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Abstract

Few studies on the transition to adulthood in Africa analyse young people’s own definitions of the
events that confer adult status, and how adulthood is actually attained. This paper examines the
experience of transitioning to womanhood in rural Mpumalanga Province, South Africa, drawing
on interviews with 18 women aged 18-39. Three primary experiences characterised this transition:
puberty and emerging body awareness, spending time with boys, and having a child. More
important than the timing of these experiences, however, was whether women “behaved well” and
maintained respectability as they transitioned to adulthood. Behavioural standards reinforcing
ideal femininity were focused on dress, manner, and talk, and were particularly stringent for
mothers. Our findings emphasise the value of emic models of adulthood for understanding how
youth experience this transition and provide an important counter-narrative to the literature
focused primarily on the risk African youth face during this period of change in the life course.
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In most African countries, young people aged 10-24 years constitute at least one-third of the
population, and many will come of age in the next 5-10 years (Population Reference Bureau
2013). African youth are confronted with numerous risks and challenges including the risks
of being co-opted into war or experiencing early illness and death in the wake of the HIV
pandemic, and the challenges of finding employment and living in conditions of extreme
poverty. This is reflected by a predominant focus of the literature on the risks and
vulnerability African youth experience (see Blum 2007 for a review). Although important
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and reflective of the reality in which many young people grow up, what is sometimes
obscured is research that describes transitions to adulthood in an unproblematised way, and
research that focuses on how transitions are experienced by African youth themselves. A
traditional Western transition to adulthood perspective focuses on five experiences that
characterise the period of time when youth separate from their parents and make
commitments to adult lives and institutions. These include finishing school, getting a job,
moving out, getting married, and having a child (Elder 1975, 1998; Settersten 2003). In this
paper, however, we examine the embodied experience of transitioning to womanhood in
rural Mpumalanga Province, South Africa, and use emic markers of transition to capture the
social meanings young women attach to the stages of becoming a woman. We find that more
important than the timing of the transition is the manner in which it happens, and as such,
we focus the final part of the paper on how women define respectable womanhood.

Background

Research on young women in South Africa today paints a fairly dismal picture of how the
transition to womanhood unfolds, with many studies focused on the risks young women
face. Recent studies aimed at understanding these experiences, for example, have focused on
sexual risk because of HIV, a disease disproportionately affecting young South African
women (e.g., Idele et al. 2014; Ruark et al. 2016; Shisana et al. 2014). The risk of
unintended pregnancy and the lack of contraception are also common subjects of concern
(e.g., Christofides et al. 2014; Harrison et al. 2016; Mchunu et al. 2012), as is the culture of
sexual- and gender-based violence in South Africa (e.g., Jewkes et al. 2010; Russell et al.
2014; Waxman et al. 2016). Although collectively these areas of research provide a wealth
of important information about the challenging environments in which girls become women,
the focus on risk sometimes obscures girls’ everyday ‘non-risky’ lived experiences. In
addition to highlighting these experiences, we also build on literature on young women’s
framing of the process of becoming a woman in South Africa today, and the social meanings
attached to the manner in which womanhood is attained (Bhana 2016; Bhana and Patttman
2011; Edin et al. 2016; Graham 2016; Hampshire et al. 2011; Harrison 2008; Pattman 2005).

In particular, we contribute to literature focused on young women growing up in rural parts
of South Africa. This is important because in the post-apartheid era, myriad ways to attain
womanhood have opened up to South African girls. These include ‘traditional’ pathways
such as marriage and motherhood, as well as ‘modern’ routes such as education and
consumption. Urban women in particular have been noted to seek out relationships with men
who can provide the resources they want and/or need and which serve as status symbols. For
example, Mark Hunter’s (2002 2010) research shows how young women in Durban
townships desired to attain a particular form of idealised femininity, in which the
deployment of fashion and consumer goods (e.g., cell phones) signaled their status and
modernity to others (see also Leclerc-Madlala 2003). However, there is limited research
examining the extent to which these types of consuming femininities (Mojola 2014a, 2015)
are available or even relevant in South Africa’s rural former apartheid homeland areas,
where there is inadequate educational training, high unemployment, and relative poverty
(Blalock 2014; SSA 2014).
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Transitions to womanhood in rural South Africa

Our study is situated within a collection of rural villages in the Agincourt sub-district
(‘Agincourt’) of Mpumalanga Province in northeastern South Africa, approximately 500
kilometres north of Johannesburg and close to the border of Mozambique. The main ethnic
group in the area is amaShangaan and they speak XiTonga/Shangaan. While most families
live in multigenerational, extended family arrangements, female-headed households have
become increasingly common (Madhavan and Schatz 2007; Niehaus 1994). During the time
of apartheid, the area was demarcated as a ‘homeland’ where Black South Africans were
forcibly relocated and endured multiple compounding hardships including substandard
education, employment, medical care, and infrastructure (Worden 2007). Many of these
hardships continue today. For example, local schools are of poor quality (Fiske and Ladd
2004) and provide inadequate preparation for employment. In 2008, the adult unemployment
rate was 25.3% among men and 47.8% among women; the latter was 18 percentage points
higher than the national average (Blalock 2014; SSA 2010). Additionally, at the time of the
study, many residents lacked reliable access to piped water and electricity, and there was no
formal sanitation system (Kahn et al. 2007).

Accounts from the 19t century highlight the collective nature of the transition to adulthood,
which included rituals signifying that young people were developmentally and socially
ready to take on adult roles (Monica Hunter 1961; Junod 1912; Wilson 1959). Circumcision
was a defining feature of young men’s transition (Monica Hunter 1961; Junod 1912; Wilson
1959). For young women, however, menarche was followed by ceremonies involving a
period of seclusion (varying from one week to three months), ritual dances, the use of
natural bleaching agents on the skin, and ritual animal slaughter (Monica Hunter 1961).
These rituals were experienced collectively (within cohorts) and prepared youth to take on
adult roles in marriage and the community (Delius and Glaser 2002; Monica Hunter 1961,
Junod 1912).

Demonstrating respect for oneself and for others — particularly elders — was also a
fundamental part of social life and an important criterion of adulthood in this and other parts
of South Africa (Bhana 2016; Monica Hunter 1961; Niehaus 2002; Stadler 2003). During
the pre-colonial and colonial periods, children were taught from a very young age to respect
their elders by using familial terms (Mama/Baba), to keep quiet unless spoken to, and to
practice physical acts of respect, such as receiving gifts with both hands. Respect was often
tied to sexual propriety and fulfilling gendered expectations tied to marriage, household
roles, and childrearing. Physically demonstrating respect was also incumbent on new
daughters-in-law (/makotis), who were expected to serve their husband’s family in numerous
ways (cooking, cleaning) for a period of time after joining the household. Many of these
customs continue today.

At the same time, young people in Agincourt and other parts of South Africa today
encounter social and structural conditions that complicate their achieving respectable
adulthood. For example, marriage—a traditional pathway to adulthood—has declined
dramatically among recent cohorts (Hosegood, McGrath, and Moultrie 2009; SSA 2012).
Once nearly universal (Preston-Whyte 1981), by 1995 only one in five Black South African
women had married by age 30, a proportion that dropped to one in ten by 2010 (Posel,
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Rudwick, and Casale 2011). This decline is often attributed to economic constraints
complicating the payment of bridewealth (Casale and Posel 2010; Posel, Rudwick, and
Casale 2011). In Agincourt, the difficulties of attaining ‘modern’ pathways to adulthood
such as completing education and securing viable employment are compounded by labor
market shifts away from ‘traditional’ agricultural subsistence farming to wage-earning work
that requires an education (see Blalock 2014). These structural constraints raise questions
about how young women in Agincourt are experiencing the transition to adulthood, what
they consider critical markers of this transition, and the kinds of femininities that are valued,
respected, and enacted in this setting.

Data and methods

This study was designed to examine women’s experiences surrounding family formation
events such as childbearing, motherhood, and marriage, the larger normative environment in
which women navigate these events, and the effects of HIV and the end of apartheid (in
1994) on these experiences. Interview and focus group data were gathered from January-
June of 2010 from 85 women aged 18-79. Study participants were selected from households
within the Agincourt Health and Socio-Demographic Surveillance System, a long-standing
demographic and health research programme (Kahn et al. 2012). Women were invited to
participate in interviews based on random quota sampling according to four age groups: 18—
25; 26-35; 36—45; and 46 years and above. Age groupings were chosen to capture the
breadth of women’s perceptions and experiences related to family formation processes
across the life course and how these processes might have changed over time. This larger
study provides the broader interpretational context for the current paper which analyses
interview data from 18 women aged 18-39. Interviews were conducted in Shangaan by two
local women in their mid-30s and occurred in private settings at participants’ homes or
places of work.

Interviews were conducted in two stages. In the first stage, interview themes included first
pregnancy, first birth, motherhood, and HIV. After preliminary analysis of the first set of
interviews, the second stage involved follow up questions to further develop themes that
emerged from analysis, as well as questions about societal changes since the end of
apartheid, ‘modern’ women and relationships, and experiences with work, school, and
migration. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted one hour on average. All women
provided written informed consent to participate in the study, which was approved by
institutional review boards in the United States and South Africa.

This paper focuses on responses to two sets of interview questions and probes: 1) How does
a girl become a woman (or an adult) in this culture? How did you become a woman? Are
there significant things/events that let you know that a girl has become a woman? And 2)
How does a woman gain status and respect in society? Each author conducted structured
coding of responses to one of the two main interview questions specified above, using a
combination of deductive and inductive coding (Charmaz 2001; Glaser and Strauss 2005;
Strauss and Corbin 1990). After initial coding by interview question, we noted the
prevalence of each theme across interviews and created analytic memos describing the most
prominent patterns emerging from the data. We developed our description of the transition to
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womanhood among Agincourt women based on the most salient themes in participants’
stories, and include these themes as sub-headings below. All participant names are
pseudonyms to preserve anonymity.

Pathways to womanhood in Agincourt

Many participants described a process of transitioning to womanhood that unfolded in a
series of developmental stages beginning with the physical transformations that occur during
puberty such as menarche (see also Mensch, Bruce, and Greene 1998; Sommer 2009;
Sommer et al. 2015). Puberty also set in motion a series of behavioural changes including:
increased attention to one’s appearance because of a burgeoning interest in boys, more
domestic responsibilities, beginning sexual activity, and for many, giving birth. No
participants mentioned the collective rituals marking the transition to adulthood that were
common among older cohorts (Monica Hunter 1961). In this section, we describe this
developmental process using women’s words to highlight the embodied nature of these
experiences.

Puberty and emerging body awareness—Young women described the transition to
womanhood as beginning with menarche. When asked how a girl becomes a woman, 21 year
old Clara said: ‘In our culture they were looking at whether she developed breasts or started
to see her periods.” Similarly, 27 year old Pretty’s comments focused on the physical
changes girls experience during puberty: ‘If she is a woman...boys are starting to see her.
She developed breasts with buttocks.” Mary (22 years old) elaborated on this

Mary: If they are saying this is a woman, it’s like by the time you were young you
were doing everything like playing with boys. But by the time your body started to
change, you see your periods—she started developing breasts. This means she is a
woman.

Interviewer: How did you become a woman?

Mary: | developed breasts and | started to see my periods at the age of 12. Though I
knew that I’m not ready for marriage, but | understood that | was no more a child. |
was grown up.

These physical changes often triggered an increased awareness about young women’s bodies
and encouraged a shift in hygiene practices, as 19 year old Akani described it,

Akani: Haa...she [a young woman] starts getting a bath frequently. She is always
looking clean, make up her face, wearing shoes always. In the past she didn’t mind
to walk barefooted.

Interviewer: How did you become a woman?
Akani: [Laughing] I’m still young. I didn’t grow up. | still want to grow.

Interviewer: How did you see that you are a sister [no longer a child]?
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Akani: | was bathing. | was able to talk openly with other people, particularly to
boys. I started to know myself better than other people. | was cleaning my room
always.

Physical changes in girls’ bodies were often noticed by household members and matched by
increasing domestic responsibilities. For example, 33 year old Wisani said, ‘In our culture, a
girl becomes a woman when she has responsibilities. She has learned everything at home.’
She continued describing how a girl’s household activities shifted during the transition to
womanhood:

She will start to cook. You find that she was not cooking, but she was making tea
only [as a girl]. She must know that she has to cook [as a woman]. In the past, she
was making tea, and sweeping the street. But now she will cook porridge. When
they plant things [farm], she will also do that or she gets married if she wants it.

Wisani’s comments reflect the growing household responsibilities a young woman is
expected to take on. Rather than only making tea, she is relied upon to cook food (porridge),
participate in farming family plots, and, if she desires, get married. This was reiterated by
Ruth (25 years old) who said, “...when you have grown up, we are able to help our mother
by cooking, cleaning, and also going to the field and plow.” 29 year old Noma’s comments
highlighted the connection others made between seeing these activities and realising that a
girl was becoming a woman. She said: ‘She will sweep the yard, bathe, and go to school.
When she comes back she will start cooking, you see? Then you will notice that my child
has grown up.” Although these activities are expected, once a girl begins taking on these
tasks, others see that she is reliable and may take on more responsibility. This shows others
that, in fact, she is ‘growing up.’

Spending time with boys—As implied in the earlier quotes, linked to these physical and
behavioural changes was spending time with boys. This activity occasionally came into
conflict with the expectation to take on more household responsibilities. When asked how
she became a woman, 27 year old Nthati said,

Nthati: | developed breasts and see my periods. After that | started to fall in love
(laughter).

Interviewer: Okay, are there significant things or events that let you know that a girl
has become a woman?

Nthati: Yes, if a girl has become a woman, she stopped playing with young
children, she starts bathing twice or three times a day, she is cleaning and helping in
the house. She’s doing every household activity. But late hours in mostly, they go
outside to meet with friends where they are with boys.

Nthati’s comments highlight both young women’s increased household responsibilities, but
also their tendency to spend time away from home with friends and boyfriends. As Mary (22
years old) describes itt, this was often a point of household conflict.

Mary: At home she starts to take time when you send her somewhere. Little [every]
chance she gets she wants to see her friends or her boyfriend.
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Interviewer: Did you do this?
Mary: Yes | did. [Laughter] I’m talking from experience.
Interviewer: How did your parents feel about this?

Mary: My mother was always getting angry and sometimes she was upset.
Sometimes she was beating me and even if she did like that, you [the girl] will
make it worse as you will open the window and jump at night.

Sending youth on time- and labor-intensive household errands, such as fetching water from a
village tap, was a common practice. A mother’s anger at her daughter taking extra time in
these tasks likely reflected annoyance at having to wait, but also worry about what her
daughter may be doing with friends and boyfriends, given the commonness of unintended
pregnancies in this area, which we discuss further below. In another illustration of this
conflict, 33 year old Wisani noted, “You find that when you send her to do things she was
doing when she was young, she won’t agree. She will shout at you saying that you are
wasting her time.” Indeed, 29 year old Buyisiwe suggests that spending time with boys is
itself a sign that a girl is on the cusp of womanhood:

A girl starts to change her behaviour. She doesn’t spend most of her time at home;
she goes up and down the street. Sometimes she doesn’t sleep at home. You will
see her in the morning. By that way you will see that she has started something like
love affairs. It means she has grown up and she wants to become a woman.

Stories of night-time forays with boys were common throughout the data, and although this
shift in behaviour represented a visible marker that a girl was becoming a woman, it often
resulted in unintended pregnancies among the women in our sample.

Having a child—Biological motherhood was regarded as an important marker of
womanhood. For example, when asked how she became a woman, Buyisiwe (29 years old)
said, ‘My parents saw me after | was pregnant. Ehe... (laughing). But | was young and it
was a mistake.” Buyisiwe’s comments emphasise that her pregnancy was unintended — that
is, a ‘mistake’ — and that she was considered a woman only after her parents found out that
she was pregnant. 29 yr old Noma’s comments about how a girl becomes a woman also
reflect that a pregnancy can signal womanhood:

It’s when she gets pregnant and bears a child she is no longer a girl. That one
[daughter] of mine who doesn’t have a child, her sister, as she has a child, she is no
longer a girl, she is a mother. She should be married and called by her husband’s
last name just the way we have grown up. At home we were not bearing children
before marriage; we were bearing children at our marriage. But now there is no
marriage; even us adults, we are not married. It is difficult (faughter).

Despite the changed context of first pregnancies (as Noma’s comments highlight) and their
frequent characterisation as a ‘mistake’, motherhood is still regarded as the most important
marker of womanhood (see also Schaan et al. 2016). Thus, it is more important to have
children, even if it happens at a less than ideal time, than to not have children at all (see also
Harrison and O’Sullivan 2010; Madhavan, Harrison, and Sennott 2013).i
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As was evident from participants’ accounts, however, motherhood was expected to be
accompanied by changes in behaviour. For instance, although 25 year old Precious defined
her own womanhood as beginning when she had her first child, her comments emphasised
how her behaviour changed: ‘I won’t go to places a lot. Every time | will be at home, staying
with my child and taking care of her.” Similarly, 24 year old Beauty’s comments illustrated
how motherhood affected her behaviour.

Interviewer: How did you become a woman?

Beauty: Ah... At the age of 14, | got a child. I was still young. Even now I’m still
young as my parents are still taking care of me, though I’m an adult as | have a
child. I have to educate my child and | want her to learn from me. | don’t want to
disappoint her by doing funny things, no. So | can say getting a child made me to
be an adult.

As highlighted above, it was not financial independence that mattered to Beauty’s
adulthood, but rather her having a child, and the way that experience affected her behaviour.
While motherhood underscored in the clearest fashion the behavioural expectations
accompanying womanhood, it was clear in our analysis that behaviour mattered at every
stage of the transition, as we elaborate on next.

Behaving well: Respectability in the transition to womanhood

Our participants often characterised the transition to womanhood as either a respectable or
disrespectful in character (see also Bhana 2016). Respectability was not solely based on
ideal sequencing of the transitions to adulthood, although that was one way to gain respect
(ku hlonipha or ku xixima) as 19 year old Leila noted,

| can say the one who is behaving well, she grows up without a child and she gets
married, then she bears a child. She must be well educated and have a good job and
also be well-known; that is the reason she gains status.

For most participants, however, a respectable transition to womanhood was primarily
assessed by how a woman behaved during her transition, regardless of whether she had a
birth outside marriage, remained unmarried, was unable to finish school, or was unemployed
(see also Johnson-Hanks 2002a, 2002b, 2006 for similar findings in Cameroon).

In Agincourt, behaving well (mahanyelo ya kahle) was defined in several complementary
ways, including: talking well, respecting others, being humble, avoiding gossip, and taking
care of others. In other words, to behave well meant to adhere to socio-cultural norms for
ideal—or acquiescent—femininity (c.f. Bhana and Anderson 2013; Jewkes and Morrell
2012; Reddy and Dunne 2007). A common response to the question of how women gained
status and respect in their families and communities was: ‘She gets respect if she behaves
well; also [if she] respects other people’ (Buyisiwe, 29 years old). Indeed, good behaviour

"Women in South Africa who have not had children are not considered full adults and are often subjected to stigma, psychological
distress, and economic and social disadvantage (Dyer et al. 2002; Dyer et al. 2005). For example, in the larger project (see Data and
Methods), 57 year old Catherine who was barren said that, ‘motherhood...it means to grow up...” And, when asked how not having
children had affected her life, Janice (63 years old) said, ‘I’m meaningless. I’m nothing in life. You can be something in life, but
without children you are nothing.’
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trumped the achievement of ‘modern’ markers of adulthood such as finishing school or
having a high income, as 18 year old Margaret noted,

People don’t respect educated people. That was in the past. In the past, it was only
a few people who were educated and drove Volkswagen cars. Nowadays everyone
is driving. Nowadays my sister, a woman, is respected by the way she behaves. You
can have Honors or Masters in your qualifications, but if you don’t respect people,
you are wasting your time. You can also drive expensive cars, but if you lack
respect, people won’t respect you.

Talking well—How women talked was also an important marker of respectable
womanhood. 29 year old Buyisiwe, quoted above, went on to say that such a woman:

... talks with people in a good way. She doesn’t talk taboo words [insult or curse
others]. Sometimes she starts projects in the community, or she is the leader of
societies or clubs and she is performing well on her position. People will put trust
to you and they always know that you can help them if they have problems.

Similarly, Akani (19 years old) underscored the importance of respecting others by talking
kindly and being helpful. She said that a woman gains respect and status, ‘By living a good
life. If she is a good person, she will treat her neighbors in a good way. By living a respectful
life.” She went to describe what she meant,

Interviewer: How to [do you] treat neighbors in a good way?

Akani: If you greet them, not talking bad about them and helping them when there
is a need.

Interviewer: What do you mean by living a respectful way?

Akani: | mean if you greet anyone, smile to them. Ya#h...and show them love.
Interviewer: How?

Akani: | mean to show them respect.

Thus the typical conceptualisation of respectable womanhood emphasises showing others
respect through kindness and providing counsel and assistance (see also Jewkes and Morrell
2012). The belief is that if one respects others, they will also garner respect. As Ruth (25
years old) said, a woman gains respect when

She is behaving well and she doesn’t like lies. She doesn’t gossip. You are giving
yourself dignity. When people talk about you, they say that woman or girl, she is
very good. She doesn’t do stories like when you are sitting with people, you’re
gossiping, you have a lot of love affairs.... That’s what makes us to be good, and
even when people talk, they talk good things about you.

In other words, respectability is as much about how you treat others as how others perceive
your behaviour. These criteria for respectable womanhood, especially the emphasis on
others’ views, ultimately serve as a form of social control (Jewkes and Morrell 2012; Reddy
and Dunne 2007). Women who want to be viewed as respectable thus have to adhere to these
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behavioural injunctions. A key arena where women’s behaviour was monitored and verbally
sanctioned was their sexuality.

Sexual respectability—Girls who had recently begun spending time with boys were
differentiated into those with many boyfriends who were ‘going up and down the streets’
and failed to live up to behavioural expectations, versus those who maintained respect by
combining respectable dating with staying home and fulfilling their household
responsibilities, as 21 year old Clara described.

Clara: After developing breasts, seeing her periods, she starts dating. Her approach
is not good, particularly to her parents. She doesn’t listen. But it depends to the
type of people. Other girls are still behaving well, even when [they] become to the
stage of a woman. They still respect and always stay at home rather than going up
the streets.

Interviewer: How did you become a woman?

Clara: I was bathing now and then. Always staying at home but having a boyfriend.
I was still respecting my parents as | was staying with my grandmother. | was doing
all the household activities like cooking, washing, and doing all these things.

Clara described respectable dating as properly combining spending time with boys with
fulfilling household duties. Respectable dating, as described by 24 year old Linneth, was
defined in part by adhering to gendered sexual norms reinforcing monogamy for women
(Bhana 2016; Jewkes and Morrell 2012; Varga 2003). She said that *...people respect you if
you don’t talk bad about them, or have boyfriends. You can find that mothers of nowadays,
some of them, they are sharing boyfriends with us. It’s obvious they can’t be respected.” The
phrase ‘mothers of nowadays’ refers to women who employ modern femininities by
promoting their own desires and needs rather than adhering to gender norms of ‘acquiescent
femininity that encourage deference, modesty, and self-restraint (see also Bhana 2016;
Harrison 2008; Jewkes and Morrell 2012). Linneth’s comment about these mothers’ sharing
sexual partners reflects longstanding social and institutional patterns supporting men’s
multiple partnerships and the resistance to women engaging in the same practices (Mark
Hunter 2005, 2010). These perspectives highlight the diversity of femininities on offer in
South Africa (Bhana and Anderson 2013; Graham 2016; Jewkes and Morrell 2012; Reddy
and Dunne 2007; Sennott and Angotti 2016). In particular, they highlight differences
between valued rural femininities in areas such as Agincourt, and valued urban femininities,
which are more supportive of young women’s consumptive pursuit of modernity and the
celebration of women’s sexual freedom and right to have multiple partners (e.g., Mark
Hunter 2010).

‘Proper’ motherhood—In this setting, a birth outside of marriage did not disqualify a
woman from attaining respectable womanhood (see also Johnson-Hanks 2006). Indeed,
behaving well could trump a mistimed birth if a new mother’s behaviour reflected that she
was a proper mother. Mothers were held to particularly high standards for ideal womanhood
and were expected to abide by multiple characteristics highlighted above under the umbrella
of behaving well. Participants maintained that a good or proper mother should be quiet,
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humble, and engage in caretaking of children, in-laws, and the men in their lives.
Disrespectful motherhood was aligned with mothers who continued engaging in youthful
behaviours like going to taverns, and refusing to accept the social roles and responsibilities
associated with motherhood (see also Graham 2016). 21 year old Clara explained:

Interviewer: | mean how does a woman gain respect from people of the
community?

Clara: If she is respecting. Behave well like a mother. People will also respect her.
Interviewer: What do you mean by saying she must behave well like a mother?

Clara: I mean she must have good approach to other people. Always be humble and
have love. By loving other people, she will know to treat them in a good way.

Interviewer: Do you still have more to add?

Clara: There are other women who don’t respect. They are talking words of taboos
[insulting or cursing others] and shouting everywhere, always getting drunk. | think
by doing that you can’t be a mother who deserves to be respected, no.

In Clara’s comments above, we see how behaving respectably was equated with behaving
‘like a mother’, suggesting that the performance of proper motherhood represents ideal
femininity in this setting, regardless of when a women became a mother.

Discussion

This study examines emic understandings of the transition to womanhood among women
living in rural Mpumalanga Province, South Africa. This focus brings attention to
dimensions of the transition to adulthood that are sometimes obscured because they do not
involve risk or are not characterised by women themselves as ‘risky.” Even in cases such as
unintended pregnancies, which some women in this study characterised as a ‘mistake’, our
findings suggest that biological motherhood served as the most important marker of
womanhood. Indeed, what was seen as key by women themselves was not the fact that a
woman had a pregnancy out of marriage, but rather how girls were judged as behaving as
they transitioned to womanhood.

Our work also contributes to literature highlighting the diversity of femininities in rural
South Africa (see also Sennott and Angotti 2016), as well as those that are most valued.
Although in urban areas of South Africa, consuming femininities, materiality, and the
pursuit of modernity are particularly valued by women (Leclerc-Madlala 2003; Mark Hunter
2010), in Agincourt, these femininities were largely minimised or sanctioned altogether (see
also Bhana and Patttman 2011 for idealisations of rural femininity). Thus, our findings
suggest that women were in some ways reaffirming and enforcing patriarchal norms of
femininity and therefore limiting the range of acceptable femininities in Agincourt (Bhana
and Patttman 2011; Mojola 2014a).

Importantly, however, privileging respectability—defined in large part by women taking on
the social roles, responsibilities, and behaviours associated with ideal femininity in this
setting—over other markers of adulthood such as education or financial independence—also
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leveled the playing field. By creating pathways that a//young women could realise
regardless of socioeconomic status, respectable womanhood was attainable even if women
had a pregnancy outside of marriage or did not marry at all. (As noted earlier, however,
women were excluded if they did not attain biological motherhood at some point in their
lives). These findings stand in marked contrast to literature on young African men, for
whom manhood and adulthood continue to be marked by the ability to financially provide
(see Ashforth 1999; Cole 2005; Mojola 2014b). This inability can sometimes lead to their
remaining in frustrating social limbo as “perpetual youth’, unable to become fully recognised
as adults or respected men (ibid). In this paper, we highlight how normative environments
around transitional markers for young women are refashioned to enable adulthood to be
attainable for all young women, in this case, by shifting the focus from marriage,
employment, or a properly timed birth to ‘behaving well.’

The standards for respectability seem to be particularly stringent for mothers. Mothers were
supposed to embody ideal femininity — spending more time on domestic duties and care-
taking, demonstrating respectability in their dress, manner, and talk, and serving as role
models to their children. As such, becoming a mother was a double-edged sword, especially
for those who transitioned at a young age. It served to both usher girls into womanhood,
while at the same time marking the end of childhood freedom to engage in a wider range of
behaviours. These findings parallel Jennifer Johnson-Hanks’ (2006) analysis of childbearing
among young women in Cameroon where, in Beti culture, one must strive for respectable or
honorable womanhood. The immense value placed in maintaining respect and honor in the
transition to womanhood in Cameroon, (above and beyond the timing and ordering of
events) led young women to engage in a variety of difficult actions, such as aborting the
pregnancy (illegal and dangerous in this setting) or giving up their child to be raised by the
father’s family (Johnson-Hanks 2002a, 2006). Though obviously challenging, these options
allowed young women to successfully postpone ‘motherhood’ and maintain their identities
as “girls’ which afforded the freedom to do things such as continuing their education (seen
as incompatible with motherhood).

In sum, our findings illustrate how the transition to adulthood is navigated in the context of
dramatic social change, especially in settings where widely accepted pathways such as
marriage and wage-based employment are in flux and difficult to attain (see also Ansell
2004). Overall, these findings highlight the importance of examining emic models of the
transition to adulthood, as they are likely to be particularly valuable for understanding young
people’s lived experiences.
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