
norms of fathering, and bridging theory from a feminist ethic 
of care perspective into the field of work with men for 
gender transformation 

• Intersectional feminist 
framing of care work 

Perspectives of fathers, and about fathers and fathering, 
outside of patriarchal social norms 

• Ethic of care theory by 
Tronto (1993) 

Empirical data and theoretical direction to the exploration 
of how men’s care interactions as fathers contribute to the 
societal appreciation of care 
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9.6 FURTHER INTERVENTION DEVELOPMENT 

A consequence of conducting the empirical research in this study was that my social 

encounters with the research participants had an effect on the participants’ and my 

own awareness of, and attitudes to care work. As the study progressed, I noticed how 

the process of doing the research had influenced me, and the participants also 

indicated that they had become more aware of care work as a result of our 

conversations.  

Regarding the influence the research had on my life, I learnt a great deal about the 

various content areas contained in my theoretical framework. My learning was 

bolstered by the use of the extended case method (Burawoy, 1998, 2009), and by 

comparing the theories that I used with what I observed and the empirical data that I 

collected.  

In addition to my expanded knowledge, I also noticed a different kind of worldview 

emerging in my experience of my work and family life. As I worked on the writing of 

each of the findings chapters, and as I focused on the four phases of an ethic of care 

(Tronto, 1993) I became increasingly aware of how these phases were present in my 

own life, or where they were not sufficiently present. This awareness resonated with 

overcoming the epistemological ignorance as identified by Tronto (1993), and which 

was discussed in Chapter 4 as an aspect of the first care phase of ‘caring about’ and 

becoming more attentive to care needs. However, my new-found awareness extends 

beyond noticing care needs: it functions as a frame of reference for my life in general, 

and for some of my professional work in particular. 

For example, when I wrote in Chapter 5 about the second phase of the responsibility 

of taking care of those in need of care, I would be especially challenged in managing 

my contribution to our family’s monthly finances. Or when I was writing about phase 1 

– noticing care, and being attentive to care needs, in Chapter 4 – I heard from my wife 

that there was a whole section of homework that my daughter had been doing for six 

months that I was completely unaware of. At first, I thought these instances were 

coincidences. However, after reflecting on this experience over the past year or so, I 

realised that this was in fact an awareness of the phases of an ethic of care that I had 

developed to an almost automatic or subliminal level. I now find that when I am asked 
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to read any article or research report I inherently apply a care lens to my reading, and 

my interpretation or critique would often favour questions about how the ethics of care 

are related what I am reading.  

Finally, I also experienced some transference of attitudes or ideas from the 

participants. Most of the participants, while coming from diverse contexts, were part of 

my own social network and potentially shared a similar worldview. I frequently found 

myself ‘trying out’ the opinions of research participants concerning parenting when I 

was thinking of my own parenting. For example, after interviews with a particular 

respondent I questioned whether I care enough about my children’s nutrition, or after 

interviews with another whether I am firm enough in terms of discipline. While it is one 

thing to read about parenting in a book, I found it very valuable, and challenging, to 

hear parents’ stories about their own parenting – as a way to expand my own 

understanding of parenting to become more pluralistic. 

These changes in myself, together with feedback received from some participants, 

made me realise it was possible that the kinds of conversations I had with fathers and 

mothers and the questions I posed on the topic of child care and other caring 

responsibilities could be characterised as an exemplar of an intervention programme, 

since my research had the effect of an intervention.  

My research had not been planned or intended as intervention development research; 

however, it may be useful to explore the methods of research that I employed as a 

potential intervention with parents. Notably, the conversational interviews with 

participants, which I understood as critical social encounters, provided opportunities 

for participants to open up in discussions about care, and they reported changes to 

their attitudes about care, and engagement with care arrangements in their 

households. A few participants also noted that it was useful to them to ‘pause and 

reflect together’ about their daily care arrangements, as Karen and Hannes du Toit 

said. As the researcher, I found that the encounters allowed us to challenge together 

the ‘epistemological ignorance’ with regard to the gendering of care which men’s 

privilege provided, as illustrated in my research.  

A few aspects that may be useful as formative observations for a future intervention 

development process are therefore suggested below. I draw on my own experience as 
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a social and gender transformation programme developer in this regard, and suggest 

that this intervention development process may be useful to other researchers, civil 

society organisations, and state actors or service providers who are motivated to 

increase men’s engagement in a feminist ethic of care.  

• Relatability and peer exchange 

The rapport I was able to establish with participants as a member of the same school 

community and through my familiarity with the town where we live was an important 

foundational element for developing conversations. To retain some objectivity, I 

conducted research with new acquaintances only. For an intervention development 

process it is therefore recommended that intervention facilitators should have some 

relatability and peer reference with participants.  

• Establishing rapport and background 

I found it useful to establish rapport by starting the first conversations with broad 

questions about people’s backgrounds, where they met, how their families started, and 

how they came to be at this point in their lives. Where I had permission, I also visited 

participants in their homes. For intervention development it is suggested that interviews 

take place in contexts that are safe and familiar to the participants. 

• Implementation over an extended period of time 

I conducted social encounters with respondents over an extended period of time. This 

created a valuable long-term relationship, and also allowed for life changes and 

contingencies to be incorporated into our conversations. I suggest that an intervention 

is not implemented as a once-off endeavour, but over an extended period of time. 

• Alternating between individual interviews and couple interviews 

For some families I was able to alternate between doing interviews with couples, and 

doing interviews with fathers on their own. Each type of interview had value: with 

individuals it was easier to speak freely, and with couples it was useful for both partners 

to receive immediate feedback from each other on their perspectives on care. I suggest 

alternating between couple focused conversations and individual focused 

conversations. 
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• Comparisons with wider social networks 

Participants often compared themselves or their children to other families, and these 

were important moments to flag in our conversations, since it showed self-reflection on 

behalf of the respondents, and made explicit their own benchmarking of their current 

perspectives on care. I suggest encouragement of comparison with wider social 

networks as learning moments. 

• Following a sequence of conversations based on Tronto’s ethic of care 

phases 

The four phases of an ethic of care suggested by Tronto (1993) provided a useful 

framework for sequencing conversations, loosely focusing on ‘caring about’, ‘taking 

care of’, ‘giving care’, and ‘receiving care.’ The two additional topics that I found useful 

to discuss were the (1) background history of the parents in terms of how they had met 

and how their relationship had developed, and (2) the extended care network that the 

family were part of and that they depended on. The latter included extended family 

members, domestic workers, paid child minders, and care services such as day care 

or schools. 

These suggestions may be useful as the first elements of an intervention development 

process that would anchor a series of social encounters between facilitators and 

parents over time, towards the goal of cultivating men’s engagement in a feminist ethic 

of care. 

9.7 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I consolidated the last stage of the extended case study on men’s 

engagement in a feminist ethic of care. I did so by reflecting on the findings of the 

research, and highlighting which aspects of men’s care interactions were feminist, 

particularly regarding how fathering may occur beyond limited patriarchal social norms.  

Finally, I suggest as a conclusion from my research that ‘men’s care interactions with 

children can improve democratic citizenship and expand fathering beyond patriarchy’, 

and provide some directions for future research, based on the theoretical avenues that 
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this conclusion opens up. I also suggest some formative elements for potential 

intervention development based on my experiences conducting the research. 

The major contribution that this study offers to the disciplines of sociology, philosophy 

of ethics, psychology, post-structural feminisms, critical masculinities, and 

programming or advocacy with men for gender transformation is a set of theoretical 

and empirical points of reference about men, fathering, and care that are anchored in 

a feminist perspective. 
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Appendix 1: Aide-mémoire 

 

 
 

STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 
AIDE MEMOIRE FOR WESSEL VAN DEN BERG: MEN AND CARE WORK 

STUDY 

 
This interview guide will only be used as a guide, not as a survey questionnaire, and 

since the interviews will be open ended qualitative interviews, these questions are not 

exhaustive and it is expected that respondents will add more topics to the conversation 

than those listed here.  Interviews will be conducted with couples who are co-parents. 

 
Background  

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself and your family 

• Family members in the household, shared interests, how parents met. 

2. Where were you when your last child was born or adopted? How was that 

experience for you?  

3. Please tell me how you came to be parents at the Waldorf School?  

• Familiarity with the school, physical proximity to the school. 

4. What influenced your agreement to be part of this study?  

• Are you interested in the topics of shared work, care or gender? 

Paid work arrangements 

5. Do both of you work? Can you each describe your work briefly? 

6. Do you enjoy your work?  

• What is enjoyable or challenging? 

• How important does this work feel to you? 

7. How does your work influence your time spent at home? 

• Ideas and feelings about paid work 
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8. What are your travel arrangements in terms of commuting to work and back? 

• Time spent on travel, level of stress and effort involved in daily travel 

Household work arrangements 

9. Please tell me about your living arrangements, and your household(s). 

• Living arrangements like building description, layout, sleeping and living 

arrangements, where most interaction happens. 

• Feeling and atmosphere in the household, at different times of the day and 

week. Are evenings busy, how do week and weekend times differ? 

10. Who does the work of keeping the home going? 

• Any other workers in the house like employed domestic workers, or family 

members. 

• Who does what? Explore inside work, outside work, shopping, maintenance, 

cleaning, finances, planning and coordinating. 

• Estimate of time spent per day per parent on household work. 

• How did this arrangement come to be? 

11. How is it going in terms of the current situation? 

• What works and what does not work, and how respondents feel about the 

arrangements. 

• How important does this work feel to you? 

Childcare 

12. Please tell me about your child(ren) and their care needs. 

• Physical, emotional, educational and recreational needs of children. 

13. Who does the work of caring for the child(ren)? 

• What do respondents regard as ‘caring for the child(ren)’ 

• Any other workers in the house like employed domestic workers, or family 

members. 
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• Who does what? Explore feeding, dressing, preparing for school, putting to 

bed, washing, playing, homework, childcare finances, childcare planning 

and coordinating. 

• Ask for estimate of time spent per day per parent on childcare. 

• How did this arrangement come to be? 

14. How is it going in terms of the current situation? 

• What works and what does not work, and how respondents feel about the 

arrangements. 

• How important does this work feel to you? 

15. Do women and men take care of children in similar or different ways (at your 

home and at school)?   

• Similarities and/or differences providing examples, and reasons for  any 

differences 

16.  Do women and men spend roughly the same amount of time taking care of 

their homes and cooking for their families or does it differ? 

• Similarities and/or differences providing examples, and reasons for  any 

differences 

17. Are there any points you’d like to raise that we have not spoken about? 
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Appendix 2: Consent forms 

 

 
 

STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
You are invited to take part in a study conducted by myself, Wessel van den Berg, a PhD student in the 
Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology at Stellenbosch University. You were approached as 
a possible participant because you are a parent at the Stellenbosch Waldorf School, and have 
expressed willingness to consider providing full consent. 
 

1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
This study will document and describe how parents of young children at the Stellenbosch Waldorf School 
share their household and childcare work, how the parents think about care work, and how the work is 
shared by or assigned to mothers or fathers.  
 

2. WHAT WILL BE ASKED OF ME?  
 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in up to three interviews of 
maximum 90 minutes each, done at the school or at your home in mornings or afternoons that would 
suit you. I will also provide you with an analogue (non-digital film) camera to document with photographs, 
moments from your daily life at home that seem significant to you in terms of the research. You and I 
will discuss how you could decide on moments to photograph, as well as your interest in the research, 
to prepare for the photography exercise. I can arrange more time to provide additional information or 
opportunities for sharing information, should you feel after the photography and interviews are 
completed that you would like to engage more with the research.  
 

3. POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The topic of parenting and of sharing of household and childcare work may be a sensitive and personal 
area for you to speak about, and talking about this, or talking to each other as parents about this, may 
trigger difficult emotions. I am a qualified personal counsellor and will use my experience as counsellor 
to conduct interviews as safely as possible, but should any part of the research lead to unexpected 
emotional experience, I have a list of recommended service providers at hand to refer you to for further 
counselling.  
 

4. POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO THE SOCIETY 
 
Having an opportunity to reflect together as parents on the sharing of household and childcare work 
may on the other hand also improve your own understanding of your relationship, and household. In 
some cases couples that have engaged in this type of conversation have improved how they manage 
the work of their household together, with a more equal sharing of work, and less conflict in the 
relationship. The detailed description of this kind of household sharing of work is not represented very 
well in literature about South African families, and the study will contribute towards this field of 
knowledge. The study is also located in the context of the work that I do to influence research and policy, 
and the content of the study will influence this broader agenda by providing the detailed documentation 
of lived experience that is often missing from high level decisions about policy or research. 
 

5. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
 
There will be no payment provided for participation in this study.  
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6. PROTECTION OF YOUR INFORMATION, CONFIDENTIALITY AND IDENTITY 

 
Any information you share with me during this study and that could possibly identify you as a participant 
will be protected. This will be done by refraining from using your real name, not publishing the 
photographs used, keeping all recordings and notes in a locked drawer and on a password-protected 
computer for 5 years and then destroying the recordings and notes.  
 
The only instance where your identity will be shared in context of the research study will be if the 
researcher notices violence being committed within the family, which will then have to be reported. 
 
Interviews will be audio-recorded, and you will have the opportunity to review/edit the tapes should you 
wish to. Only you and I will have access to the recordings, and they will be erased within 5 years of the 
commencement of data collection. 
 
The information collected for this study will be used for future publications like a book or peer reviewed 
journal articles. However, when publishing the results of the study confidentiality and/or anonymity will 
be maintained in the publication by not referring to your real name, and not referring to identifying 
characteristics that may make you easily recognizable by readers. 

 
7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 

 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you agree to take part in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without any consequence. You may also refuse to answer any questions and still 
remain in the study. 
 

8. RESEARCHERS’ CONTACT INFORMATION 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact me, Wessel van den 
Berg at 0826867425 wessel@wesselvandenberg.com, and/or my supervisors, Khayaat Fakier at 
kfakier@sun.ac.za or Robert Pattman at rpattman@sun.ac.za .  
 

9.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are not 
waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. If you 
have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 
[mfouche@sun.ac.za; 021 808 4622] at the Division for Research Development. 
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DECLARATION OF CONSENT BY THE PARTICIPANT 

 
As the participant I confirm that: 

• I have read the above information and it is written in a language that I am comfortable with. 

• I have had a chance to ask questions and all my questions have been answered. 

• All issues related to privacy, and the confidentiality and use of the information I provide, have 
been explained. 
 

 

By signing below, I ______________________________ (name of participant) agree to take part in this 
research study, as conducted by Wessel van den Berg. 

 

 

 
_______________________________________ _____________________ 

Signature of Participant Date 

 

DECLARATION BY THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 

 
As the principal investigator, I hereby declare that the information contained in this document has 
been thoroughly explained to the participant. I also declare that the participant has been encouraged 
(and has been given ample time) to ask any questions. In addition I would like to select the following 
option:  
 

 

 

The conversation with the participant was conducted in a language in which the participant is 
fluent. 
 

 

 

The conversation with the participant was conducted with the assistance of a translator (who 
has signed a non-disclosure agreement), and this “Consent Form” is available to the 
participant in a language in which the participant is fluent. 
 

 
 
 
________________________________________ _____________________  
   
Signature of Principal Investigator   Date 
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