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Preface 
Between 2008 and mid 2010 I spent about nine months of fieldwork among children and their families in 

Hang’ombe Village, a cluster of 82 homesteads at the lower centre of Zambia’s Southern Province. Broadly 

interested in matters of language and early schooling, I passed most of my first days and weeks sitting in 

classrooms at the local school, Bwasanu Basic School, observing and recording students and teachers, inter-

viewing teachers and headmasters, and scrutinising textbooks and lesson plans. From 2000-2005 the 

Zambian Ministry of Education had launched an extensive mother tongue-based reading programme known 

as the Primary Reading Programme across the country’s 6000+ public schools, and I was interested in look-

ing at the wider implications of shifting from the pervasive dominance of English, the official language of 

education in Zambia since 1964, into a more elaborate and systematic use of selected Zambian languages in 

early school grades1. In the years prior to my first visit to Zambia in early 2008, there had been increasing 

concern among international development stakeholders like Unesco and the World Bank with ’quality as-

pects’ of primary schooling in developing countries, including issues of teacher education, teaching 

methodologies, textbook materials, and language of instruction (Colclough, et al., 2005; Nielsen, et al., 

2006). By then the thorough advantages of allowing and supporting the use of languages familiar to students 

in class had long been advocated by linguists and language educationalists2, particularly in settings where 

students might have limited access to the dominant language of education outside of school3. I was interest-

ed, not so much in finding out whether or not this new programme had ’worked’ – that is, if students were 

benefitting from being taught and being allowed to speak in their native language, and if national reading 

scores had actually risen – but more in the ’ground-level effects’ of introducing this, to some extent, quite 

radical change of the national schooling system. Questions like How do people feel about having their local 

language(s) used in schools? and What happens to classroom dynamics when students are encouraged to 

speak in their first language? were driving my initial observations. As these questions might reveal, I was 

not so concerned with what now seems to me to be the pivotal element not only of mother tongue education 

programmes, but of schooling and education in general; namely the students, in this case the 7-10 year old 

children targeted by the new reading programme. Although I made recordings and close descriptions of stu-

dents’ behaviours in class, I viewed these mainly in the spectrum of ’classroom dynamics’, rather than as 

part of a wider sociocultural and linguistic matrix which might – and obviously did – extend beyond the 

school grounds. However, as the weeks and months passed and I became more familiar, not only with the 

rather monotonous classroom routines at Bwasanu Basic, but also with the lives and concerns of students and 

their families in surrounding villages, this perception began to change.  

 

Whenever I was not busy at the school, I would spend my time in the nearby village of Hang’ombe, where I 

stayed with the family of my main research assistant Khama. Khama’s father, Ben Hang’ombe, was besides 

                                                 
1 For an introduction to and evaluation of Zambia’s Primary Reading Programme (PRP), see (Sampa, 2005). See also (Clemensen, 
2010) for a discussion on the teaching and ground-level implementation of the PRP.  
2(E. g. Collier & Thomas, 2004; Cummins, 2000; Cummins & Corson, 1997; Thomas & Collier, 1997). 
3 (E. g. Alidou, et al., 2006; Bamgbose, 2000; Banda, 1996; Brock-Utne, 1997, 2000, 2002; Brock-Utne & Hopson, 2005; Heugh, 
2003; Heugh, Siegrühn, & Plüddemann, 1995; Prah, 2005). 
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being a very agile 83-year old, a former headman and a rich source of both historical and contemporary de-

tails of life in the area. Through him and his family I was introduced to many of the extended families 

constituting Hang’ombe Village, and people soon began inviting Khama and me to their homes, serving tea 

or sweet beer and talking to us about their families and daily lives. Although I was still looking primarily at 

matters of schooling, I became interested in knowing about the wider social and linguistic realms surround-

ing children in their early school years, and so our conversations would circle around the moral and linguistic 

socialisation of boys and girls, the blessings and challenges of formal education, and the widespread con-

cerns associated with the ’modern lifestyles’ exposed to children and young people in the nearby township. 

When people were tired of talking or had more important things to do, I would accompany them to their 

fields and gardens or sit around with their children in the court yard, both giving me plenty of opportunities 

to observe different aspects of daily family life. As Ben and his wife Sarah were devoted members of the 

Seventh Day Adventist Church, the most widespread congregation in the area, they would often take me to 

the weekly Saturday service which was a welcome event among many families – perhaps even more because 

of the opportunity to meet with neighbours and fellow members than the service itself. Women would bring 

lunch boxes of nsima and groundnut sauce, and after service they would sit down on mats in the shade of the 

big trees outside of church, talking and giving each other advice about current events. While the men were 

talking in smaller groups a bit away, younger children would run around playing, and older children might be 

sent home to watch the homestead or take care of domestic chores. These weekly services created yet anoth-

er platform for me to interact with local families as I became more and more involved in children’s ’out-of-

school lives’. Finally, I also began spending more time in the nearby township of Bwasanu where women 

from Hang’ombe and neighbouring villages – often accompanied by their children – would come in and sell 

their vegetables at the market, and where local men in their twenties and thirties would hang out at the local 

bars.  

 

As it has happened to many fieldworkers before me, I gradually began noticing perspectives and relation-

ships extending far beyond my initial questions – strongly helped by continuous, insightful discussions with 

Khama – which eventually lead to a radical revision of my research framework. One of the things I was most 

intrigued by was the seeming disparity between moral doctrines as dispatched to children and youngsters in 

churches, classrooms, and many private homes, on one hand, and apparent disregards of such doctrines in 

everyday life, on the other. I wondered how people could talk so strongly e. g. about the virtues of monoga-

my, sobriety, sexual abstinence, and the blessings of formal education – not just to me, but also during 

interactions with neighbours, family members, and, especially, to their children and youngsters – when the 

daily behaviours of many people displayed lenient attitudes towards polygony, beer drinking, extramarital 

sex, teenage pregnancies, and, perhaps most strikingly to me, surprisingly little interest in the tangible enter-

prise of their children’s schooling. During the following months of fieldwork and the many months of later 

analysis these apparent paradoxes became driving incentives for my study. As I got increasingly aware of the 

social ambiguities permeating the lives of the people I was working among, I became interested not only in 

uncovering these ambiguities, but also in looking at them from the perspectives of children. What kind of 
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social practices and orientations were exposed to young boys and girls as they moved between homes, 

church halls, classrooms and the township? In which ways would parents, teachers and other adults try to 

’steer’ this exposure, e. g. by directing children towards particular social practices and ideals and away from 

others? How would children themselves react to these exposures and regulations? And how might all this 

relate to wider discussions of children’s education and schooling? 

 

Realising the difficulties of interviewing people about such complex and somewhat sensitive matters, Khama 

and I began making systematic recordings of selected families as we visited and returned to their home-

steads4. Obviously, most adults found the idea of having a digital recorder sit next to them strange and 

slightly intimidating, for instance while directing their children in the kitchen or relaxing around the family 

fire at night – but as people became more familiar with me and my project, realising that I was investigating 

matters related to their children’s schooling, it became quite easy to get their consent. Especially children 

were often eager to be taped, e. g. while they were playing or doing household chores in the afternoon, and 

we would often ask children to carry the recorder around themselves. Going through the first recordings and 

Khama’s minute transcriptions and translations of selected parts, I realised that looking carefully at everyday 

interactions – conversations, instructions, games, jokes, disputes – as occurring between and around children 

in their daily environments might generate altogether different perspectives on language and primary educa-

tion than I had initially captured. During the next months, and in fact, almost two years, Khama and I 

recorded (and often observed) about 200 hours of such ’everyday interactions’ occurring within or in the 

near proximity of a number of homesteads in Hang’ombe Village. Although the recordings span widely in 

terms of what is being brought up, and where and under what circumstances the interaction takes place, they 

all involve one or more school-going children as speakers or quiet bystanders, as ’targets’ of instruction or 

rebuke etc. Creating a window into the daily social lives, experiences and interactions of young school-aged 

children, these data make up the core of this study, accompanied by many hours of recorded classroom inter-

actions at Bwasanu Basic School and a large number of interviews and informal conversations on different 

aspects of children’s daily lives with teachers, parents, grandparents, church elders and children themselves. 

As I return to in the final conclusion, I did get some answers to my initial questions about mother tongue 

education, just as I certainly got wiser on issues of primary schooling in a contemporary sub-Saharan African 

context. However, this work takes its part of departure in social life as it unfolds among and around young 

children across the physical, social and linguistic realms in which they take part in their everyday lives.  

                                                 
4 As I return to later, this gradual change in research focus was inspired by the approaches and methodologies of language socialisa-
tion studies.  
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Chapter 1 
 
Growing up in Hang’ombe Village. Introduction to em-
pirical and analytical frameworks 
 
 

“People find it hard to discipline their children. Girls must help their mothers wash plates, 

 bring water and collect firewood from the bush. Boys must go ploughing in the field,  

chop firewood and so on. But these days they go to the township instead”. 

Noah, 57-year old village headman 

 

“Marriage is very difficult. We tell our children, ‘When you get married,  

you must not answer back to your husband or your in-laws. That way they will say,  

‘The parents to our son’s wife have brought up a good child. She is a good daughter’’”. 

Olinet, 25-year old mother of three 

 

Introduction 
It is an evening in early January 2009 during the peak of the rainy season in Hang’ombe Village. The rains 

have come late this year, and many people are waiting anxiously for their maize to ripen, as they watch the 

gradual decline of their food supplies. Some have had to cut back on meals, especially families with many 

children, while others rely on the help from neighbours or wage-earning relatives in the city. Love5, a 45-

year old woman living in a large homestead with her husband, parents-in-law and four children, is cleaning 

up the kitchen house together with her daughters, 7-year old Senefa and 8-year old Maegrin. Seated by the 

fire next to them are the girls’ 3-year old cousin Hanteete, visiting from the household next door, and their 

two older brothers, 10-year old Obrian and 9-year old Buulu, who are relaxing after a long day of weeding 

with their father in the maize fields. The new school year has yet to begin, and so the children spend most of 

their time assisting their parents and other adult family members either in the fields or gardens, ploughing, 

weeding and herding cattle, or in the household where the girls are in charge of cooking, washing and sweep-

ing along with their mother and grandmother. On this day, like many before, Khama and I have followed the 

children around for a few hours, watching their performance of different chores and recording their interac-

tions with each other, as well as with their parents, grandparents and their cousins living nearby. In the past 

hour, the children have been eating by themselves, while the adults eat in the cikuta or visitors’ hall across 

the court yard. As we enter the conversation below, the children’s mother Love has just come back to assist 

the girls in the washing of dishes. She continues to regulate the children’s linguistic, social and physical con-

duct throughout the interaction, using both humour, e. g. by addressing little Hanteete with the overly formal 

‘aisya’ (‘my uncle’), and rigour, commenting on the work performances of her daughters, Senefa and 

Maegrin. When Love realises that her oldest son Obrian has eaten the relish she had set aside for some visi-

tors, she scolds him, alluding to the family’s current shortage of food. The other children follow this 

                                                 
5 Apart from Khama’s family, all names of people have been replaced with pseudonyms.   
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discussion closely, making little comments while trying not to be hit by their mother’s accusations them-

selves. Further on, Buulu compliments on his sister Maegrin’s cooking, to which Love replies that Maegrin, 

for once, has cooked like a ‘normal person’ (muntu uukkwene) – an expression which can be used to acknow-

ledge a person’s intelligence, sanity and moral virtuousness, as well as his or her proficiency in practical 

skills. Criticising her daughters’ usual cooking for being ‘full of water’ (inga maanzi), Love then reminds the 

children about the importance of diligence and perfection in their performance of chores. As appears below, 

Buulu suggests his mother to use the expression ‘muntu mupati’ (‘adult person’) rather than ‘muntu 

uukkwene’ which may be contrasted with ‘muntu uutakkwene’, that is, a ‘crazy person’. This evokes the 

laughter of Love and the other children, as the conversation moves on to the discussion of other chores, like 

the girls’ dumping of pumpkin leaves and the boys’ fetching of firewood. As it is common among families, 

the interaction thus centres on the ongoing negotiation and sanctioning of social, moral, linguistic and practi-

cal decora, mostly relating to the immediate setting permeating the actors’ daily lives, namely the household, 

the homestead and the community: 
 

[Hanteete makes a crying sound] 
 

1. Love [jokingly]:   Aisya, ino kayi?   
 My uncle, what is the matter?  

 
2. Hanteete:   Kuli wandikkala.  

 Someone has sat on me [my leg]. 
 

3. Love [jokingly]:   Nguni wakukkala.  
 Who has sat on you? 
 

[Laughter from the children] 
 

4. Love [to Senefa]:    Mama, sanzya nkapu eyi gusya alya.  
 Mama, pick up that cup on the floor and wash it.  
 

[Senefa picks up the cup and washes it]  
 

5. Love [to Senefa]:  Leta kuno.    
 Bring it here.  
 

6. Hanteete:   Ndikkale kuli?   
 Where should I sit? 

 
7. Maegrin [to Hanteete]:    Ulawida ankendulo.  

 You’ll make the candle fall down. 
 

8. Love [to Obrian, annoyed]:    Obrian, cisyu cali mukapoto wacilya buti cali mukapika? Wagusya  
   alimwi? 
               Obrian, how much relish did you eat from the pot? Did you get more  
   relish? 

 
9. Obrian:    Ndagusya buyo kasyoonto.   

 I only got very little. 
10. Love:    Ino wasiya tupiisi tongaye?  

 How many pieces [of meat] did you leave? 
 

11. Obrian:   Ccita naatwali tongaye nseetubalide.  
 I don’t know, I didn’t count them. 
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12. Buulu:    Kwiina acaceede.  

 Nothing was left. 
 

13. Obrian [to Buulu, surprised]: Kwiina acaceede?  
  Nothing was left? 

 
14. Love:    Iiyi, ccita kuti kuli wazubula.  

 Right, unless someone else got the pieces. 
 

15. Obrian [defensively]:  Andiza kuli watugusya, ndasiya awa mpoonya ndainka.  
 Maybe somebody did, because I left the pieces. 

 
16. Maegrin:    Ngoonya waceede mucikuta buya.  

 Whoever stayed in the kitchen ate the pieces. 
 

17. Love [to Obrian, angrily]: Kalakuwida kaambo nkaambo boonse...! 
  You are the guilty one because everyone [says so]...! 

 
18. Obrian [to Love, apologetically]: Amunvwe...  

  Listen…  
 

19. Love [angrily]:  Ndajikide kasima kuti bina Luulu a bina Babra balye. Kwajanika buyo  
   tupiisi naatongaye, tobile, totatwe.  

I cooked nsima for Bina Luulu and Bina Babra. When I wanted to give  them 
relish, I found that there were only two-three pieces left. 

 
20. Buulu [to Love]:   Kwiina ancomwajana?  

 You didn’t find any pieces? 
 

21. Love [to Obrian]:   Mpoonya buya kwamana?  
 Is that all [you have to say for yourself]? 

 
22. Obrian [quietly]:   Akakaya kakumamanino.  

 I did take an extra piece. 
 

[Love and the children remain silent for a while, as the girls continue the cleaning of dishes] 
 

23. Buulu [to Love]:   Eci cisyu cabota. 
 This relish has been cooked nicely. 

 
24. Love:    Eci cisyu kai? Sunu wacijika mbuli muntu uukkwene. 

 This relish? Today she [Maegrin] has cooked like a normal person.  
 

25. Buulu:    Baama, takkwene na? 
 Mother, is she crazy?   

 
[Laughter from Love and the other children] 

 
26. Love:    Inga mbobajika lyoonse, inga maanzi. 

 Most of the time they [my daughters] put too much water [in the nsima]. 
 

27. Buulu:    Kamuti ‘wajika mbuli muntu mupati’. 
 You should say ‘she has cooked like an adult person’.  

       
      [Love does not respond to this. After a while the children all leave to prepare for bed.] 
 

This study explores the social and linguistic lifeworlds of children growing up in a rural chiTonga-speaking 

community in Zambia. Based on nine months of ethnographic fieldwork, centred around a broad sample of 
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social and linguistic interactions between a group of school-aged boys and girls, their peers, family members, 

and other actors central to their early lives like teachers and church elders, I investigate the recurrent practic-

es, experiences and orientations associated with children’s processes of becoming eligible members of a 

society marked by chronic uncertainty and change6. Many assumptions about gender, age, family, education, 

and other aspects of daily life are in an ongoing state of flux, and definitions of proper conduct and person-

hood are continuously negotiated in different domains central to children’s lives, including classrooms, 

church halls, market places and local homes. Like in the interaction between Love and her children above, 

discussions about how to conduct and present oneself ‘properly’ in everyday situations continuously take 

place, as the basic challenges of daily life like poverty and lack of social subsidies sometimes cause actors to 

move along other paths than the ones generally prescribed. Although they may rarely be questioned, children 

take part in such discussions on their own, observing the conduct and speech of other members and trying to 

create a place for themselves in the midst of all this. Looking at how concepts of ‘proper personhood’ are 

translated into tangible, everyday conversations between and around children may reveal interesting, locally 

anchored perspectives on the socialisation of children, as well as on broader issues of education and school-

ing. Before I elaborate on that, however, I introduce the physical and social settings forming the empirical 

frame around this study, followed by a brief presentation of my theoretical framework and research ques-

tions.   

 

Entering the field of Hang’ombe Village 

The children at the centre of this study all live and spend most of their out-of-school lives in what is usually 

referred to as Hang’ombe Village, a 40km2 cluster of 82 homesteads placed in Mapanza District at the lower 

centre of Zambia’s Southern Province. Each homestead is surrounded by maize fields and large bush areas 

kept uncultivated mainly for the grazing of cattle. Varying widely from one member to several generations 

cohabiting, these homesteads accommodate around 300 people between the ages of 0-93, most of whom are 

interrelated either through marriage or kin. Referred to in the anthropological literature also as the Plateau 

Tonga7, the large majority of members are chiTonga-speakers and identify as being Tongas prior to the, to 

many, more abstract category of ‘Zambian’ (Posner, 2005: 289). This also shows linguistically among mem-

bers who, although most have at least some proficiency in English and Zambia’s main lingua francae, 

chiBemba and chiNyanja, conduct all or most of their daily conversations in chiTonga, including those with 

teachers, nurses, veterinarians and other formally educated and employed personnel living and working in 

the area. English remains primarily the language of national matters as displayed in newspapers, national 

television broadcasts, the national courts and higher administrative offices, and in particular, formal educa-

tion (Spitulnik, 1998b). As in many other parts of the world, children’s social and physical movement from 

home to school also entails a linguistic move, presenting them with other terms and communicative means 

than they might hitherto have known8.  

                                                 
6 See (Cliggett, Colson, Hay, Scudder, & Unruh, 2007). 
7 (E. g. Colson, 1951, 1967, 1970; Lancaster, Vickery, & Colson, 2007) 
8 (E. g. Baquedano-López & Kattan, 2008; Boggs, 1985; Schleppegrell, 2004; Serpell, 1993, 1996). 
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As Tongas, families are predominantly matrilineally associated and patrifocally habitated, implying that 

members generally identify more strongly with their maternal relatives, and children remain the ‘property’ of 

their mother’s relatives even after the payment of full brideprice or lobola, even though a woman usually 

moves to her husband’s homestead when marrying, bringing her children along with her9. Practically all fam-

ilies are sustained by farming and cattle herding, and throughout the planting and harvesting seasons from 

October to early May, both men and women spend at least part of their days working in the maize fields, 

frequently assisted by their children. Socioeconomic differences within the village exist, primarily centred on 

sizes of land and livestock, and, increasingly, around adult children’s level of formal education and employ-

ment, but these differences are relatively minor in the face of immediate challenges of drought, illness, 

financial restraints, and periodical starvation. As in many parts of rural Africa, children play a central role in 

the sustenance of households (e. g. Nsamenang, 2008; Zimba, 2002), and from around the age of five chil-

dren are gradually introduced to minor chores like cattle herding, for boys, and various household chores like 

sweeping, fetching water and nursing younger siblings, for girls. Children acquire these chores mainly 

through the observation and imitation of their peers, parents and other more ‘expert members’, a process 

which has been extensively described both in the psychological and anthropological literature on children’s 

socialisation and development (e. g. Duff & Hornberger, 2008; Rogoff, 2003). Although they are often ex-

pected to remain quiet in the company of adults, particularly when these are engaged in work or ‘serious 

talk’, children generally have access to the same domains and arenas as adults, giving them a versatile expo-

sure to various social and linguistic practices and kinds of information from an early age. As I return to 

further on, such ‘exposures’ and the ways in which children interact with them are of central interest to this 

work. 

 

While many aspects of daily life reverberate the lifestyles and orientations of people living in the area prior 

to Zambia’s independence in 1964, Hang’ombe is obviously also a society in change. Situated on both sides 

of the major connecting artery, Namwala Road, most homesteads lie within short walking distance of 

Bwasanu Township, a so-called ‘peri-urban’ community of about 1200 inhabitants hosting a council, a clinic, 

a market place, a few NGO representatives, a police station, a number of tailors, shops and bars, and the lo-

cal school to which the majority of children in the area attend, Bwasanu Basic School. Many members of 

Hang’ombe and neighbouring villages regard the township with a kind of wry ambivalence, seeing it as a 

container of both the promises and pitfalls of modern life. Parents complain about their children and young-

sters’ exposure to ‘bad behaviours’ (kubula ciimo), referring to the flows of alcohol, dagga (marihuana), 

South African TV stations, and loud hip-hop music available in the township, widely associated with youth 

culture in urban centres in Africa and the West. In the eyes of many adult and elder villagers, these kinds of 

exposure are bound to cause trouble for children and youngsters, diverting them from the traditional values 

of ‘village life’ (buumi bwamuminzi) and leading them into crime, violence, sexual looseness and a general 

                                                 
9 See (Colson, 1980) and (Cliggett, 2000, 2001) for extensive accounts on gender and matrilineality among the Gwembe and Plateau 
Tongas. See (Mizinga, 2000) for historical developments of marriage and bridewealth among the Tongas. I elaborate on aspects of 
matrilineage and residential patterns among Hang’ombe members in Chapter Three.   
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lack of social responsibility, inflicting problems onto both themselves and their families10. On the other hand, 

the township is also associated with progress and the obtainment of a better life. The market place, estab-

lished by a union of local farmers in the late 1990s, has become a central source of fiscal income for many 

families in the area, especially women who generally have command over the money they earn from selling 

maize, cabbage and fruits grown in their private gardens. Trucks and buses loaded with travellers between 

the larger towns of Choma and Namwala ensure a continuous stream of customers for these women, and 

with the long-awaited tarring of the bypassing Namwala Road ending in 2010, many have their hopes of 

increasing incomes and living standards set up high. The presence of clinical personnel, social workers, vet-

erinarians, school teachers and other formally educated people is regarded with admiration and secret envy. 

With their electrified houses in the township, expensive-looking clothes, sophisticated language and mastery 

of English, these people have come to impersonate concepts of schooling and ‘educatedness’ among villag-

ers, most of whom have relatively low levels of schooling themselves. The township’s educational centres 

are seen as markers of progress for the entire community, including centres of adult literacy and crafts educa-

tion, and, perhaps particularly, the local school.  

 

Placed on the outskirts of the township, Bwasanu Basic School covers the schooling of children both within 

Bwasanu and a number of surrounding villages, hosting about 750 students from Grade 1-9 with two tracks 

on each level. Lessons take place during morning and afternoon shifts, and children from the township and 

the villages nearby, including Hang’ombe, generally walk to and from school in the mornings and after-

noons. With the introduction of universal primary education in the late 1990s, most children in the area now 

enter school around the age of seven, and although one or both their parents might also have spent at least a 

couple of years in school, the matter of course with which boys and girls are sent to school today is relatively 

new11. Still, many people feel somewhat ambivalent about the local school, at once praising and questioning 

its ability to provide long-term benefits – that is, further education and/or paid employment – for students 

and their families. Parents and other adults regularly encourage children and youngsters to ‘complete their 

schooling’, that is Grade 12, and the idea of formal education is surrounded by an almost mythological 

realm, linked with access to modern commodities and Western lifestyles. However, in the face of everyday 

practicalities, children’s contributions to the sustenance of households e. g. in the shape of cooking, herding 

cattle, nursing toddlers, and helping out in the field are generally given considerably higher priority than 

their absorption in school-related activities like reading or doing homework exercises. Likewise, many par-

ents complain about recurrently having to pay for children’s notebooks, pens, uniforms and ‘extra lessons’, 

forming large expenses for most families – and teachers told me how, in spite of their urgent appeals to par-

ents about assisting with the construction of a new classroom building, very few had indeed shown up. These 

tendencies, rather than revealing villagers’ ‘bad morals’ or their ‘lack of value for schooling’ as some teach-

ers put it to me, may reflect a more deep-rooted scepticism towards formal schooling and its capacity to 

redeem the strongly held hopes of most families to obtain better living conditions and release from the hard-

                                                 
10 See (Diouf, 2003) for a related discussion on the widespread ’construction of youth as threat’ in postcolonial Africa.  
11 See e. g. (Jensen & Nielsen, 1997) on changing attitudes among Zambian parents towards schooling and child labour.   
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ships of farming and life in the village12. In spite of gradually increasing enrollment and graduation levels, 

the level of unemployment in the area remains high, just as the access to secondary and, in particular, higher 

education for most youngsters is limited13. As noted above, many community members experience the ‘bad 

behaviours’ exposed to children and youngsters in the township as a tangible threat to the moral cohesion of 

families, an experience which the school, in spite of weekly lessons of moral education in higher grades, has 

not been able to soothe. Although few will criticise the institution of school, teachers are regarded with a 

mixture of awe and suspicion by many parents: awed for their high level of education and possession of 

money and powerful inaccessible knowledge, suspected for challenging parents’ sovereign authority over 

children and for their reluctance or ‘laziness’ towards the provision of better futures for children and their 

families. Teachers themselves tend to share parents’ concern with the (im)moral standards prevailing among 

youngsters in the township, but they also express frustration about what they experience as a kind of double 

pressure, formed by the unrealistic expectations of parents and by the recurrent, state-regulated demands of 

working longer hours, employing new teaching materials, and taking more students into their classrooms, all 

for a relatively scanty salary. Even if teachers generally maintain a high moral in class, as well as when con-

versing with parents and other members outside of school, they too seem to have occasional doubts about the 

enterprise of schooling and its capacity to ‘reach’ local children, particularly those coming from more remote 

villages. Although such attitudes are rarely expressed directly either by parents, teachers or other adults, 

children are likely to pick up on the widespread ambivalence towards schooling as the ‘gateway out of pov-

erty’ which it is frequently depicted to be (e. g. UN, 2000). As I discuss in further chapters, children tend to 

display mixed attitudes towards schooling themselves, seemingly aware of the equivocal merits of formal 

education as depicted e. g. in lessons of moral encouragement from parents or grandparents or by the head-

master at the weekly school assembly. 

 

Along with school, the church plays a central role in the lives of most Hang’ombe children. The large ma-

jority of people consider themselves devoted Christians, frequenting either the Seventh Day Adventist 

Church (about 70%) or one of the other congregations represented in the area: Brethren in Christ Church, 

Nazareen Church, Roman Catholic Church, New Apostolic Church, Zionist Church, and the Church of Jeho-

vah’s Witnesses. During the weekly services, children are perceived mainly as spectators and budding 

members, observing the prayers, speeches and chorusing made by adults, and perhaps humming along on the 

frequent hymns14. Men and women sit in separate parts of the hall, and until the age of 10-11, children pre-

dominantly sit with their mothers or other female relatives. Young children may run in and out of church, 

playing and chatting with their friends, as children are not expected to grasp the Gospel or other Biblical 

messages up to a certain age. However, most children also frequent either a Sabbath or Sunday school, de-

pending on the congregation, where they receive targeted moral and religious education involving Biblical 

                                                 
12 Similar observations have been made by educational anthropologists working in different parts of sub-Saharan Africa (e. g. 
Boesen, 2000; Johnson-Hanks, 2006; Meinert, 2009; Stambach, 2000). 
13 See (Serpell, 1993) for an earlier, but still adequate description of these relationships in Zambia. 
14 The families I have worked among are all members of the Bwasanu Seventh Day Adventist church, placed at the centre of 
Hang’ombe Village. However, from my brief visits to other churches in the area and my conversations with members of these, it is 
my impression that most services and church conventions follow similar patterns. 
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parables and songs. Both parents and church elders perceive the church and its practices as salient elements 

in children’s early lives, particular in regard to their moral socialisation. Similar to the school, the church 

carries a strong symbolic significance in the community, institutionalising the values of moral pristinity and 

righteousness to which most people aspire for themselves and their children. Like teachers, local church el-

ders are respected and feared for their knowledge, displayed e. g. in their literary skills and proficiency in 

English. Biblical phrases like ‘God is great’ (Mwami mupati) and ‘worshiping [God] is good’ (Kukomba 

ncibotu) frequently appear in informal conversations among adults and children alike, and the linguistic, 

social and sexual behaviours of others are generally assessed by reference to the moral discourses and decora 

associated with church, like ‘softness’ in one’s speech and appearance, generosity, diligence, sobriety, mo-

nogamy and sexual moderation.  

 

However, the high frequency with which such issues are discussed in local homes also suggests that the mor-

al decora promoted by the church may not always concur with the tangible challenges and temptations of 

daily life. Some men may go straight to one of the taverns in the township after finishing their work in the 

fields, drinking and playing cards with their friends, just as women with tight budgets or unsatisfying rela-

tionships may offer sexual services against payment from well-off, mostly married men, particularly in the 

township where the chance of mixing with people from out of town passing by is very high. In terms of char-

ity, community members may not always act as generously towards their neighbours as they are urged to at 

church, e. g. during periods of starvation or drought, just as theft makes up an increasing problem among 

many families. Although the majority of members experience the church as a social and moral landmark, 

they may not always act in accordance with its prescriptions. Children growing up and entering school in 

Hang’ombe Village are thus presented with various, sometimes conflicting sets of values and practices to 

pursue in everyday life – both through lessons provided by parents, grandparents, teachers, church elders, 

and peers, through listening to radio programmes, reading magazines, and occasionally watching TV with 

classmates in the township, and through observing and eavesdropping on the daily conversations and actions 

of older family and community members. Depending on their age and level of maturity, children may not 

always understand the full implications of the messages contained in such kinds of exposure – after all, 

childhood is generally a time of exploring and trying to make sense of the world. Children are rarely met 

with an all-encompassing model of proper personhood, but concepts of gender, age, education, ’traditional’ 

and ’modern life’ are frequently addressed in homes, classrooms and church halls. My overall aim is to un-

fold these concepts and the ambiguities surrounding them as they reverberate in the daily lives of 

Hang’ombe children. In the sections below, I introduce the theoretical framework underlying this work.   

 

Theoretical framework 
Since the early ethnographies of Mead (Mead, 1928, 1930), anthropologists have explored the upbringing 

and early socialisation of children, both formal and informal, as occurring in various sociocultural settings 
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and informed by various cultural traditions and moral ideologies15. Although this interest has remained 

strong both in anthropology and other social sciences, the understanding of the relationship between the 

’novice’ and his or her sociocultural surroundings has changed radically since early conceptions e. g. of the 

‘natural enculturation’ and the ‘transmisson of core values’ through and into which children were thought to 

be socialised in these early ethnographies16. Today, rather than seeing children and other novices as submis-

sive objects into which culture is ’poured’, anthropologists generally approach all individuals, including even 

young children, as subjects with inherent intentionalities and agencies of their own – just as processes of 

socialisation are approached as enabling culturally specific subjectivities (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004: 351) 

to children and other novices (and ’experts’), creating analytic and empirical space for the possibility of these 

subjects’ rejection, inversion, or active recreation of the sociomoral images and ideologies presented to them. 

Placing my overall focus on the social and linguistic formation of Hang’ombe children as both experienced 

and produced by the children themselves, I maintain an equivalent understanding of children as continuously 

active subjects, co-creating and interacting with the practices and ideologies available to them within and 

across different social domains (e. g. Corsaro, 1996; Prout & James, 1997). Likewise, I approach the various 

social and linguistic interactions which these children experience, take part in and co-create in their daily 

lives as enabling particular subject positions, making certain ways of representing and positioning them-

selves appear more obvious or attractive to them than others.  

 

In my analyses of such subject positions and the ways in which children and other actors employ them in 

particular social and linguistic interactions, I operate within a framework of three interrelated and mutually 

constitutive contextual levels inspired by contemporary discourse analysts17. In this framework, the local 

context consists of situated interactions – that is, social and linguistic interactions unfolding sequentially 

between particular children and other actors, while these take up particular (and sometimes varying) subject 

positions towards each other as well as the topic of interaction. I refer to these varying groups of actors as 

social arenas, allowing me to differ between the social interactions occurring e. g. between children and 

parents, and children and their peers, each entailing different social and linguistic decora. In line with the 

discourse theorists above, I see these interactions and arenas as situated in a wider social context constituted 

by what I denote as different social domains, that is, social and/or physical ’spaces’ permeated by locally 

distinguishable social and linguistic practices and decora. As noted ealier, my analyses focus on domains 

central to the everyday lives of school-aged Hang’ombe children, like the home, the school and the church, 

each permeated by specific practices and decora, and, through that, each enabling different subject positions 

to the children and other actors. I approach these arenas and domains, and the social and linguistic interac-

tions unfolding within them, as embedded within an even broader global context, constituted by various 

historical, societal, and institutional discourses and ideologies to which actors to some extent orient them-

selves, and which may be evoked during their social interactions in different ways. These different 

contextual levels – analytically constructed and, as such, empirically inseparable – together comprise what I 
                                                 
15 See (Middleton, 1970) for overview of this early literature.  
16 See (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004: 349) and (Levinson & Holland, 1996: 7) for critiques of Mead and her contemporaries.  
17 (E. g. Blommaert, 2005; Fairclough, 2002; Jaworski & Coupland, 2006). 
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denote as the ‘social and linguistic lifeworlds’ of the school-aged Hang’ombe children whom I follow 

throughout this work.   

 

In line with these approaches, I draw on two theoretical paradigms prevailing particularly in contemporary 

American anthropology, namely language socialisation studies18 and studies of the cultural production of 

the educated person19. Although these two lines of thought have emerged out of different theoretical and, to 

some extent, methodological traditions, they build on largely complementary understandings of children’s 

(and adults’) socialisation as it may unfold both within and outside of formal educational settings. Whereas 

language socialisation studies examine the recurrent, day-to-day practices and orientations associated with 

the acquisition of membership to particular communities or domains, studies of the cultural production of the 

educated person generally address the various social reverberations of having more than one model of educa-

tion – formal and/or informal – prevail in particular sociocultural, historical and ideological contexts. As I 

am concerned with children’s day-to-day interactions and trajectories associated with growing up and enter-

ing school in a society where concepts and ideologies of ’the educated person’ are undergoing continuous 

negotation within and across domains, these two theoretical paradigms together form a suitable and con-

sistent framework for the present study. Guided by the following research questions, I thus set out to explore 

the ongoing socialisation of a group of school-aged Hang’ombe children across the various domains, events 

and interactions to which these children are exposed in their everyday lives: 
 

Research questions  
• What are the main social, moral and linguistic practices and orientations informing the daily sociali-

sation of school-aged children in Hang’ombe Village, as experienced and produced in their social 

interactions with family members, teachers, church elders, and other stakeholders central to their dai-

ly lives?  

 

• What are the concepts and practices of schooling exposed to children in their daily lives, both within 

and outside of the school grounds? How do these concepts and practices concur with wider social 

and moral orientations in the community?  

 

• How do children interact with and negotiate all of these concepts, practices and orientations in their 

social and linguistic interactions with peers? What does this reveal about the children’s ways of ori-

enting and positioning themselves in the world around them, including the school?  

 

My investigation thus moves across a number of different actors, arenas and domains, maintaining a focus on 

the experiences and interactions of school-aged Hang’ombe children and pursuing the complex social and 

                                                 
18 For overviews, see (Duff & Hornberger, 2008; Duranti, Ochs, & Schieffelin, 2011; Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002). 
19 (E. g. Johnson-Hanks, 2006; Levinson, Foley, & Holland, 1996; Meinert, 2009; Stambach, 2000; Valentin, 2006). 
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physical trajectories which they follow during their school-going years. Before I begin this pursuit, however, 

I elaborate on my theoretical framework below. 

 

Language as social practice 

Linguistic anthropology as it appears today evolved mainly as a response to structuralist definitions of lan-

guage associated e. g. with Saussure and Chomsky, whom later anthropologists have critisised for seeing 

language merely as ‘revelations of structure’ and language speakers as ‘hosts for language’ (Kroskrity, 2004: 

499). Inspired by sociologists who studied naturally occurring activities through participant observation and, 

later, through the tape recording and transcription of speech (e. g. Garfinkel, 1967; Goffman, 1964), Ameri-

can anthropologists Hymes and Gumperz began conducting what they denoted as ethnographies of 

communication, looking at language as it was employed by and among ’real’ actors in specific contextual 

settings of everyday life, including the individual, contextually situated interpretations, meaning construc-

tions and intentionalities of actors themselves (Gumperz & Hymes, 1972). Since then, an array of related 

disciplines has evolved, all approaching language as an ever-varying social practice, intrinsically embedded 

in social life20. Following similar trends across the social sciences, scholars of language-in-action have 

moved towards an increasing perception of language as both produced by social structures and as producing 

these same structures, assuming the existence of the individual’s productive agency to affect and (re)produce 

his or her social surroundings through various kinds of social practice, including language21. In studies deal-

ing specifically with everyday conversations and interactions, this implies actors’ ability to “construct 

particular contexts and activity types, socialize new members of society, build or resist authority, organize 

hierarchies, use literacy, produce multiple identities, worship, argue, imagine” (Keating & Egbert, 2004: 

170). Scholars of ’everyday conversations’ as they play out in particular sociocultural communities and do-

mains have thus shown an increasing concern with the mutually productive relationship between speakers 

and their social and lingustic realms. This relationship is perceived not as a fixed manifestation but as an 

ongoing process of production, subject to constant change22:  
 

”Studying speech use across speakers and contexts shows how social distinctions including gender differences 

emerge in language use … Speakers use language to create reality by naming and giving meaning to aspects of 

experience from a particular perspective, as individuals take up particular subject positions and produce them-

selves through language… For linguistic anthropologists, goals in studying conversation include a greater 

understanding of how people manipulate symbolic resources to do a range of activities that can be called ‘‘social 

life’’ and how these activities might be differently organized across cultures, since talk is shaped for particular 

contexts and coparticipants”.  

(Keating & Egbert, 2004: 170-71)  

 

                                                 
20 E. g. variationist sociolinguistics (Labov, 1977), critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2001), conversation analysis (e. g. Scheg-
loff, 1991), and sociologies of language and power (Bourdieu, 1977, 1991; Foucault, 1982). In line with this, the ’anthropological 
and interactional sociolinguistics’ generally ascribed to Hymes and Gumperz has flourished into a broad field in its own right (e. g. 
Auer, 1999; Rampton, 2005; Sebba, 1993). 
21 (E. g. Blommaert, 2005; Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Rampton, 2006). 
22 See (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) for a relevant discussion of identity in this respect.  
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This quote contains various claims of central relevance to the present study. Firstly, the authors point to the 

advantage of studying language use ‘across speakers and contexts’ in order to understand the articulation of 

particular social distinctions, e. g. around gender, age, ethnicity, socio-economic status etc. In my investiga-

tion of the social orientations permeating the lifeworlds of Hang’ombe children, I include the speech use of a 

number of actors (or ’speakers’) central to these children’s everyday lives, like parents, teachers, church el-

ders and the children themselves, just as I compare the speech and other social practices of these actors in a 

number of relevant social domains (or ‘contexts’), including homes, gardens, church halls and classrooms, 

and with different participant frameworks across these. Through this investigation I seek to uncover recurrent 

models of what it implies to acquire membership to different parts of this particular society and how such 

models may be evoked, contested, negotiated and/or reproduced in interactions among children and the vari-

ous members interacting with them. Secondly, the authors above describe how actors ‘take up particular 

subject positions and produce themselves through language’. In their interactions with others, people may 

not make any direct claims to how they position themselves towards children’s socialisation, but by looking 

at how they present and position themselves towards particular social practices, like ways of speaking, dress-

ing, working, praying, and distributing one’s free time, we get an impression of the values and orientations 

underlying the general socialisation of children. By comparing interactions between different actors in dif-

ferent social and physical settings, we may also find out which social and moral issues are particularly at 

stake in different parts of this society, pointing to what we could define analytically as the moral economy (e. 

g. Hammel, 1990) prevailing in the village: If actors keep talking about particular behaviours of certain per-

sons or groups and if they, through this talk, continue to either align or disalign themselves with such 

behaviours, we get a hint of which social and moral conceptions these actors experience as threatened or 

open to negotiation – and reversely, if certain behaviours or topics are rarely or never discussed, which of 

such conceptions are generally taken for granted or experienced either as ‘safe’ or subject to strong taboos. 

Finally, the quote above points to a methodological and analytical interest central to all studies of language 

as a social practice concerning the specific ways in which actors ‘manipulate symbolic resources… for par-

ticular contexts and coparticipants’ – that is, the particular words, expressions, voices and ’styles’ through 

which actors choose to express themselves when interacting with particular people in particular situations. 

By looking not only at what actors say but also at how they say it, we may detect more subtle indications of 

how these actors position themselves towards the current topic of interaction, towards the person(s) they are 

interacting with at that particular moment, as well as the wider social context in which the current interaction 

is taking place – that is, in short, the subject positions which actors take on at a particular time and place.  

 

In my analyses of the subject positions displayed in children’s interactions, I draw on recent developments of 

the basic sociolinguistic concept of register (Agha, 2004, 2007). Capturing the basic reflexivity between 

language use and wider social structures as discussed above, Agha defines linguistic registers as stereotypi-

cal, context-specific models of speech like ’polite language’, ’literary usage’ or ’women’s speech’, which are 

”associated, culture-internally, with particular social practices and with persons who engage in such practic-

es” (Agha, 2004: 24). Specific registers emerge among actors as these become familiar with particular formal 
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domains like schools (or churches, the media etc), enabling actors to make implicit domain-associated refer-

ences outside of these domains, e. g. by ridiculing each other’s lack of education or imitating teachers’ 

instructions and rebukes. Whenever we interact with others, using particular words, expressions, tones of 

voice and gestures, we simultaneously employ particular registers, evoking particular social categories and 

stereotypes prevalent in our surroundings. This can be observed for instance if a child chooses to address a 

peer in what could be considered a ’mother-like’ way, employing certain words, sayings, mimicks, gestures 

and a certain tone of voice constituting what others in that particular environment might perceive as a ’moth-

erly’ or ’parental’ register, thereby evoking or impersonating a stereotypical ’mother’. Likewise, a teacher 

interacting with students in class may choose to either reproduce or deviate from what is commonly experi-

enced as ’school’ or ’teacher register’, e. g. the use of particular English words and phrases, of a particular 

kind of authoritative tone of voice, of certain formal address markers etc. Exactly what constitutes a ’mother-

ly’, ’parental’ or ’teacher-like’ register may be a matter of ongoing negotiation, and different actors generally 

have different perceptions of what the archetypical behaviour of a mother, parent or teacher may imply – 

what counts, according to Agha, is that these registers have the capability of being recognised as social ste-

reotypes in particular social and linguistic interactions (ibid: 38). As indicated above, Agha’s understanding 

of registers and the ways in which they are employed in particular contexts entails the availability of choice 

or what I described ealier as the creative agency of individual speakers. As social and linguistic beings we 

can choose how to express and, through that, represent and position ourselves in particular ways while inter-

acting with others, and depending on what we wish to achieve in specific interactions, these ways of 

expressing and representing ourselves may vary broadly. However, this freedom of choice is interdependent 

with wider social values and orientations permeating the social domains in which the interaction takes place. 

In other words, speakers’ employment of particular words, expressions, tones of voice etc – that is, their 

choice of a particular register – and the ways in which such employment is interpreted or received in particu-

lar interactions, is seen as interdependent with whether or not this register is recognised and, if so, the ways 

in which it is valorised by speakers’ immediate interlocutors (local context) as well as more broadly within 

the concurrent social domain (social context). Apart from this, an actor’s choice of a particular register also 

relies on his or her register range, influencing the actor’s social leeway in particular interactions and do-

mains: 

 
“An individual’s register range (the variety of registers with which he or she is acquainted) equips a person with 

portable emblems of identity, sometimes permitting distinctive modes of access to particular zones of social life. 

In complex societies where no fluent speaker of the language fully commands more than a few of it registers, 

one’s range may influence the range of social activties in which one is entitled to participate. Differences of reg-

ister competence are thus often linked to asymmetries of power, socioeconomic class, position within hierarchies 

etc.”  

(Agha, 2004: 24, original emphasis) 

 

In Hang’ombe Village, similar to most other communities in the area and indeed in large parts of Southern 

Africa, a person’s proficiency in English plays an overriding role in providing – or prohibiting – his or her 
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access to and association with powerful centres of education, legislation, politics and the media, ascribing the 

English language with a symbolic power similar to the one prevailing during Zambia’s colonial era (e. g. 

Manchisi, 2004). Although the English proficiency of Hang’ombe members varies highly in accordance with 

their age, level of formal education and, although to a lesser degree, the extent to which they have lived or 

travelled in more urban areas, the large majority perceive English – be it ‘British English’, ‘American Eng-

lish’ or ‘Zambian English’ – as innately superior to practically any other mode of speaking. Among other 

things, this perception plays a central role in the ways in which (re)production of ‘the educated person’ can 

be said to take place in most Hang’ombe homes, a theme which I return to further below. My interest does 

not so much concern actors’ proficiency in English or other locally acknowledged registers per se, but rather 

the social purposes which particular registers can be said to serve in the social organisation of daily life as 

played out in particular social domains of relevance to the children. As part of this I investigate how children 

in Hang’ombe employ alternating registers in their interactions with peers and others, as they gradually un-

derstand and acquire social and linguistic decora prevailing across domains.  

 

In summary, I thus perceive school-aged Hang’ombe children and the interactions informing their daily lives 

as embedded within a collectively shared discursive field constituted by an array of social domains like 

homes, classrooms, church halls and market places, and social arenas, like peer groups and the communion 

of parents and adult visitors, each of which instantiate particular social, moral and linguistic values and prac-

tices towards which all members, including children, orient and position themselves in their daily 

interactions. Conceiving language as a contextually embedded, ever-varying social practice allows me to see 

children’s social and linguistic interactions with others as examples of how they simultaneously interpret and 

co-create their social lifeworlds, and how they take up particular subject positions in and towards these 

worlds, producing and employing alternating registers in and across different domains. I approach all actors, 

including children, as having a creative agency to affect, reproduce and/or co-create their social surroun-

dings, while simultaneously being imbued with certain privileges and/or restrictions, in accordance with their 

individual register range and the social and linguistic decora, practices and orientations prevailing in and 

across different social domains. This leads on to the relevance of language socialisation to this study, 

marked by its approach to language as an inherently socialising practice.  

 

Socialisation to and through language 
Drawing on anthropological, sociolinguistic and psychologial approaches to human development and for-

mation, language socialisation studies are overall concerned with the “language-mediated social organization 

of children’s attention”23 (Duranti, 2009a: 205), and with documenting and theorising ”the diversity of cul-

tural paths to communicative competence and community membership” (Moore, 2008b: 175). Central to this 

paradigm is an interest in processes of language acquisition and language education, but contrary to earlier 

                                                 
23 In addition, a growing amount of language socialisation studies discuss this process in relation to youngsters and adults as they 
enter new social and linguistic realms (Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002: 348ff). 
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approaches to these processes24, scholars of language socialisation pay careful attention to the particular so-

ciocultural principles organising the ways in which novices learn or are expected to learn language and other 

kinds of knowledge in a particular context (Duff, 2008). In other words, children’s and other novices’ acqui-

sition of language is perceived as an inherently cultural process, inseparable from their general attainment of 

membership to surrounding sociocultural environments. Lead by the extensive ethnographic studies in the 

late 1970s of Ochs (Ochs, 1988) and Schieffelin (Schieffelin, 1990), centering on the recurrent face-to-face 

interactions between children and adults as played out respectively in Western Samoan and Papua New 

Guinean settings, a new interest emerged towards the subtle ways in which children’s social, emotional, and 

moral engagement with their surrounding world is directed and redirected – a process which is connected 

with ”a range of social acts realized (predominantly but never exclusively) through speaking” (Duranti, 

2009a: 205). The works of Ochs and Schieffelin and later studies of language socialisation thus follow a 

direct line from the early works of linguistic anthropologists Hymes and Gumperz and the subsequent studies 

of language as a social practice, described above. Emphasising the participation of children and adults in 

their respective, ongoing processes of socialisation and knowledge acquisition through language and to lan-

guage (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986) – e. g. parents directing children to say certain words, perform certain 

tasks, or speak to certain people in particular ways, or reversely children, directly or indirectly, prompting 

parents or others to nurture or respond to them in particular ways – the language socialisation paradigm per-

ceives language as a deeply contextualised social and socialising practice which must always be studied in 

the light of the particular settings, activities, participants, desires and orientations constituting the particular 

context in which it occurs25. In line with its inherent sociocultural embedding, language socialisation is per-

ceived as a reciprocal process (Duff, 2008; Talmy, 2008), making children, parents, peers and other actors 

both participants and ’mutual apprentices’ (Pontecorvo, Fasulo, & Sterponi, 2001) in the ongoing socialisa-

tion of themselves and others. In other words, all actors, including very young children, are seen as capable 

of enabling the socialisation of others, e. g. by manifesting or contesting particular demands.  

 

The understanding of socialisation as an ongoing, reciprocal process between children (or other ‘novices’) 

and the people, practices and discourses surrounding them is in direct line with the social-constructivist theo-

ries of apprenticeship prevailing in developmental psychology26, as well as in educational anthropology 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Founded on extensive ethnographic studies, these theories explore 

children’s gradual acquisition of social, practical and communicative competencies in environments where 

learning is expected to occur primarily through observation, eavesdropping and imitation, rather than through 

elaborate instruction and explanation. This approach to children’s socialisation and learning, which prevails 

                                                 
24 E. g. the developmental psycholinguistic literature on language acquisition (McNeill, 1970; Peterson & McCabe, 1983). 
25 As earlier noted, this approach diverges quite radically from early anthropological studies on the socialisation of children (e. g. 
Mead, 1928, 1930). Language socialisation scholars have criticised Mead and her contemporaries for “proceed[ing] as if language 
was irrelevant” and for seeing socialisation as ”a kind of behaviorist installing of cultural values into children… impl[ying] no partic-
ipation or agency on the part of the child” (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004: 349). In contrast with this, ”[t]he language socialization 
paradigm makes the strong claim that any study of socialization that does not document the role of language is not only incomplete. 
It is fundamentally flawed” (ibid: 350). (Duranti, 2004: 452) 
26 (E. g. Rogoff, 2003, 2008; Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chávez, & Angelillo, 2003). 
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in large parts of (rural) Africa27, is interrelated with the relative lack of social and physical boundaries be-

tween the daily trajectories and activities of children and adults, as earlier described: 

 
”In communities in which young children are involved in the mature activities of their family and community, it 

maybe superfluous for adults to organize lessons and specialized conversations to prepare young children with 

the skills of schooling, to prepare them for the “real” world. Instead of doing exercises out of the context of the 

productive use of skills and information, young children’s integration in family and community activities allows 

them to become increasingly deeply involved through their intent participation”.   

   

(Rogoff, et al., 2003: 183) 

 

As I return to in my analyses, such ‘integration in family and community activitiy’ has consequences for the 

moral socialisation of school-aged Hang’ombe children, exposing them to many intimate details of adult life 

through their observation and eavesdropping on older family and community members. The perception of 

children and all other actors as participants, fundamental to both the language socialisation paradigm and the 

learning theories above, corresponds with the assumption of the productive agency of actors, according to 

which actors continuously co-produce and interact with their wider surroundings. However, actors are not 

seen as entirely free to act or ’produce away’ as they please, irrespective of wider conventions or ideologies. 

As Giddens has noted, any kind of language use is bound to the “duality of structure, [that is] the essential 

recursiveness of social life” (Giddens, 1979, cited in Duranti, 2004: 468) – which here implies that any ’act’ 

of language socialisation, whether an order, a demonstration, an imitation, or the telling of a story, is subject 

to the evaluation and potential sanctioning of others, who again are seen as ’recursively bound’, both to the 

actor performing the ’socialisation act’ and to wider sociocultural ideologies and structures. In accordance 

with this intrinsic relationship between language and context constituting the language socialisation of chil-

dren, the particular ways in which novices and more experienced actors engage each other in social and 

socialising interaction can be seen as ”windows on underlying principles of social organization and cultural 

orientation” (Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002: 344) – that is, as revelations of the social and, of particular 

relevance to the present study, moral order(s) towards which members orient themselves in their ongoing 

socialisation of others. This may be particularly visible in the attempts of different actors to shape children 

into proper or ‘normal persons’: 

 
“The development of personhood and of the self through language is intricately related to moral ways of acting 

and being in the social world.... By investigating the ways in which participants in everyday routines learn to in-

ternalize and express emotion and to make sense of the moral order that they are actively constructing with 

others, [recent language socialization] studies reveal that notions of morality are negotiated through linguistically 

mediated understandings of daily life and events and of one’s place in the world, both as an individual and as 

part of a collectivity”. 

(Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002: 352) 

                                                 
27 (E. g. Honwana & Boeck, 2005; Keller, Demuth, & Yovsi, 2008; Nsamenang, 2008; Serpell, 1993). 
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As noted at the beginning of this chapter, people’s social and moral conduct are popular topics of discussion 

among most members of Hang’ombe Village, especially in relation to the ’bad behaviours’ (kubula ciimo) 

associated with the nearby Bwasanu Township. Parents, church elders and teachers alike frequently lament 

how the exposure to the township’s ‘beer-drinking, loud Congolese music and loose women’ has had a de-

moralising effect on children and youngsters from the village communities, posing what many experience as 

a serious threat to traditional family life. Such notions and the ways in which they are displayed play central 

roles in the children’s daily trajectories across social domains, and following the approach outlined by Gar-

rett and Baquedano-López above, I investigate how different moral decora – that is, conceptions of how 

(certain) people should behave in certain situations – are created, reproduced and/or negotiated in these dif-

ferent domains, both among adults and children. Parents and teachers may share similar opinions of these 

’bad behaviours’ and their alleged influence on children and youngsters, but with the various challenges and 

dilemmas permeating the everyday lives of most members, such clear-cut opinions may sometimes yield for 

more pragmatic actions. Looking at social and linguistic interactions between and among children in various 

social settings thus allows me to compare how moral decora may be manifested across domains, and to ex-

amine how the children react to and interact with such decora themselves.  

 

For language use to be denoted as language socialisation, some kind of knowledge exchange must occur, and 

scholars of language socialisation generally refer to experts teaching novices how to ”think, feel, and act in 

accordance with the values, ideologies, and traditions of the group” (Duff, 2007: 311). The discursive prac-

tices considered relevant to processes of language socialisation are in principle endless, varying across 

communities and activities, as well as during the lifetime of each individual (e. g. Duff, 2008: xiv). One 

might argue that all human interaction entails some kind of knowledge exchange and that actors, through 

such exchange, consequently assume either a ‘novice’ or ‘expert’ role towards each other. However, studies 

of language socialisation generally distinguish themselves from other studies of language and social interac-

tion by the pervasive focus on continuous processes of linguistic and cultural acquisition and development of 

communicative competence dominating this field (e. g. Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004). This last point is of 

importance to the current study and its position vis-à-vis the field of language socialisation. My interests 

regarding the socialisation of school-aged children from Hang’ombe Village concur widely with those of 

many language socialisationists in that I investigate the practices and principles associated with this process 

in the particular sociocultural context surrounding the children – just as my methodological approach and 

choice of linguistic interaction as the primary empirical and analytical object through which I investigate this 

formation process is in direct line with those of most language socialisation studies. However, my overall 

focus is not so much on children’s tangible processes of language acquisition or development per se, alt-

hough such processes obviously form central parts of the children’s socialisation and daily lives. Rather, I 

wish to investigate the various practices and ideologies associated with children’s processes of attaining 

membership to the social arenas and domains relevant to their daily lives and, through that, to clarify how 

people establish – or try to establish – sustainable social and moral ideals for their children, themselves and 
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their fellow members, in a life marked by physical uncertainty and constant change. In a way, I thus turn the 

order of priority as advanced by most language socialisation scholars around: Whereas these scholars gener-

ally include relevant sociocultural and ideological information in order to qualify and contextualise their 

observations of actors’ language socialisation and acquisition processes, I approach children’s socialisation 

and the gradual acquisition of linguistic, social and moral membership with which I associate this process, as 

a kind of prism through which I examine the wider sociocultural context in which these children and their 

families spend most parts of their everyday lives. These two approaches are obviously related, and it may be 

hard to determine whether a study of socialisation following the methodological prescriptions of language 

socialisation studies (longitudinal ethnographic fieldwork, close analysis of recurrent social and linguistic 

practices between actors in different contexts) is to be considered a language socialisation study or not28 – 

but to stay on the safe side, I present my work as ‘a study of social, moral and linguistic practices permeating 

the socialisation of children’, rather than as a language socialisation study.   

 

As should be clear, however, this work is closely related to the language socialisation paradigm and the 

methodologies and theoretical interests it entails. Several language socialisation scholars have studied rela-

tionships between children’s formal and informal education as occurring through social and linguistic 

interactions with others e. g. in classrooms and children’s homes29. Ground-breaking among these was 

Heath’s extensive study among working-class families in South Carolina in the late 1970s (Heath, 1983), in 

which she demonstrated how the literacy and language socialisation practices recurring in children’s homely 

communities had severe impact on their prerequisites for participating in classroom interaction. Heath’s and 

subsequent studies comparing language socialisation practices in homes and schools are often referred to as 

the ‘cultural mismatch theory of school’ (Baquedano-López & Kattan, 2008) or ‘discontinuity studies’ (e. g. 

Philips, 1983), referring to their emphasis on the difficulties that children with particular socioeconomic, 

linguistic and/or cultural backgrounds may have with the learning models and linguistic practices presented 

to them at school. In continuation of this, linguistic anthropologist Leslie Moore has examined processes of 

what she denotes as guided repetition of Northern Cameroonian children across three socioculturally, histor-

ically and linguistically distinct sites, namely homes (Fulfulde), Qur’anic schools (Arabic) and French-domi-

nated public primary schools (Moore, 2004). As part of a recent body of language socialisation studies 

conducted in bi- or multilingual contexts in which children may not necessarily be expected to learn through 

their first language alone30, Moore demonstrates how these children are urged to draw on the social and lin-

guistic practices prevailing in the different sites available to them, providing them with complex 

communicative competencies, but also with particular educational challenges. Although these terms may 

apply to children growing up in many different parts of the world, they seem particularly relevant in respect 

to former colonised countries in which several linguistic, sociocultural, and historical traditions of socialisa-

tion may be represented at the same time. In my further discussions on the social and discursive ambiguities 
                                                 
28 As Kulick and Schieffelin write, “[l]anguage socialization studies should fulfill three criteria: be ethnographic in design, longitu-
dinal in perspective, and demonstrate the acquisition (or not) of particular linguistic and cultural practices over time and across 
contexts (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004: 350).  
29 For an overview, see (Baquedano-López & Kattan, 2008). 
30 For an overview, see (Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002; Moore, 2008b).  
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permeating the daily lives of many Hang’ombe children, I draw on language socialisation studies conducted 

in settings where the ideologies practiced and promoted in school may not always correlate with the social 

and moral orders permeating children’s lives outside classrooms (e. g. Garrett, 2005; Howard, 2003; Minks, 

2006). These studies all underline the necessity of seeing school-related practices in the light of children’s 

general lives and trajectories, together with wider institutional and historical contingencies permeating the 

social enterprise of schooling: 

 
“At the core of language socialization studies looking at school contexts is the notion that schools play a 

role in reproducing the social order. Looking at student-to-student exchanges, storytelling practices, class-

room recitation, and second/foreign/heritage language learning, language socialization studies illustrate 

how competencies might be acquired or negotiated in moment-to-moment interactions, and yet project 

historically contingent dispositions... Language socialization studies thus understand schools, classrooms, 

and other educational settings like churches, community centers, after-school programs and youth groups, 

not as self-contained, autonomous communities, but as interdependent, interrelated parts of a broader pro-

cess of communicative competence acquisition that spans an individual’s lifetime and experiences. Less 

an idealized process, and more a dynamic and contested one, language socialization is an intersubjective 

accomplishment that requires the active co-construction and participation by novices and experts around 

culturally meaningful goals, such as classroom lessons, group work activities, or even individual seat 

work”.   

(Baquedano-López & Kattan, 2008: 161)  

 

These considerations correlate with my interest in examining the daily socialisation of Hang’ombe children – 

including their experiences and interactions with school – through the eyes and perspectives of the children 

themselves (Corsaro, 1996; Prout & James, 1997). By scrutinising extracts of the children’s classrooms in-

teractions with teachers and peers and comparing these with the same children’s interactions in other social 

domains, we may get an impression of how certain ideals or stereotypes revolving around ‘educatedness’ 

may be interpreted, negotiated and (re)produced by and among the children across the different domains 

constituting their daily lives. This leads directly on to the final aspect of my core theoretical framework, in-

formed by theories associated with the ’cultural production of the educated person’ which I discuss further 

below.  

To summarise the section above, I understand language as an inherently socialising practice, enabling chil-

dren’s gradual acquisition of membership to particular arenas and domains relevant to their daily lives. In 

continuation of this, I approach the social and linguistic interactions between and among school-aged 

Hang’ombe children as enabling a mutual, socioculturally embedded socialisation of both novices and ex-

perts, implying that parents, teachers, elders, older peers and others interacting with the children undergo 

continuous processes of socialisation themselves, and that social life as it plays out in various social domains 

pertaining to the lives of Hang’ombe members can be seen as a dynamic and ever-changing ’production’ of 

social meaning and orientation. I perceive the social and linguistic interactions of and among the children as 

pointers towards underlying principles of social organisation and as intrinsically related to wider concep-
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tions of morality and proper personhood, and I investigate how such conceptions, embedded in wider lin-

guistic, social and historical traditions may correlate or deviate across domains. In my examination of the 

children’s experiences and notions of school, I draw on language socialisation studies’ concern with how 

schools can be said to produce and reproduce moral orders extending beyond the school grounds, just as I 

approach the children’s acquaintances with school-related practices and ideologies as embedded in a much 

wider, ongoing process of language socialisation and acquisition. However, although many of my core in-

terests correlate with those prevalent within the language socialisation paradigm, I refrain from denoting this 

work a ’language socialisation study’ as I do not investigate children’s continuous language acquisition per 

se. In continuation of the approaches to children’s socialisation outlined above, I now proceed to the final 

part of my theoretical framework, revolving around the cultural production of the educated person.  

 

Producing and negotiating educatedness 
Central to my study of school-aged Hang’ombe children’s social and linguistic lifeworlds is a concern with 

the basic practices and orientations permeating the targeted socialisation of these children: What kind of 

values reverberate in prevalent understandings of what it implies to be a ‘proper person’ and the ways in 

which children are assumed to become one? How are these understandings manifested and practiced in eve-

ryday encounters between children, parents, teachers and other actors? How do the orientations and the ways 

in which they are practiced deviate or correlate across social domains, and how do children interact with all 

this? As noted above, these considerations include children’s encounters and experiences with schooling, but 

rather than favouring such experiences as it is often done in educational studies, or disregarding them, as 

some socialisation studies have31, I approach schooling as merely one element within a series of social expe-

riences and activities recurring in children’s everyday lives. This approach is in line with a general 

distinction within educational anthropology between schooling and education (e. g. Anderson-Levitt, 2003; 

Borofsky, 1987), according to which schooling comprises the formalised, intentional teaching and learning 

occurring in public as well as private forms of schools, formal as well as informal educational programmes, 

whereas education refers to broader, culturally defined learning trajectories which in a given society, ethnic 

or social group underlie local interpretations of what it implies to be a knowledgeable and educated person. 

The concepts of schooling and education may be – and often are – interrelated in a given social context or 

society, especially in the contemporary world, where increasing numbers of children enter school, and where 

Western ideologies of formal schooling and knowledgeability have gained social supremacy across many 

cultures and societies (Fuller, 1991, 1999; Levinson & Holland, 1996). By distinguishing between schooling 

and education, however, we acknowledge the fact that a variety of values and practices associated with being 

and becoming an ’educated’ or ’proper’ person may exist within a given society, independently of or at least 

somewhat parallel to the ones promoted by public institutions. 

 

Within educational anthropological studies of schooling, I follow a general tendency to highlight the experi-

ences and perspectives of students – in this case, the children attending the early grades of primary school – 
                                                 
31 See (Levinson & Holland, 1996: 18-21) for a relevant discussion on this.  
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rather than assuming the viewpoint of teachers, parents or the institution of school itself. This implies an 

attempt to look at schooling and the world surrounding it through the eyes of children (or youth) and to in-

vestigate the various interests, impediments and ambiguities that may be attached not only to becoming 

’schooled’ or ’educated’, but also to becoming a grown-up man or woman within the particular sociocultural 

set-up that these children or young people spend their everyday lives. Such work has been conducted in a 

variety of sociocultural and geographical settings, but a branch of studies with particular relevance to the 

present study has evolved around schooling and education in non-Western settings, where differences be-

tween ’school-promoted’ ideals and prevalent models of knowledgeability or personhood may be particularly 

pronounced32. In the light of parental expectations, of personal fears or desires, and of prevalent models of 

personhood, educatedness and status promoted through various sources (e. g. the media, church leaders and 

’urban’ visitors), the enterprise of schooling may appear quite different to (certain) school-children than the 

way it is depicted in educational policies, curricula or in teachers’ descriptions. The branch of studies re-

ferred to above all operate along the lines of the theoretical framework of ‘the cultural production of the 

educated person’ forwarded by a group of educational anthropologists in the mid 1990s (Levinson, Foley, & 

Holland, 1996). Building on early critiques of the sociological effects of mass schooling on society (e. g. 

Durkheim 1956), on later calls for a culturally differentiated, politically and historically informed approach 

toward issues of schooling and education (e. g. Ogbu, 1981), including a more dynamic understanding of 

agency (e. g. Dolby, Dimitriadis, & Willis, 2004), and on more recent developments of ’identity’ within cul-

tural studies and of the ’production of cultural forms’ in practice theories (e. g. Lutz & Collins, 1993), 

Levinson and Holland suggest a new direction for critical educational research which does not automatically 

have structural, class-related reproduction as its vantage point, but allows for a more dynamic, contextually 

sensitive approach to relationships between actors and educational institutions (Levinson & Holland, 1996: 

4-5). Central to this new framework is a call for an empirical expansion, ”[c]hallenging the Eurocentrism of 

most prior critical research” (ibid: 2) and including processes of schooling and education as ”occurring in 

places other than the privileged societies of advanced capitalism” (ibid: 4). As appears, the advocates of the 

cultural production-framework maintain an explicit concern with social inequality, prevalent in critical edu-

cational research since the 1970s33, although this new framework largely differs from earlier approaches in 

assuming a more extensive creative agency on behalf of actors to resist and/or alter institutional models pre-

sented to them, e. g. of ’educated persons’ as promoted by educational policies or local schools. Levinson & 

Holland thus argue how, 

 
”the concept of cultural production as a theoretical construct… allows us to portray and interpret the way people 

actively confront the ideological and material conditions presented by schooling… [and] to show how people 

creatively occupy the space of education and schooling. This creative practice generates understandings and 

strategies which may in fact move well beyond the school, transforming aspirations, household relations, local 

knowledges, and structures of power. This new stage of analysis and research also allows us to go beyond a sole-

                                                 
32 (E. g. Foley, 1996; Jacobsen, 1998; Johnson-Hanks, 2006; Luykx, 1996; Meinert, 2009; Rival, 2000; Skinner & Holland, 1996; 
Stambach, 2000; Trujillo, 1996; Valentin, 2006). 
33 (E. g. Althusser, 1971; Bernstein, 1973; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1996) 
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ly school-based angle on what we are referring to as ’the cultural production of the educated person’. Outside the 

school, in diverse spaces of street, home, and family, other kinds of ’educated persons’ are culturally produced as 

well”.  

(Levinson & Holland, 1996: 14-15) 

 

As appears here, concepts and practices of education and the ways in which people ‘creatively occupy the 

space’ enabled by these practices – e. g. by employing particular social and linguistic practices associated 

with school, by displaying particular kinds of ’bookish’ knowledge, or, reversely, by challenging or refram-

ing the value of such school-like practices in different ways – may and often will extend far beyond the 

physical premises of classrooms and schools. As we will see among children in Hang’ombe, entering the 

formal institution of Bwasanu Basic School generally implies the acquisition not only of particular kinds of 

knowledge and linguistic practices, but also of a more broadly conceived membership of the symbolic realm 

of schooling, associated with certain social privileges and forms of power, which again are anchored in par-

ticular historical and institutional traditions prevalent not only in Hang’ombe, but also in other parts of 

Zambia and Southern Africa. For Hang’ombe children, the attainment of such symbolic membership, allow-

ing them to assume particular subject positions towards their families as well as other members central to 

their out-of-school lives, may to some extent overshadow the more tangible appropriation attached to school-

ing like reading, writing, and speaking English, although the display of such practices, as we will see, play 

crucial roles in the continuous production and negotiation of the ’educated person’. Following my overall 

interest in the social and linguistic lifeworlds of school-aged Hang’ombe children, I set out to investigate 

how such ongoing production and negotiation may be interpreted and (co-) produced by children themselves.  

 

In summary, I thus adopt the distinction between schooling and education prevailing in educational anthro-

pology, thereby allowing for an investigation of what it implies to be and become ’educated’ in the various 

domains through which school-aged Hang’ombe children move in their everyday lives. I approach such im-

plications as the outcome of ongoing processes of cultural production in and across these different domains, 

that is, as relatively transient ideologies subject to the continuous (re)production, negotiation, contestation 

and alteration by actors, including children themselves. Finally, by highlighting the perspectives and active 

participation of children in such production processes I obtain a possibility to see how children may interpret 

the various ideologies of schooling exposed to them in different domains, and how children themselves may 

negotiate and produce such ideologies for different purposes in different social situations, inside as well as 

outside of classrooms – that is, in short, how children occupy the space of education and schooling. 

 

Regional influences – in brief 
Apart from the theories of language socialisation and cultural production introduced above, this work has 

been influenced by parts of the vast anthropological literature on social, educational and historical develop-

ments in Southern Province, Zambia and the wider region of Southern Africa. Due to its topical and 

analytical scope, I will limit my presentation of this literature to a brief overview here: The extensive re-
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search on the Gwembe and Plateau Tonga, conducted through a life time by anthropologists Elizabeth Col-

son and Thayer Scudder from the late 1940s and continuing by Colson and many of her followers to this day, 

has provided me with important historical and contemporary information on issues of family, lineage, gener-

ation and gender34, of childhood and child labour (Reynolds, 1991; Reynolds & Cousins, 1993), education 

(Scudder & Colson, 1980), religion (Colson, 1948, 1970, 2006), witchcraft (Colson, 2000; Mogensen, 1995), 

and the various precolonial, colonial and post-independence circumstances shaping the present-day commu-

nities of chiTonga-speakers both in Zambia and Zimbabwe35. Although none of these studies have 

approached the daily interactions and socialisation of children in exactly the way I have, they have served to 

increase my understanding of the social, linguistic and historical contexts informing the lives of the children 

I have worked among, including the various uncertainties and ambiguities of daily life to which I return con-

tinuously throughout the study.  

 

In terms of a broader Zambian literature, my analyses have been informed by the extensive research on child 

socialisation and schooling conducted by developmental psychologist Robert Serpell among the Chewa of 

Zambia’s Eastern Province (Serpell, 1993, 1996), by contemporary and recent historical reports on schooling 

and formal education in Zambia36, and by studies on language practices, shifts and ideologies conducted 

across or in different parts of the country37. I have also been inspired by the historical discussions of ‘the 

tribe’ and the ‘fractured community’ lead by anthropologist Kate Crehan (Crehan, 1997a, 1997b), by the 

discursive studies of modernity, recession and ‘global disconnect’ conducted by anthropologist James Fergu-

son (Ferguson, 1999, 2007), and by the complexities of tribal and regional politics as discussed by political 

scientist Daniel Posner (Posner, 2004, 2005). Some of these influences have been more direct than others, 

but as my analyses have evolved, many of them have served as valuable sources of comparison and contex-

tualisation, reminding me not to observe Hang’ombe and its members as an isolated, homogenous or neatly 

demarcated social and linguistic space.  

 

Finally, the study has been shaped by a number of social and linguistic studies conducted in other parts of 

sub-Saharan Africa, centering on empirical and analytical problems similar to mine. Apart from the ones 

listed in earlier parts of this chapter, these studies focus on intergenerational relationships and concerns38, 

on child development and socialisation in different rural settings39, and on the social significance of school-

ing and education in the daily lives of African children, youngsters and their families40. Especially the latter 

studies have helped me look beyond the persuasive discourses of policy papers and schooling programmes, 

investigating the more subtle meanings which school and its practices may take on when implemented in 
                                                 
34 (E. g. Clark, Colson, Lee, & Scudder, 1995; Cliggett, 2000, 2003, 2005; Colson, 1953, 1958, 1980, 2000; Geisler, 2000; Holy, 
2006; Mizinga, 2000).  
35 (E. g. Cliggett, et al., 2007; Lancaster, Vickery, & Colson, 2007; O'Brien, 1983; Price & Thomas, 1999). 
36 (E. g. Alexander, 2006; Bajaj, 2010; Banda, 1996; Boesen, 2000; Carmody, 1992, 1999, 2004a, 2004b; Kelly, 1991a, 1991b; 
Simpson, 2003; Williams, 1998). 
37 (E. g. Kashoki, 1990; Manchisi, 2004; Marten, 2008; Muyeeba, 2004; Ohannessian & Kashoki, 1978; Posner, 2003; Simwinga, 
2006; Spitulnik, 1998a, 1998b). 
38 (E. g. Alber, Geest, & Whyte, 2008; Whyte, Alber, & Geissler, 2004). 
39 (E. g. Goody, 1982; LeVine, 1994; LeVine & New, 2008; Riesman, 1992; Weisner, 1987; Whiting & Whiting, 1975). 
40 (E. g. Bledsoe, 1992; Johnson-Hanks, 2006; Meinert, 2009; Stambach, 1997, 2000, 2006). 
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actors’ daily lives. They have also inspired me to experiment with varying theoretical and analytical frame-

works during my ongoing analyses of data, extending the boundaries of what a study of ’childhood’, of 

’schooling’ and of ’socialisation’ might entail. As appears, I have maintained an interdisciplinary approach 

throughout the study, gathering inspiration from different branches of anthropology, as well as from psy-

chology, linguistics, educational and post-colonial studies. However, as outlined in the introduction to my 

theoretical framework, the disciplines of language socialisation studies and the cultural production of the 

educated person figure as my main theoretical and analytical orientations in this work. In the section below I 

give a brief introduction to the remaining chapters.  

 

Outline of the dissertation 
Including the preceding, introductory chapter, this dissertation consists of six chapters, followed by a shorter 

section of conclusive remarks. While following a successive line of arguments, these chapters approach the 

everyday life and socialisation of Hang’ombe children from different angles, inspired by the daily or weekly 

trajectories followed by most children, and by the varying social and linguistic practices generally exposed to 

them on these trajectories. Roughly put, children move between the domains of the home – including the 

family fields and gardens – the school, the township and the local church, physically connected by a system 

of paths. Children’s trajectories and frequencies of visiting e. g. the township or the church obviously vary, 

but with the closeness between Hang’ombe and Bwasanu, all children gain familiarity with the ways and 

rhythms of the township, if not sooner then at least when entering school around the age of seven. Likewise, 

practically all families are associated with one of the local churches, and even if not all members are regular 

churchgoers, most children are brought to church at least a few times a month. Following my initial interest 

in relationships between the school and local families, I discuss the domains of the home and the school 

more elaborately, which is also where children spend the majority of their time. In brief, the content of the 

subsequent chapters is as follows: 

 

In Chapter Two, I present central methodological and analytical considerations associated with the prepara-

tion, conduct and later processing of data collection, including my decision of basing the fieldwork in 

Hang’ombe Village and my increasing interest in children’s daily socialisation as unfolding in and across 

different domains. I discuss issues and procedures associated with my close collaboration with my research 

assistant and colleague Khama Hang’ombe, followed by a brief discussion of the ethical and methodological 

challenges of conducting research with and among children. I present the different methods employed during 

fieldwork, including observations, interviews and, particularly, the digital recording of everyday interactions, 

and I discuss a number of considerations of linguistic and ‘cultural’ translation accompanying the processing 

of these recordings. Finally, I reflect upon my selection and transcription of data as appearing in this work.  

 

Chapter Three centres on the domain of the homestead and the intergenerational practices framing much of 

children’s out-of-school lives. I briefly discuss principles of lineage and co-habitance among Hang’ombe 

families, including the lack of physical boundaries between the lives of family members and the social impli-
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cations this may have in terms of children’s socialisation. In extension of this, I describe the ‘intent participa-

tion’ and observation through which children are expected to acquire basic household chores, along with 

various social and linguistic practices and decora. Many of these decora differ in accordance with particular 

generational roles and relationships, and so I discuss children’s relationships respectively with their parents, 

peers, and grandparents. I conclude the chapter with a brief introduction to the church and its role in the 

moral and religious socialisation of Hang’ombe children.  

 

This leads on to Chapter Four, where I continue my investigation of local households, this time centering on 

the moral discourses and orientations presented to children in daily life. I discuss the strong concern with 

social and moral decora prevailing across the community, manifesting itself in members’ frequent discus-

sions and gossipy exchanges of the conduct of neighbours and family members. Faced by the challenges and 

uncertainties of daily life, people’s actions may not always concur with prevailing decora, and so I elaborate 

on children’s exposure to varying interpretations of ‘proper personhood’ in everyday life. This leads on to a 

discussion of the moral orientations shaping parents’ more targeted socialisation of children, centering 

around values of respect and social responsibility. I conclude with a discussion of the challenges which many 

parents associate with children’s moral socialisation, as behavioural practices and decora exposed to children 

may vary across domains.   

 

In Chapter Five, I investigate the domain of the school, both as a locus of particular practices, roles and ori-

entations, and as a significant symbolic institution in the wider community. I begin by introducing the 

tangible settings and daily routines of Bwasanu Basic School, including the social and linguistic practices 

presented to children in classrooms. I then move on to the role of the school among local families, and the 

manner in which parents and children may – or may not – address issues of school in their daily interactions. 

This leads on to a wider discussion of concepts of schooling and ‘educatedness’ in the community, and the 

social significance of school-associated practices like reading, writing and, in particular, the use of English. 

After this, I discuss concepts of school as displayed by children e. g. in their interactions with peers, and how 

these concepts may reflect wider ambiguities associated with school and its long-term promises. 

 

I continue this discussion in Chapter Six, in which I investigate children’s interactions in their homely peer 

groups, figuring as a central arena for children’s processing of the various kinds of information exposed to 

them in daily life. Assuming that children take part in the ongoing production and negotiation of social order 

in general society, I discuss how children employ and sometimes challenge the decora and hierarchies of 

power prevailing around them, establishing roles and positions of their own. I examine how the children 

negotiate basic categories of age, gender, dignity and authority, and how they imitate the discourses and lin-

guistic registers e. g. of parents, preachers and other authority figures, revealing subtle communicative 

competencies. Based on the preceding observations, I discuss how the children seek to act and orient them-

selves in an environment marked by various ambiguities and ongoing change.  
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These chapters are followed by a series of conclusive remarks, summarising the chronological development 

of the study, and the central observations forwarded in the dissertation. I discuss how my initial interest in 

mother tongue education and educational policies evolved into a concern with the social, linguistic and moral 

socialisation of children both in and outside of classrooms, and how the latter concern may contribute to a 

wider understanding of children’s schooling and more general education in a contemporary African society 

like Hang’ombe.  

 

Conclusion 
At the beginning of this chapter, we saw how the conversation between Love and her four school-aged chil-

dren Obrian, Maegrin, Buulu and Senefa centred on the sanctioning of social and moral decora pertaining to 

the household, e. g. on the diligent performance of cooking and the consideration of others when taking food, 

and how such decora and related concepts of the ‘proper person’ (muntu uukkwene) were subject to ongoing 

negotiation and concern. Such negotiation recurs consistently throughout my data from the daily trajectories 

of children in Hang’ombe, whether these data depict children’s role plays, family conversations, religious 

services, or classroom interactions between teachers and students. Likewise, references to ‘proper person-

hood’ and the ‘bad behaviours’ (kubula ciimo) of the township appear throughout my interviews with tea-

chers, elders, parents and children themselves, whenever the subjects of children and education are brought 

up. As discussed in the introduction, this prevalence of ‘moral talk’ across actors and domains might not only 

be read as evidence of an unusually virtuous culture, but also as reflections of a society marked by physical 

uncertainty and ongoing change. In the following chapters, I examine the reverberations of such uncertainties 

in the daily lives of school-aged Hang’ombe children, and, particularly, the ways in which these reverbera-

tions are interpreted and negotiated in social and linguistic interactions between and around the children. 

Through this examination, I hope to contribute to wider discussions on childhood and children’s socialisation 

in contemporary Africa, as well as on formal education. In a time when the when the privileged position of 

schooling in children’s lives is usually taken for granted, it can be fruitful to pursue the social trajectories of 

the children themselves and to see how they orient themselves both towards and beyond the practices and 

ideologies generally associated with school.  
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Chapter 2 
 
Exploring Hang’ombe and its surroundings.  
Methodological and analytical considerations 
 

 

“A wati to nesi. A wati to dota. A wati to iJuniwa. A wati to Akata”. 

[I want to be a nurse. I want to be a doctor. I want to be an engineer. I want to be an accountant].  

Written in my notebook by Mududu, a 9-year old girl  

 

“Nobody has ever asked me questions like these before. But since you are  

asking me about things of which I know very well, I can easily explain”. 

Ben, 83-year old former headman, father and grandfather of 28 children    

   

Locating the field 
When I first arrived in Zambia in early 2008, I had only a vague conception of the following year of field-

work. I knew I was going to look at language and early education, particularly mother tongue education 

which had gained increasing attention among national and international stakeholders in African education, 

including the agency financing my studies. My main contact in Zambia was a professor at the School of Ed-

ucation in Lusaka, Geoffrey Tambulukani, who had been involved in both the planning and national 

implementation of the mother-tongue based Primary Reading Programme, which had recently gained inter-

national acclaim (Sampa, 2003, 2005). On Tambulukani’s suggestion I went to Zambia’s Eastern Province 

where one of his former students, by then an officer of language in education, took me on a six week tour 

between eight different schools across the province. At each school I observed lessons of Language and Lit-

eracy in early grades (1-4), providing me with a broad impression of the practices and the challenges 

characterising public schooling in many parts of Southern Africa41. I also got to see the notable differences 

between schools placed in urban and rural areas, visible both in their physical condition and in the beha-

viours and performance of students. Whereas the urban schools generally had well-kept buildings and 

sufficient libraries, the rural schools looked run-down and often lacked both books, furniture and housing for 

teachers. While the urban students generally spoke loudly and eagerly, both in lessons conducted in English 

and the local language prevailing in Eastern Province, Nyanja, the students coming from more remote areas 

appeared more quiet and reluctant to participate in class. This spurred my interest towards the influence of 

children’s social backgrounds on their experiences of school, particularly in concern to language and lan-

guage use. I asked teachers about this during individual and focus group interviews, and they would describe 

the various challenges facing the schooling of rural children, usually associated with a lack of financial, in-

tellectual and emotional support from parents who often had little schooling themselves. As insightful as 

                                                 
41 E. g. (Arthur, 1996; Arthur & Martin, 2006; Brock-Utne & Skattum, 2009; Fuller, 1991; Serpell, 1993; Williams, 2006). 
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these responses were to my further work, however, they did not give me much information on the experienc-

es that children and their parents might associate with school and its practices themselves.  

 

After the tour of schools had ended, I went back to Lusaka and the University of Zambia (UNZA) to plan my 

further conduct of fieldwork. One day I got to talk to a student of Language and Education, 27-year old 

Khama Hang’ombe, who had recently finished assisting the agricultural fieldwork of another PhD fellow and 

was now looking for work. Apart from being a proficient speaker and writer of the seven regional languages 

in Zambia, Khama had been trained in sociolinguistic methods and theories, a field he was very passionate 

about – and I quickly realised that he could become a major asset to the study, not only as a translator but 

also as a qualified researcher and colleague. He told me about the rural community of Hang’ombe in South-

ern Province where he had grown up, and how he would go back and spend time with his family there 

whenever he had the chance. This was unusual among UNZA students, who would mostly prefer to stay in 

Lusaka during weekends to study or spend time with their friends, rather than travelling to some remote part 

of the country. I was curious about Khama’s strong attraction to the ‘traditional life of the village’, as he 

called it, and how he dreamt of living a similar life himself, in spite of his high level of education and aspira-

tions of finishing his studies abroad. During one of our first meetings, I spontaneously suggested that we 

conduct the fieldwork in Hang’ombe Village itself. I realised how this might put Khama in a difficult situa-

tion, positioning him both as researcher and informant, and thus evoking potential conflicts of loyalty and 

bias. However, as we to continued to meet and discuss these and other aspects of the study, the advantages of 

collaborating with a locally known, highly qualified research assistant in an environment which might oth-

erwise be difficult for me to access, became so obvious that I, with Khama’s consent, was willing to take 

such risks. He called up his father Ben, who invited us to come and stay with him and his wife Sarah, their 

daughter Minivah and her five children between the ages of 2 months and 11 years, three of whom frequent-

ed the local school, Bwasanu Basic. Through a series of relatively incidental events I thus ended up living 

with a family of three generations in the Tonga community of Hang’ombe Village for most of the remaining 

time of my fieldwork, providing me with close access to some of the ‘village people’ teachers had talked 

about during interviews. Khama remained my primary research assistant, colleague and interpreter through-

out this work, ensuring a continuous stream of discussion, testing and adjustment of questions and 

methodological procedures. I elaborate on the advantages and potential drawbacks associated with this close 

collaboration, further below.  

 

Defining the ‘field within the field’ 
Every morning during my first month in Hang’ombe, Khama and I would walk along with his three nieces to 

Bwasanu Basic School in the township, about three kilometres from the homestead. At the school we ob-

served and recorded different lessons primarily on the lower grade levels (1-4), followed by interviews with 

teachers on the practices and challenges characterising their work, on their experiences with the mother-

tongue based Primary Reading Programme, and on their viewpoints on the linguistic and educational discus-

sions underlying the national implementation of this programme, like the pedagogic advantages of allowing 
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students to be taught and interact in their native language (e. g. Cummins & Corson, 1997). The teachers at 

Bwasanu would give similar responses to the ones I had talked to in Eastern Province earlier on, generally 

praising the reading programme for its contextual sensitivity and adaptability to ‘rural settings’, but also 

underlining their continuous difficulties with taking students through the curriculum, particularly what many 

teachers would describe as the ‘slow children’, mostly pointing to the ones living in villages outside of the 

township. Like elsewhere in Zambia, all the Bwasanu teachers spoke fluent English, and so I would mostly 

conduct these interviews alone. As the teachers became more familiar with me, they would share their own 

schooling experiences, along with the ups and downs of being stationed in a township far away from larger 

urban centres42. These conversations provided me with insights into the discourses prevailing among teach-

ers and other educated people on the social and economic circumstances characterising both the township 

and the surrounding communities, including issues of absenteeism and child labour on the industrial farms, 

unemployment, alcoholism, prostitution, teenage pregnancies, and HIV/aids. Although I did not pursue all of 

these issues in my work, they formed an important backdrop to my increasing understanding of daily life in 

the local communities, as well as of the recurrent interactions among teachers and students at the local 

school. 

 

In the afternoons, Khama would assist me in the transcription and translation of our classroom recordings, 

which we would then analyse through the means of basic sociolinguistic categories, like turn-taking, code-

switching, and various kinds of speech acts. We found many of the linguistic routines described in the exist-

ing literature on classroom discourse in different parts of contemporary Africa43, generally centred around a 

teacher-dominated structure of IRE (Initiative-Response-Evaluation, see Cazden, 2001). As we began seeing 

consistent patterns across the dozens of recordings made in these first weeks and months, I became increas-

ingly interested in exploring the young students’ out-of-school lives, especially in terms of their 

communication and language use with the people around them. As described in the preface, Khama and I 

thus began following different school-going children around and recording their interactions, e. g. on their 

way home from school, while playing in the yard, or working with their parents or other caretakers in the 

gardens. From focussing primarily on the social and linguistic dynamics of the classroom, I thus extended 

the scope of the study to various sites or domains relevant to the daily trajectories of the school-attending 

children, including homes, fields, gardens, the township and the local SDA church. Some days we would 

simply ask a group of children permission to follow them around and record them wherever they were going, 

or we would ask them to carry the recorder themselves. I elaborate on the collection and processing of these 

recordings further below, including issues of interpretation.  

 

This gradual change of my overall research focus was not only inspired by my increasing involvement in the 

daily matters of Hang’ombe children and their families, but also by a number of critical works on the school-
                                                 
42 Upon leaving the treacher training seminar, all public school teachers in Zambia must sign a pledge in which they agree to take up 
teaching anywhere in the country they may be posted for their first two years of work. This is part of the so-called ’anti-tribalism’ 
strategy promoted nationally during the 1980s and 90s (Boesen, 2000; Carmody, 2004a). 
43 (E. g. Abd-Kadir & Hardman, 2007; Arthur, 1996, 1998; Arthur & Martin, 2006; Brock-Utne, Desai, & Qorro, 2004, 2006; Brock-
Utne & Skattum, 2009; Ncoko, Osman, & Cockcroft, 2000; Probyn, 2001; Schrøder, 1999; Williams, 2006). 
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ing and socialisation of children which I had read in the months prior to arriving in Zambia (e. g. Boesen, 

2000; Serpell, 1993). Most recently, I had read Shirley B. Heath’s legendary study, Ways with Words (Heath, 

1983), on the literacy and language socialisation of children growing up in two working-class communities 

in the south-eastern United States during the 1970s. I was impressed by her vivid descriptions of relation-

ships and interactions between family members, and the rich contextual basis these descriptions provided for 

her analyses of the children’s experiences and trajectories of school. I wanted to apply Heath’s basic method, 

observing and recording the daily social and linguistic interactions between children and their families across 

different settings and events. As discussed in the previous chapter, this approach follows in direct line of the 

‘ethnographies of speech’ forwarded by early linguistic anthropologists (Gumperz & Hymes, 1972), entail-

ing a more extensive approach to language and, particularly, language use than I had initially assumed. In 

retrospect, after having gone through my fieldnotes, recordings, interviews, and texts repeatedly, and after 

having read a great number of other studies on the schooling, education and socialisation of children, con-

ducted in various settings and theoretical frameworks, I see how my study thus took a clear turn towards the 

orientations of linguistic and educational anthropology, particularly as prevailing in the United States. If I 

had not been drawn into this direction, I might have conducted an entirely different study, most likely focus-

sing more exclusively on institutional perspectives, e. g. in line with the literature on classroom discourse 

mentioned above, centering on the tangible pedagogical aspects of teaching and learning in so-called ‘multi-

lingual classrooms’ (Creese, 2005), or in continuation of the ongoing, more globally and politically oriented 

discussions on language-in-education policy and its social and educational consequences in postcolonial 

Africa44. Both of these perspectives are obviously of great relevance to the schooling of children (and youth) 

in contemporary African societies, and I touch upon issues of classroom discourse as well as on language-in-

education policy in parts of this work. However, my overall aim has become to highlight the practices, expe-

riences and interpretations of the actors at the centre of those discussions, namely the school-aged children 

themselves. A long line of studies have explored the everyday realms of children living and growing up in 

different African communities, focussing e. g. on their social and cognitive development45, and on related 

aspects of childrearing and socialisation practices prevailing in such communities46, perspectives which I 

draw upon in my discussion on the moral socialisation of Hang’ombe children in chapter four. But although 

many of these studies share my interest in the socialisation practices of young children, few of them discuss 

the linguistic practices used by and exposed to children in their everyday realms, just as few of them include 

cross-contextual observations from the different domains framing the children’s ongoing socialisation. As 

outlined in the previous chapter, my methodological and analytical approach is more directly in line with the 

                                                 
44 An broad number of scholars from various parts of the world, applying a number of different disciplines like educational sociology 
and anthropology, linguistics, political and Africanist studies, have contributed to these discussions, e. g. (Akkari, 1998; Alidou, 
2003; Alidou, et al., 2006; Anchimbe, 2007; Brock-Utne, 2000, 2002; Brock-Utne & Hopson, 2005; Djité, 2008; Kleifgen & Bond, 
2009; Lin & Martin, 2005; Manchisi, 2004; Marten, 2008; Muyeeba, 2004; Pennycook, 2007; Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2002; 
Prah, 2002a, 2002b; Probyn, 2005; Rassool, 2007; Rubagumya, 1990; Schrøder, 1999; Simwinga, 2008; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000; 
Tollefson & Tsui, 2008; Wedin, 2005; Williams, 2006). See also (Clemensen, 2010), in which I discuss the practices and experiences 
of teachers at Bwasanu Basic School, drawing on both the pedagogical and the policy-oriented discussions outlined above. 
45 This focus has been adopted primarily within the field of developmental psychology, (e. g. Cleghorn & Prochner, 2003; Greenfield 
& Cocking, 1993; Grigorenko, Geissler, Prince, Okatcha, & Nokes, 2001; Haglund, 1982; Harkness, 1981; Keller, et al., 2008; 
Nsamenang, 2008; Nsamenang & Lamb, 2003; Ogunnaike, 2002; Super & Harkness, 2008). 
46 (E. g. Goody, 1982; LeVine, 1994; LeVine & New, 2008; Riesman, 1992; Weisner, 1987; Whiting & Whiting, 1975). 
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fields of linguistic and educational anthropology, particularly the subfields of language socialisation stud-

ies47 and the cultural production of the educated person (Levinson, et al., 1996). Much of my familiarity 

with these fields has come after my main period of fieldwork in 2008, leaving many of my methodological 

decisions to be made on a mixture of my sociolinguistic research experience and my continuous discussions 

with Khama, his family members, and a number of teachers and friends in Hang’ombe, as well with my re-

search colleagues at the University of Zambia in Lusaka.  

 

Collaborating with Khama and his family 
Both during the planning and later stages of fieldwork, I drew on Khama’s personal familiarity with every-

day life in Hang’ombe Village, making extensive interviews with him on his own childhood and early 

schooling experiences, which I would record and transcribe as part of the data collection. As I had foreseen 

earlier on, these interviews urged Khama to constantly shift between the position of researcher and inform-

ant, reflecting on his personal trajectory from ‘rural child’ to an (aspiring) member of the ‘educated elite’, 

and on the values and ideologies permeating his socialisation and schooling as a young child in Hang’ombe 

during the 1980s. As I gradually became more familiar with different social, linguistic, educational and mor-

al aspects of daily life, I realised how Khama himself struggled with the ambiguities facing other people in 

the community, e. g. around balancing one’s personal desires with the demands of one’s family members, 

and around seeing both the personal blessings and potential pitfalls of pursuing an ‘educated life’. As an 

example of this, Khama had many doubts about whether or not to marry his girlfriend Malala, a 20-year old 

girl from a neighbouring village who had recently finished secondary school and now yearned to study med-

icine in Lusaka. On one hand, marrying her would satisfy the loud expectations from the couple’s parents, as 

well as from the wider community, of them building a stable, traditional household either in Hang’ombe or 

elsewhere in Southern Province, to be visited and benefitted from financially by their immediate and extend-

ed relatives. On the other hand, postponing the marriage for another three-four years would enhance the 

chances for Khama and especially Malala to obtain a university degree, since Khama would not be expected 

to pay for her studies, and they would have more legitimate reasons for postponing the birth of their first 

child. Because of his indecision to marry, Khama was subject to recurrent jokes and snide remarks from fel-

low members e. g. on his alleged stinginess and inability to provide sexually for a woman, and even teachers 

at the local primary school would comment publicly on his marital status while we were observing classes. 

Khama would ignore or laugh off these comments, knowing that contesting wide held decora around mar-

riage, family and reproduction would be perceived as arrogance and lack of respect for local authorities. To 

me, however, he described it as a painful experience of stigma and alienation from both his native communi-

ty and the student environment in Lusaka, creating a kind of identity crisis which neither his parents nor his 

friends at UNZA seemed to fully understand. I thus came to see Khama as a kind of transitional figure be-

tween the both romantic and troublesome images of ‘traditional life’ in the village (buumu bwansiku), 

                                                 
47 (E. g. Duff & Hornberger, 2008; Garrett & Baquedano-López, 2002; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). 
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evoked by many elders, parents, teachers and other educated persons, on one hand, and the strong mytholo-

gies around education and ’modern life’ (buumi bwasunu) in the city, on the other48.  

 

Along with my continuous discussions with Khama, my relationship with his older sister Minivah formed an 

important part of my initiation to life in Hang’ombe Village. Having almost the same age as me and being 

very proficient in English, Minivah quickly became both an ally and a close friend with whom I would have 

many nightly talks about her life as a woman and single mother of five young children, about her longing to 

go back to school and pursue her dreams of becoming a nurse, and about her friendships and daily encoun-

ters with people in the community. I would reciprocate with my own observations and experiences as a 

single Western woman placed in a foreign, highly family-oriented society, and we would laugh at the many 

paradoxes and absurdities entailed in this experience. As I became more and more engaged in the daily life 

experiences of children, Minivah also became a central source of information e. g. on parenting and the so-

cialisation of children, and on experiences with teachers and the local school. Later on in the fieldwork, 

Minivah would interview some of her friends on their relationships to their children, and she would frequent-

ly join my discussions with Khama, following the evolvement of the study and suggesting new issues for us 

to pursue. Finally, I would conduct many hours of both formal and informal interview sessions with Kha-

ma’s 83-year old father Ben, who as a former headman possessed an immense knowledge about the 

community, its history and its members. Through Khama’s translation, Ben would explain me about the 

forced resettlement of the community in the early 20th century, following the arrival of white industrial farm-

ers49. We would discuss the political system of headmanship, as well as the traditions and challenges of 

maize farming, of cattle herding, of establishing an honourable home, and of ensuring both the formal and 

informal education of one’s children. All in all, Khama and his family members gained strong significance to 

both the planning and conduct of fieldwork, and this study has come to reflect, perhaps more than anything, 

everyday life unfolding in a closely knitted, intergenerational household in a rural Zambian community.  

 

As the study evolved, I would compose a continuous list of provisional research questions which I discussed 

with Khama and his family members, serving as a guiding parameter for our collection of data. Below is an 

example of this list as it appeared at an early stage of fieldwork: 

  

                                                 
48 In Expectations of Modernity (Ferguson, 1999), anthropologist James Ferguson describes the experience of similar ambiguities by 
mine workers in the Zambian Copperbelt, following the massive socioeconomic decline in the late 1980s.  
49 For elaborate accounts, see (Colson, 1970; Lancaster, et al., 2007; Morgan & Colson, 1987). 
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Guiding research questions September 2008 
 
Note down possible places of recording of each of these settings/examples. Discuss recordings already made 
 
Children  
• How do families talk to 6-7 year old children?  
• How do young children find out about the way of the world? Who tells them about family, about the land, the animals, the 

church, and later about the world ‘outside’? Give examples. 
• How are other kinds of knowledge and insight given to the children? E. g. work practices and social decora 
• How do children find out about what is right and wrong? Who gives them orders or instructions (boys/girls)? Does this differ 

according to the situation? 
• What sort of stories are told to the children – and by whom? E. g. Bible stories, traditional stories, stories about the family, tribe 

or clan etc. 
• At what ages are children expected to ‘know the rules’? Describe the age levels and rules connected to these ages.  
• Who would you say has the main responsibility for bringing up the children? How is this upbringing being evaluated by other 

relatives or neighbours? 
• What is the role of older siblings? How will they talk to their younger siblings? Describe different scenarios. 
• What are the parents expected to teach their children? How will the parents talk to their children? (mother/father, daugh-

ters/sons). If a child has more than one mother or father living in the same home, what is the role of the different mothers or 
fathers? Has the relationship between parents and children changed from earlier on? 

• What is the role of grandparents? Will parents and grandparents sometimes talk about the children’s upbringing?  
• What is the role of other relatives? Also in relation to evt. payment of school fees etc. 
 
Literacy and school 
• Who will usually talk to the children about school? How is school talked about? In relation to the child’s future education and 

the family’s ability or lack of ability to pay for this education, what role does this play for the socialisation? 
• Do the children meet reading and writing outside of or before going to school? What kinds of situations will this be? Is reading 

and writing talked about with the children? 
• In which situations do people in the villages need reading and writing? What kinds of text – books, papers, letters, manuals – do 

they typically meet in their everyday lives? E. g. revenue collecting or other ‘local jobs’? 
• How do people who are unable to read or write get by? And how do other village people look at such people? 
• How are for example messages from the school, clinic, church, and other authorities received and read by families? Are these 

shared with other relatives or neighbours? 
• How do they look at educated and highly educated people? How do they talk about them? 
 

 

Table 1. Example of early research questions discussed with Khama, Minivah and Ben Hang’ombe.  
 

 

Although I kept changing and adding new questions, as I became more familiar with the daily routines of 

different family and community members, the list above comprises my basic orientations during fieldwork in 

Hang’ombe. These questions would reappear in different shapes during my interviews with parents, teachers 

and children, and in my ongoing selection of different actors and places to record. During the first three-four 

months of my stay, I conducted a number of interviews with mothers, fathers, grandparents and other adults 

on the values and orientations permeating their targeted socialisation of school-aged children. In spite of 

socioeconomic and educational differences, most adults agreed on the fundamental values and orientations 

underlying the moral socialisation, as well as other kinds of socialisation, of school-aged children. I elaborate 

on these values and orientations in chapter four where I discuss issues of moral negotiation and socialisation 

in detail. In the section below, I discuss some of the main ethical and methodological considerations associ-

ated with the conduct of social and linguistic research among children.  
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Approaching children’s perspectives 

In the past decades, anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists and other scholars conducting social research 

of and among children have lead heated debates, touching on issues of authenticity, representation and 

‘voice’50. These debates have approached both theoretical, methodological and ethical aspects entailed in the 

enterprise of investigating children’s lives and practices, reverberating earlier debates on the anthropological 

representation of marginalised or underprivileged groups (e. g. Clifford & Marcus, 1986). As an example of 

this, anthropologist Erika Friedl, a long-time researcher of children in Iran, has called out the lack of establi-

shed methodologies for ethnographic research of children, addressing the distinctive imbalance of power 

inherent in the relationship between researcher and child: 

 
”Unable to count on children to speak for themselves as adults do, social scientists have to find ways to access 

and to represent children... What does “participant observation” mean when one studies a playgroup? How can an 

adult ever participate in children’s activities without assuming the role of a quiet observer, a controlling adult, a 

nuisance? Regarding ethical considerations, we are just as lost. What does “informed consent” mean to a ten-year 

old?... How can one explain a research design to a group of young children without dumbing it down? None of 

the self-reflexive ways of checking conclusions work well when we try to apply them to children. In every in-

stance we are referred back to adults. The status gap between adults and children never seems larger than in 

ethnographic research”.  

(Friedl, 2004: 655) 

 

These concerns also apply to the present study, considering the steep generational hierarchy prevailing across 

Hang’ombe and the fact that I, as a Western woman and visitor, and Khama, as an adult, highly educated 

man from a well-respected local family, were both ascribed with such high levels of status that it would have 

been difficult for children – as well as their parents, teachers and other adults – to refuse to participate in our 

study, even if we continued to ask for their consent. Although I would try to tone down my appearance, e. g. 

by wearing casual clothes, by joking insistently with both adults and children, and by eating, sleeping, and 

helping out (almost) on the same terms as other women in the household, I remained utterly foreign to the 

majority of the people I was living and working among, adults and children alike. When we visited neigh-

bouring households, people would insist on serving me tea and biscuits and giving me their best chair, and 

when I sometimes suggested that I assist children in their work chores or sit and eat with them on the floor, it 

was usually politely, but firmly denied51. Although many of the children I spent time with seemed to gradu-

ally ‘adopt’ me as a kind of auntie or extended relative, sitting close to me, laughing with me and flicking 

through my books and pictures with great interest, I found it difficult to deduce anything but shy, monosyl-

labical utterances from them as response to my questions about their doings, interests and concerns, even 

when assisted by their mothers or older siblings. This shyness seemed to reflect both a lack of familiarity 

with me, as a White, predominantly English-speaking visitor, and the fact that questions addressed to chil-

dren by other adults, whether parents, relatives, or teachers, generally served a regulatory purpose, rather 

                                                 
50 (E. g. Bluebond-Langner & Korbin, 2007; James, 2007; James & Prout, 1997; Montgomery, 2008) 
51 See (Meinert, 2009: 38-39) for similar observations among children and families in Eastern Uganda.  
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than an inquisitive one – and that adults would rarely expect or encourage children below the age of 10-12 to 

make elaborate, unregulated utterances to adults52. Most of my formal and informal interviews, whether on 

children’s acquisition and performance of chores, on concepts of schooling, or on values and orientations 

permeating parents’ targeted socialisation of their children, were thus conducted with adults – parents, elders, 

teachers, and, occasionally, a number of confident youngsters – rather than with the actors at the centre of 

my study, young school-aged children. On my suggestion, Khama conducted interviews with fifteen differ-

ent children between the ages of 8-12, who all gave him hesitant replies about their experiences of school 

and on their dreams of the future. I also asked a whole 8th grade class at Bwasanu Basic to write about their 

‘dreams of the future’ as part of their English class, eliciting interesting (but brief) perspectives e. g. on the 

relationship between schooling and material wealth. Apart from teaching me about the fear and authority 

surrounding children’s general relationship to adults, however, none of these initiatives brought me the kind 

of insight into ‘children’s worlds’ which I was increasingly eager to gain. Paradoxically, I felt that the status 

ascribed to me as a visitor, Westerner, educated person, and adult – a status that on the physical level al-

lowed me access to practically all domains and members of the community – to a large extent prevented me 

from exploring the social, moral and linguistic lifeworlds of children, at least through traditional ethnogra-

phic methods like interviews and participant observations53.  

 

This experience changed as Khama and I began recording interactions occurring among different school-

aged boys and girls, e. g. while they were cooking, herding cattle, playing games or helping out their fathers 

or mothers in the field – particularly when we abstained from observing and allowed children to carry the 

recorder around themselves. Although we continued to ask for the children’s consent before turning on or 

handing over the recorder and they were thus aware of its presence, I perceive these recorded interactions as 

representations of how children might interact and position themselves towards their social and physical 

surroundings in their everyday lives. Obviously, the children’s reactions to me and my questions during in-

terviews were just as ‘authentic’, revealing important decora and practices prevailing among children and 

adults in Hang’ombe, which I have included in my analyses of the children’s lifeworlds and ongoing trajec-

tories of socialisation. The issue at stake here is thus not so much one of authenticity, but rather the fact that 

the employment of different methodological means – in this case, interviews and the recording of ‘everyday 

speech’ – may and mostly will generate different kinds of data, perhaps especially in ethnographic work 

among children.  

 

Collecting and processing data in the field 

Apart from the students appearing in the early classroom recordings, the first children to become involved in 

the study were Minivah’s five children living within the same homestead as me and Khama, namely 11-year 

old Talala, 9-year old Mududu, 7-year old Lushomo, their 3-year old brother Habeenzu and their sister 

                                                 
52 For similar observations elsewhere in rural Africa, see e. g. (Moore, 1999; Nsamenang & Lamb, 2003; Serpell, 1993). 
53 See related reflections on ethnographic research of and among children (Christensen & James, 2008; Corsaro, 2011; James & 
Prout, 1997; Mayall, 2002; Morrow & Richards, 1996; Prout & James, 1997; Pufall & Unsworth, 2004). 
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Lweendo, who at the time of my first arrival in Hang’ombe was two months old. Trying to capture the daily 

trajectories of all the children, Khama and I would ask the older girls permission to record e. g. while they 

were cooking, washing dishes or relaxing outside the kitchen in the afternoon, just as we would walk along 

with Lushomo and Habeenzu when they ran off playing in the nearby fields, recording and observing their 

interactions. Initially, the children seemed puzzled by this interest in their daily activities, perhaps especially 

by a visiting muzungu (White person) like me, and they would frequently comment about it in their interac-

tions, discussing how I might listen to their voices and utterances later on. Sometimes they would include the 

recorder as a fictitious person in their play, most likely caused by the similarity between the black, frizzy 

windbreaker placed on top of the recorder and the hairstyle of a young African child. One example of this is 

the interaction between Talala and Habeenzu below, recorded one evening in the main house while Talala 

was ironing the school uniform of Lushomo, who was playing with Habeenzu nearby. Khama had left the 

recorder sitting on a chair right next to the ironing board, and no adults were present during the children’s 

interaction: 
 

1. Talala [to Habeenzu]:   Kuti upye, ndakuuma, nsekokuleka.  
If you get burnt, I will beat you, I won’t spare you. 

 
2. Habeenzu [pointing to recorder]:      Ino oyu? 

What about this one?  
 

3. Talala:                                                Ni? 
Who? 
 

4. Habeenzu:   Oyu uukkede waawa. 
This one [the recorder] sitting here. 

 
5. Talala [jokingly]:   Watyani? 

What has he done? 
 

6. Habeenzu:                                         Kuti apye, umuume. 
If he gets burnt, you should beat him. 

 
7. Talala [laughing]:   Iiyi, ndamuuma. 

Yes, I will beat him.  
 

8. Habeenzu [to recorder, jokingly]:  Ulapya, kozwa awa.  
You will get burnt, move away from there. 

 

As appears here, the presence of the lit recorder would not necessarily make the children fall silent or leave 

the room, even though that did indeed happen on some occasions, especially during early stages in the field-

work when the children were still unfamiliar with me. Instead, the recorder itself might become a focus of 

interaction like above, evoking interesting perspectives on the regulation and socialisation of young children 

as discussed among the children themselves. This also goes for the interaction below between Lubaya and 

her three visiting cousins, 6-year old Shimbi, 10-year old Miyoba and 7-year old Namwiinga, recorded by 

the girls themselves one afternoon while they were pealing maize outside the kitchen building: 
 

1. Lubaya:                    Olo kalakugambya, kabweza majwi eenu.   
Even if it surprises you, it [the recorder] will pick your voices. 
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2. Shimbi:                        Inzi?   
What? 
 

3. Lubaya:                    Nka lekkoda. Olo waamba kuti, ‘Ma!’, kala lekkoda.  
It is a recorder. Even when you say, ‘Ma!’, it will record you.  
 

4. Miyoba [to Shimbi]:   Waamba kuti kalekkoda...?  
She [Lubaya] said it [the recorder] has recorded…? 
 

5. Namwiinga:   Kufwumbwa ncooamba, kala lekkoda, olo watukana, kalalekkoda. 
Whatever you say, it records, even you make an insult, it will record. 

 

Here we see how the girls’ concern with prevailing decora around speech becomes apparent in their discus-

sion of the recorder and its ability to ’pick their voices’ (kabweza majwi eenu), including their use of insults 

(tukana), an issue I elaborate on in further chapters. As appears, the children might moderate their speech 

when exposed to the recorder, perceiving it as a kind of ’spy’ or surrogate adult. However, in line with the 

discussions on the children’s reactions to me and my questions above, I choose to see such reactions as an 

integrated part of the children’s social and linguistic repertoire, rather than as a methodological and analyti-

cal limitation. Especially during early stages, my enterprise of observing and recording the children in all 

sorts of places was the source of great amusement among both children and adults, an amusement which we 

would extend during sessions of collective listening to the day’s recordings around the computer at night. 

However, after a few weeks the children seemed to familiarise themselves and gradually lose interest in us as 

we followed them around and recorded them, chatting while walking home from school, taking instructions 

from their mother in the garden, or telling stories and jokes around the kitchen fire at night. Other actors 

would appear in these interactions, like mothers, grandparents, uncles, friends, and the children’s cousins 

living nearby, and the scope of our recordings gradually evolved, continuously led by the daily trajectories of 

Minivah’s five children, rather than by a preset plan. If one or more of the children were sitting quietly by 

the fire at night while the adult family members were chatting about their experiences or concerns, I would 

ask permission to light the recorder. On Saturday mornings we would follow the children to Sabbath School 

and record their interactions with peers and church elders, and if one of them had to make an errand to the 

township or a neighbouring homestead, one of us would go along with the recorder, trying to capture what-

ever interaction he or she would engage in on the way. Like the children, adult members would be puzzled 

by our enterprise at first, turning shy or inquiring about what we were doing – but as people came to know 

me they generally began to relax, especially after realising my central interest in their children’s schooling.  

 

After having followed Khama’s nephews and nieces around for about a month, we began involving some of 

the neighbouring families as well, interested in seeing if the practices and trajectories of other children in the 

community concurred with the ones we had observed. The selection of these families – four in all, compris-

ing nineteen boys and girls who all attended one of the early grades at Bwasanu Basic, and a large number of 

both younger and older peers – was made loosely on the basis of their socioeconomic status and the average 

number of years of school attendance among family members. I wanted a versatile selection of families from 

the community, knowing that Khama’s family, with their wealthy supply of cattle and land, their faith in 
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formal education and their relatively ’liberal’ stance towards the socialisation of boys and girls, did not nec-

essarily represent the majority of members. The four extended families who agreed to participate in the study 

had all stayed in the Hang’ombe area for several decades and consisted of three or more generations, with 

children, youngsters, parents, grandparents, and extended family members living in the same homestead. 

Like most people in Hang’ombe, these families sustained themselves through farming and cattle herding, 

entailing similar patterns in the division of chores and activities. All of them frequented the same congrega-

tion of the Seventh Day Adventist church, and so they were familiar with both me, Khama and his family, 

providing us with easy access to their homes. Just as we had done with the children living in our own home-

stead, we would take shifts following the children in these different homesteads around, observing their play 

and their performance of altering chores in kitchens, court yards, fields and gardens, recording their interac-

tions with both each other and their parents, uncles, aunts, grandparents, friends, visitors, and their younger 

and older peers. As it was found dangerous for women to walk around between homesteads at night, we 

would often leave the recorder with a parent or grandparent, asking him or her to record the family’s interac-

tions around the fire at night. These family conversations revealed interesting perspectives to me e. g. on the 

’goodness of schooling’ (bubotu bwa cicikolo), as well as on the alleged actions of other community mem-

bers whose (mis)demeanours were often debated with great enthusiasm. Along with recordings of children’s 

play, these conversations spurred my curiosity towards moral discourses and the ways they were exposed to 

and adopted by school-aged Hang’ombe children.  

 

During the subsequent months Khama and I gradually accumulated a corpus of about 200 ’speech record-

ings’ of 1-2 hours each, varying broadly in terms of actors, activities, domains and the kind of speech and 

information exchanged, but always involving the presence of one or more children attending early school 

grades. Along with the collection of these recordings, we would continue to frequent the school in Bwasanu, 

and sometimes we would travel to more remote schools in neighbouring villages, where I would interview 

teachers about teaching and schooling, as well as about the social and linguistic backgrounds of the children 

in their class. Moreover, we would make recurrent visits to many of the other families living in the village, 

talking with parents, elders and children about different aspects of daily community life. Finally, inspired by 

a recent publication on so-called grassroots literacy (Blommaert, 2008), I collected a larger number of texts 

produced by different community members, like letters, wills, sermons and balance sheets, reflecting the 

most common types of written texts appearing in local households. Altogether, this provided me with a very 

extensive material on the daily lives and experiences of school-aged children across different activities, are-

nas and domains, suggesting many different paths of analysis and triangulation. Every other afternoon, 

Khama and I would sit at the large table in the cikuta or visitors’ hut at the centre of our homestead, going 

through recordings on the computer and discussing our observations so far. Even though my proficiency in 

chiTonga was insufficient for me to make detailed linguistic analysis of our speech recordings, I generally 

had an idea about what actors were talking about, and so I would ask Khama to transcribe and translate into 

English the parts of the recordings where certain themes or linguistic practices would appear. I would often 

leave Khama to do these transcriptions on his own, giving me time to go through fieldnotes or make observa-
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tions and interviews on my own. As appears from the example of my directions to Khama below, we en-

countered and investigated a broad number of themes and practices in these recordings, displaying many 

different aspects of the lives of children and their family members: 

 

 
Transcriptions / translations October 2008 

 
Recording:    Focus: 
 
270908 Mududu and Ines singing outside  – songs, jokes, comments, topics discussed  
270908 Flora and Talala telling stories at night  – transcribe all stories, including comments  
280908 Claude writing letter for his father Ben   – discussing writing, family conflict, father-son 
290908 Geoff and Milo in the garden with parents – informal/’silent’ learning, atmosphere, planning 
300908 Child Theatre, New Apostolic Church  – ‘moral’ learning, church views on local life 
300908 Monde family at night – family night talk, stories, jokes, relationships  
011008 Tolokesi children playing and chatting outside – jokes, fights, ‘moral talk’, topics discussed 
011008 Minivah, Prudence, Patricia, Maegrin etc – married/unmarried women talking among children,  
021008 Kambulu family at night – children, ‘family dynamics’, topics discussed, jokes 
041008 Levias and son Kelvin ploughing – directives, silent learning, intimacy, father-son 
051008 Buulu, Milo and Wedon herding cattle – ‘boys talk’, distributing chores, topics discussed 
081208 Lushomo and Lweendo + later Sara  – child talk to babies, grandmother orders 
081208 Visitors from Lusaka, Livingstone etc  – socioeconomic differences, power and speech       
    between distant relatives 
 
 
Table 2. Example of my directions for Khama’s initial transcriptions and translations of speech recordings. 

 

Similar to the classroom recordings, we would apply different categories to the analyses of these interactions, 

like the speech acts and topical themes appearing in different parts, or by identifying the social arena and/or 

domain constituting the contextual frame. As part of this work we would discuss different sociolinguistic 

aspects of the interactions, like the occurrence of ’preacher-language’ or ’school-language’, or of how chil-

dren would mock and imitate their parents and other authorities in different ways during their interactions 

with peers. Like earlier described, I gradually noticed how the children and the people around them would 

continuously evoke and negotiate different moral decora, e. g. around education, religion, and the linguistic, 

social, physical and/or sexual behaviour of themselves and others – decora which did not always seem to 

concur with the tangible behaviours and practices I observed among youngsters and adults in Hang’ombe 

and the nearby township, Bwasanu. Interested in exploring such seeming discrepancies, I began interviewing 

parents, grandparents, church elders and teachers about the moral socialisation of children, as well as about 

wider sociomoral concerns, decora and ideologies prevailing in different parts of the community. These in-

terviews supplied me with important understandings of the moral exchanges and negotiations I observed in 

the speech recordings among parents and children alike, observations which Khama and I would continuous-

ly discuss and elaborate. Khama’s joint roles as interpreter, ’cultural broker’ and sociolinguistic researcher 

were thus crucial to the processing and early analysis of data, providing me with important social, linguistic, 

and historical information. I elaborate on the methodological considerations associated with this ongoing 

linguistic and ’cultural translation’ in the section below.  
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Translating the field 
Altogether, the structural design of the present study allowed me about nine months of fieldwork between 

2008 and 2010 to immerse myself in the lives and practices of the people in Hang’ombe Village, including 

the predominant language of chiTonga. Having originally planned to base my fieldwork in Zambia’s Eastern 

Province, I had spent some months prior to arriving in Zambia acquiring a basic proficiency in chiNyanja, 

the lingua franca prevailing both in Eastern Province and in Lusaka. Both being Bantu languages, chiNyanja 

has certain lexical, phonetic and grammatical similarities to chiTonga54, but still I found it difficult to com-

municate with people in Hang’ombe, especially children, elders and the considerable part of my 

contemporaries who spoke very little or no English at all. During the first few months, Khama and Minivah 

would take shifts giving me daily language lessons, which, together with our continuous processing of class-

room and interview recordings, gradually gave me a basic proficiency in colloquial chiTonga55. But although 

I could increasingly pick up the topics and recurrent phrases appearing in our recordings, I relied heavily on 

Khama’s selected transcriptions and translations in order to conduct close linguistic analyses. One of this 

study’s most central methodological discussions thus concerns issues of translation – a concern figuring in 

all research claiming to present particular groups or individuals, but which becomes particularly urgent in 

studies based largely on the collection and close analysis of linguistic data56. More than other scientists, an-

thropologists have sought to familiarise themselves with the social, linguistic and other customs prevailing in 

their fields of study, first of all by conducting longitudinal field studies, living among and seeking to im-

merse themselves in the lives and concerns of their main informants. This goes perhaps particularly for 

linguistic anthropologists, who have often spent many months and sometimes years acquiring the language 

or languages prevailing among the people they study, providing them with a more qualified basis for the 

conduct and analysis of linguistic fieldwork57. Mastering the language(s) of one’s informants has been seen 

as a prerequisite for “learn[ing] the culture and the social system which are conceptualized in the language” 

(Evans-Pritchard, 1951: 79), for “symboliz[ing] a commitment, a respect and appreciation for the cultural 

heritage of the people they study” (Duranti, 1997: 111) and for basically understanding “what is going on” in 

the field (ibid: 110). Underlying these arguments is the belief that the employment of local interpreters or 

other means of translation will not bring the ethnographer the same kind of intimacy or familiarity with the 

field as acquiring the local language(s) herself. However, although still prevalent in social and linguistic 

anthropology, these arguments have been challenged in recent years, as social and political developments 

across the world have prompted anthropologists and other social scientists to work across social, physical 

and, sometimes, geographical contexts58. The increasing use of multi-sited ethnography (Marcus, 1995) may 

entail working in multilingual settings and/or across different speech communities, making it difficult for the 

ethnographer to obtain the level of linguistic proficiency traditionally prescribed in anthropology. These 

tendencies, and the fact that ethnographers’ linguistic (in)proficiency has remained a kind of taboo in con-
                                                 
54 For a thorough presentation of all the Zambian languages, see (Ohannessian & Kashoki, 1978). 
55 See (Moore, 2009) for comments on ethnographers’ acquisition of communicative competence in their fields of study through 
targeted work with linguistic data.  
56 For reflections on this, see (Duranti, 1997; Mufwene, 1993; Newman & Ratliff, 2001; Schieffelin, 1979). 
57 (E. g. Duranti, 1994; Hanks, 1990; Howard, 2003; Kulick, 1992; Moore, 2004; Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin, 1990).  
58 (Gupta & Ferguson, 1997; Hannerz, 2003; Marcus, 1995, 1998). 
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temporary anthropology, have brought a call for more transparency around issues of translation, including a 

debate about the building of communicative competence among ethnographers and the employment of local 

interpreters59. As part of this debate, anthropologist Axel Borchgrevink lists a number of potential ad-

vantages of involving one or more socially and linguistically skilled interpreters in the fieldwork, like 

building confidentiality among informants prior to and during the collection of data, accessing otherwise 

inaccessible sites and arenas, checking against exaggerations and false information presented by informants, 

recalling and discussing earlier fieldwork events, and participating as both language teacher and key inform-

ant to the ethnographer (Borchgrevink, 2003). All of these aspects obviously rely on the individual 

interpreter, including his or her social and linguistic skills and relationship to the people and field of study. A 

number of considerations must follow the use of interpreters in any ethnographic work, e. g. around position-

ing and the potential misinterpretation and distortion of data. However, as Borchgrevink continues, such 

issues may to a large extent be addressed through continuous dialogue and training of both researcher and 

interpreter (ibid: 104-5). Based on my own fieldwork experiences in Hang’ombe, I assent to the importance 

of the ethnographer familiarising herself as much as possible with the local social, linguistic and other practi-

ces of the people she studies, a process which perhaps becomes particularly urgent in cases like my own, 

where the ethnographer arrives with a relatively limited knowledge of the field and the people she is about to 

study. However, contrary to earlier ethnographers like Evans-Pritchard and Malinowski, I do not see a con-

flict between the ethnographer’s gradual familiarisation with local practices and concerns, and the 

collaboration with a locally known, highly skilled interpreter. On the contrary, my continuous collaboration 

with Khama throughout the planning, conduct, analysis and reproduction of fieldwork has benefitted im-

mensely to the overall study, providing me with increased access to and understanding of the particular 

individuals I have worked among, in particular their ways of communicating and positioning themselves 

through everyday talk. When going through recordings, Khama would direct my attention to silences and 

tones of voice, to personal and generational relationships between actors, and to the social and moral decora 

underlying their interactions, creating the basis for a level of social and cultural contextualisation which it 

would have been difficult for me to obtain merely through observation, interviews and analysis on my own, 

even with a greater linguistic proficiency and more time on my hands. I would cross-check many of Khama’s 

suggestions and comments, comparing with my own observations and going through recordings with Mini-

vah and a number of teachers and other community members – and, later on, with my colleagues at 

University of Zambia – just as I would test my own and Khama’s theories during interviews with parents and 

others. My recurrent discussions with Khama and a number of other, more provisionally employed local 

interpreters have thus served as a locus of continuous inquiry and reflection, resembling the reflexive ethnog-

raphy promoted by postmodernist anthropologists like Clifford and Marcus (1986) and to the ”ethnographer-

local partner interaction as the critical site of ethnographic knowledge production and an instance of global-

ization at work”, suggested by descendants of the British Manchester School (Glaeser, 2006: 79). At times it 

has been challenging to rely so heavily on the assistance of others, and there is no doubt that working in a 

community whose main means of communication I already possessed could have reduced a number of meth-

                                                 
59 (E. g. Borchgrevink, 2003; Moore, 2009; Tonkin, 1984). 
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odological and analytical obstacles. On the other hand, my close collaboration with Khama, both while in the 

field and in the subsequent months and years of writing and analysis, has provided me with a forum of con-

tinuous discussion and scrutiny of data, which has been invaluable to my ongoing revision and sharpening of 

analysis.   

 

Selecting and (re)presenting data in this work 
From a data sample of more than 200 hours of ‘speech recordings’ conducted in various physical and interac-

tional settings, only a limited amount have ended up as physical transcripts in this work, most depicting 

interactions of less than two minutes’ length. On top of these speech recordings, I have conducted many 

hours of observations, interviews and informal conversations with children, parents, teachers, grandparents, 

church elders and various NGO representatives, both in Hang’ombe and Bwasanu Township – and while 

these observations and conversations have served as an important empirical and, to some extent, also analyti-

cal foundation, only few of them are cited or described directly in this work. Such reduction or condensation 

of data is a necessary requirement for any kind of qualitative research, perhaps especially for anthropologists 

whose longitudinal periods of fieldwork tend to elicit extensive amounts of data – not to mention linguistic 

anthropologists whose work, like mine, is based primarily on close analyses of linguistic data. I will not enter 

a wider discussion on the ontological premises of qualitative research here, but instead sum up some of the 

considerations underlying the final selection of data appearing in this work. As my analyses gradually began 

centering more closely on children’s perspectives of the social practices and orientations permeating their 

daily lives – rather than more generally on issues of schooling and language practices, which were my initial 

focus points – my perception of the collected data also began to change. While going through my recordings, 

transcripts and fieldnotes repeatedly, trying to observe these as children might experience them, a line of 

topical and interactional patterns gradually appeared, some of which had only occurred to me somewhat dim-

ly while being in the field. One of the most prominent patterns, both among children and various adults, was 

a vehement concern with moral decora e. g. around age, gender, sex, religion, speech and dress. This con-

cern became an important lense for my selection and analysis of data, leading me to look for elements of 

‘moral discussion’ and ‘moral sanctioning’ across the data sample. Many interactions centred on different 

practical issues pertaining to the sustenance of households, and so I also started making systematic readings 

of data, looking for how such sustenance was discussed and negotiated between different members. Finally, I 

also looked for elements pertaining to schooling and education, maintaining my initial interest in the daily 

roles and practices of school. In terms of actors’ ways of speaking and positioning themselves towards each 

other in different settings, I found a clear significance in terms of actors’ age and generational relationships, 

with different types of interaction enabled to children respectively by their peers, parents, and grandparents, 

and so my selection of data became partially informed by the comparing of interactions within and across 

different generations and age groups. As expected, I also found systematic differences in actors’ ways of 

acting and expressing themselves in different domains, e. g. at home, at church and at school, which en-

hanced my interest in analysing the different kinds of exposure and socialisation that children might 

experience on their daily trajectories. Through an ongoing triangulation of recordings and transcriptions, 
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informed by my conversations with Khama, by my remaining observations and interviews, and, increasingly, 

by the theoretical framework outlined in the previous chapter, I gradually narrowed down a list of focal in-

terest points shaping the final form of this work. While writing the dissertation, I have attempted to illustrate 

these different interest points and findings as clearly as possible, sometimes choosing ‘typical’ examples – 

that is, interactions whose linguistic and topical ‘format’ could be said to recur many times across the data 

sample – and other times choosing relatively unusual examples, whose special character of approaching a 

particular topic may, in my view, illustrates a more widespread social and linguistic pattern in a particularly 

poignant way60. As such, I follow the approach of linguistic anthropologist Dell Hymes to see all social and 

linguistic interactions – including those depicted in this work – as unique ‘speech events’ (e. g. Hymes, 

1962), rather than as mere ‘revelations of structure’, as claimed by structuralist linguists like Saussure and 

Chomsky. However, in line with more recent language socialisation scholars, I have attempted to link such 

individual speech events to each other by following a limited group of children around, allowing me to com-

pare the different practices exposed to children in different arenas and domains. As noted by linguistic 

anthropologist Stanton Wortham,  
 

“… socialization involves a series of events, intertextually linked, across which an individual moves from novice 

to more established community member. Empirical studies of socialization must do more than identity recurrent 

types of speech events. We must also examine trajectories of socialization across which individuals move.”   

(Wortham, 2005: 97) 

 

Although I have sought to investigate the socialisation of a number of children within a relatively limited 

time span, rather than, as Wortham suggests, following the course of one or a few individuals across longer 

periods of time, his underlying concept of a trajectory of socialisation has informed my selection and analy-

sis of data. Especially Wortham’s notion of the individual crossing events and contexts in his or her gradual 

acquisition of knowledge and membership, and the consequently intertextual character of this acquisition, 

are relevant to the continuous movements in and out of different domains and decora, characterising chil-

dren’s lives in Hang’ombe. In a way my work falls in between the “classic language socialisation approach”, 

criticised by Wortham for its emphasis on ”recurrent communicative practices of novice and expert mem-

bers” (ibid.), and more recent approaches, exploring “the many ways in which features of discourse establish 

forms of connectivity across events of using discourse” (Agha, 2005: 1). In line with more traditional studies 

of children’s language socialisation, I maintain a focus on ‘recurrent events’ and ‘prevailing practices’ 

among a larger group of people, rather than following the unique trajectories of one or a few individuals – 

but contrary to most early language socialisation studies (e. g. Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986), I have documented 

a number of different domains frequented by children on their daily trajectories, allowing me to make a more 

nuanced description of ‘forms of connectivity across events’, as noted by Agha above, and, through that, of 

children’s socialisation processes, than if I had stayed within one single domain. Comparing my observations 

and recordings from the four different families in Hang’ombe, I have found certain differences, e. g. in terms 

                                                 
60 See (Evens, 2006: 50ff) for a relevant critique of the ‘apt illustrations’ usually appearing in anthropological texts.  
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of the social and linguistic leeway allowed to children by their parents, and the extent to which references to 

school and its practices occur. However, as these differences have appeared to be relatively minor, compared 

with the common features appearing across the families in terms of both the topical and interactional features 

listed above, I have chosen to speak more generally about ‘Hang’ombe families’ and ‘Hang’ombe children’ 

– knowing that such categories will always remain analytical constructs, rather than representing (any of) the 

current 300+ inhabitants of Hang’ombe Village.   

 

In terms of depicting the data I have ended up selecting for this work, I have chosen to follow general ortho-

graphic standards of both chiTonga and English, even when speakers’ express themselves in a dialect and/or 

sociolect that does not concur with standardised norms of speech. Pauses between and within sentences have 

been marked by [...], and the use of English or ‘English-like’ words within utterances dominated by chi-

Tonga have been marked with bold in order to enhance the reader’s notion of the social and linguistic 

significance commonly ascribed to English among speakers. To display the ‘mode’ in which utterances ap-

pear to be put, I have added minor comments to the expressive manners of individual speakers, like 

[jokingly], [sternly], [solemnly], [in low voice] etc, based on my interpretation of the overall interaction and 

of speakers’ varying roles and tones of voices within this interaction. I stress the term ‘interpretation’ here, as 

it is never possible to fully know speakers’ intentions with expressing themselves in particular ways in par-

ticular interactions and situations, and also as the potential meanings of words and sentences uttered in 

particular contexts are in principle endless, always subject to negotiation and interpretation (Bakhtin, 1984, 

1986). Most sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists employ detailed phonetic transcriptions of their 

data, depicting particular dialectic, sociolectic and other individually varying linguistic features. Apart from 

making a more personalised representation of speakers and their ways of expressing themselves, such tran-

scriptions have the advantage of allowing different scholars to study the same data, without needing access to 

the original recording. However, as noted by linguistic anthropologist Mary Bucholtz, any transcription 

method will reflect a bias in terms of how particular linguistic traits are depicted, whether or not such traits 

are represented as ‘deviant’ or in line with speech norms prevailing in the wider society around speakers 

(Bucholtz, 2000: 1461). My own choice of what Bucholtz calls a ‘naturalised transcription’ – that is, “one in 

which the process of transcription is made less visible through literacization, the privileging of written over 

oral features” (ibid.) – is based partially on pragmatic concerns, having little access to phonetic transcription 

systems of chiTonga, and partially on a wish to make the recorded data as accessible to the (non-linguist) 

reader as possible. A more phonetically exact transcription might have enhanced an even closer social and 

linguistic analysis of the recorded data, revealing more subtle nuances of intertextuality and personal expres-

sion. However, I have found the present format adequate for my interest in pursuing the various kinds of 

social and linguistic interaction surrounding and appearing among the children at the centre of this study.  
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Conclusion 

In various ways, this study has diverged from the thoughts and frameworks underlying its conception in the 

winter of 2007, moving from a concern with the national implementation of a mother-tongue based literacy 

programme, to an interest in the wider moral and linguistic socialisation of school-going children across 

arenas in one particular location. Many of my methodological choices have been based on relatively coinci-

dental meetings with inspiring people in Zambia, like Geoffrey Tambulukani, Khama and his family 

members, and all the children and families whose lives I got to follow closely during my time in Hang’ombe. 

On the way, my interpretation of these experiences has been equally shaped, both by people in the field, in 

Lusaka, and at my homely university in Copenhagen, and by the writings of Shirley Brice Heath and other 

language socialisation scholars, not to mention the long line of cross-disciplinary works influencing my later 

analyses. However, my initial interest in the basic education of children has remained intact throughout this 

process, including the ways in which such education might be expressed and negotiated through the interac-

tions of individual people. In the following chapters, I unfold the social and linguistic realms surrounding 

and informing the daily lives of children growing up in a rural community in contemporary Southern Africa, 

as it appeared to me. Pursuing the daily trajectories of a limited group of children through the domains of the 

household, the garden, the fields, the church, the township and the local school, I seek to approach the expe-

rience of these realms that children might have themselves, including all the complexities and ambiguities 

they may hold.  
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Chapter 3 
 
Know a dead man’s feet by his child. Generational prac-
tices among Hang’ombe families 
 
 
 

“All the people in Hang’ombe have that sense of belonging together, because they are in the same  

village. But it can also include a person from the next village. It is very difficult to draw a boundary,  

to say ‘This one is not part of us’. If you know someone, it’s as if they are also your family.”  

Levias, 58-year old father and grandfather of eleven children 
 

“As parents, we try to teach our children to be good people in society. If you are not a good  

person, if you don’t care about others or cooperate with people, nobody will like you. 

 And so even if you are in deep trouble, they will not come to help you.” 

Maegrin, 31-year old mother of three children 

 
 
Family and lineage 

Like in many parts of rural Africa, a child in Hang’ombe Village is born into a dense social network of im-

mediate and extended family members. The village community is predominated by 8-10 large intermarried 

families, and the boundary between ‘relative’ and ‘neighbour’ is subsequently vague. Practically everyone is 

related through kin or marriage, and although members do differ between families, for example when ad-

dressing norms of social behaviour or demarcations of land, the sense of physical, social and normative 

cohesion is high. This is obviously interdependent with the fact that the individual’s social security and com-

fort to a large extent continue to rely on the goodwill and support of relatives and neighbours, either in the 

tangible shape of food, money and fertiliser supplies, or through favours of child nursing, crop reaping, 

house building, and ploughing. Although basic premises around family and family sustenance like in many 

parts of the world are changing quite rapidly these years, members of Hang’ombe generally strive towards 

the preservation and unity of family bonds. Except when at school, children spend most of their waking 

hours in the company of family members, and children and adults alike are identified first and foremost by 

their local matrilineage (mukowa) and family name. However, the composition of homesteads tends to fluc-

tuate and change in the course of relatively short time: Grown daughters mostly move away from their 

parental home when marrying, perhaps leaving their children of previous engagements behind, and return for 

varying periods of time with more children if divorcing; ageing parents and grandparents might move to their 

sons’ homes when they become unable to sustain themselves, and young nieces, nephews and grandchildren 

may be adopted as ‘dependant’ household assistance or for lack of sufficient material or educational care in 

their previous homes. Fathers and grown children sometimes move hundreds of kilometres away for school-

ing or employment in more urban centres of the region, either permanently or for long periods of time; and a 

child may not see her biological siblings or parents, especially her father, for several months or years, as long 

distances and lack of means for transport remain solid obstacles for most rural families. These fluctuations 
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are perceived as a more or less inherent part of a household and generally take place without much visible 

emotional stir.  

 

People in Hang’ombe usually refer to family by the term mukwashi, covering one’s father, mother or moth-

ers, siblings and other relatives living in one’s homestead, along with one’s immediate matrilineal kin – 

mother’s parents, sisters and brothers, and their daughters and sons. In polygynous marriages, which are 

found in about 40% of Hang’ombe families, children address both their biological mother and her co-wife or 

-wives by the respectful bama (mother), although they tend to differ between their own and their classificato-

ry mothers in terms of intimacy and support. Like other Tongas, Hang’ombe members trace family primarily 

through their matrilineal descent, ascribing certain privileges and responsibilities to their maternal aunts, 

uncles, grandparents, cousins, nephews and nieces, which are not shared by their paternal counterparts (Col-

son, 1980). Children address their mother’s sisters and brothers as bama (mother) and batata (father), who, 

even if they might live far away and have little contact with the child on a daily basis, are expected to join 

the provision of children’s needs throughout their formative years, e. g. by paying school fees, bringing them 

clothes and gifts, and perhaps taking them into their homestead by the death of one or both their biological 

parents. Equivalently, children must support their maternal relatives as they grow up, and like in other as-

pects of family life, this responsibility is divided by gender, with girls assisting relatives in the garden, 

household and nursing their children, and boys helping out with the farming and, eventually, giving financial 

subsidies or taking care of relatives in their own home. For most members, the concept of family or muk-

washi thus includes a large number of people, covering both their maternal relatives living in neighbouring 

homesteads or further away, and the paternal relatives living in their physical home61. The fertility rate is 

high, and most homesteads hold between five and fifteen children below the age of twelve. As in other parts 

of Africa, children are perceived as a divine gift not only to parents but to the entire family and lineage, tak-

ing up “a special role in perpetuating the family and culture and providing care for elders” (Evans, 1994: 7). 

Although their life may seem more rugged, at least materially, than of those growing up among middle-class 

families in Lusaka or elsewhere, children in Hang’ombe are generally encompassed by the care and monitor-

ing of a large group of people from infancy to puberty and beyond. 

 

In daily life, a person’s homestead or munzi is the main venue of social interaction and concern, and in spite 

of its ongoing fluctuation, this group of people forms the most important frame of children’s early socialisa-

tion. A typical homestead consists of a number of clay houses, a kitchen house and perhaps a separate, open 

house for visitors and nightly gatherings (cikuta), all circled around a large court yard, usually with a large 

tree or bourgonvilla at the centre. Married women are mostly given a house of their own in their husband’s 

homestead, and until the age of five or six, children usually sleep together with their biological mother, after 

which they may move to a separate house designated for boys and girls respectively. While men and boys 

above the age of fifteen generally eat in the cikuta, most children eat with their mother and female relatives 

                                                 
61 See (Cliggett, 2001, 2003, 2005) for descriptions of residential patterns and intergenerational relationships among the Gwembe 
Tonga, who in many respects resemble the Plateau Tonga like the ones in Hang’ombe. For discussions on matrilineality and its adap-
tions in other Tonga communities, see (Colson, 1980; Holy, 2006; Price & Thomas, 1999). 
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in the kitchen house. Young children are given a large leeway to move around within and in the near proxim-

ity of the homestead as they please, playing by themselves, observing the work chores of their older siblings, 

eavesdropping on the conversations of older members, and escorting their parents and other relatives into the 

gardens and fields. Privacy is a scarce resource in most homes, and although they may be expected to remain 

quiet during the gathering of certain actors or the performance of certain chores, children generally have 

access to all arenas and events of the homestead, including the exchange of sensitive topics and information 

between adults. This requires discretion from children and an ability to distinguish between varying relation-

ships and social decora from an early age. Much of children’s early socialisation thus revolves around issues 

of respect and social responsibility: learning how to conduct oneself in particular social settings, recognising 

the unspoken needs and expectations of others, and knowing when and in which way to enter the interactions 

of others, and when to remain quiet. Like in other parts of rural Africa, people in Hang’ombe generally con-

ceptualise a child’s maturity level in terms of “distinctive patterns of social participation”, rather than their 

age or biological indices (Nsamenang, 1992: 143). As these patterns of social participation gradually expand, 

children move from the recognised status of bana (‘child’) to mukubusyi (‘a person growing up’), and finally 

to muntu uukkwene (‘normal’ or ‘proper person’) – a status concurring with the theoretical concept of the 

educated person, according to which a person is widely perceived as knowledgeable and worthy of respect 

from the surrounding community (Levinson, et al., 1996). Children’s ability to get along and thrive among 

their immediate and wider social relations is seen as decisive, not only to the survival and well-being of the 

individual child, but to the welfare of his or her extended family. Unless rebuking them, however, adults will 

rarely sit down and explain children about prevailing practices and decora, and much of children’s socialisa-

tion occurs through quiet observation and participation in the daily activities of their family members. Motty, 

a 41-year old father of four young children, explained this socialisation practice to me one day while he and I 

were sitting in the cikuta of his homestead, talking about children and family life:  
 

“We never sit down [and talk to children] the way we are sitting down right now. What we do is different kinds 

of work, and then children observe what is being done. It is mostly observation. But through our way of life, 

children will know how to respect elders, how to cook, how to conduct themselves when there are people, visi-

tors and the like – the Tonga way of life. If the children make mistakes or behave wrongly, we tell them that ‘this 

thing is wrong, you should never do this. The right thing is this and this’. So if they abide by that, they are per-

fect. That is the way of observation. Mostly, children will just observe. They will know that ‘this is appropriate 

and that is not appropriate’”. 

 

This approach to children’s socialisation and learning prevails in families across Hang’ombe, irrespective of 

their orientations towards formal education. A child’s potential for developing into a proper or ‘normal per-

son’ (muntu uukweene) is seen as interdependent with his or her ability to perceive the implicit social and 

moral decora expressed in the actions of older family members, and to integrate these decora into his or her 

own conduct. As indicated in Motty’s quote above, basic decora revolve around concepts of respect 

(bulemu), particularly towards elders and visitors. A child failing to display respect towards visiting adults, e. 

g. by insulting or gossiping about other members, is likely to be judged by the community, and this judge-
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ment will usually fall on the child’s family, especially his or her parents. Strong notions of speech thus pre-

vail in terms of how to speak to whom about certain matters, and codices around children’s speech may 

change according to the situation, like if a parent or visitor appears in the middle of children’s play, or if the 

topic of adults’ conversation changes from an ordinary event into something more delicate. If for example an 

aunt or visiting woman has joined the maize peeling and starts talking about family problems, children will 

be expected to remain silent as discreet bystanders. If, on the other hand, this woman tells how she saw a 

snake on her way, a child may ask her about the size and character of the snake, or where exactly she saw it. 

Because of the general lack of spaces for different family members to converse privately, the conditions for 

interaction between children and adults thus vary in accordance with the current social and topical make-up 

of situations, and children are expected to recognise and decode these variations largely on their own. This 

also displays the significance of empathy and social responsibility both within and across families in the 

community, where the demands of others are often placed above one’s individual needs – particularly for 

children and younger adults, who are placed at the bottom of the age-related hierarchy prevailing across 

homesteads. Each person obviously has interests and schemes of his or her own: gaining better living condi-

tions and financial security for oneself and one’s children, ensuring a high status among fellow members e. 

g. through dress, prosperity and competence of English, and obtaining personal influence and power through 

formal education and the holding of prestigious positions in churches, unions and the headmanship, etc. But 

people in Hang’ombe are constantly reminded of the judgements, needs, and expectations of their neighbours 

and relatives, and they have few ways of hiding inconvenient information from the pry and denouncement of 

others. Children must thus learn to navigate within an omniscient network of both supportive and surveilling 

social relations, trying to maintain both their personal needs and the demands of the wider community. In 

line with the generational hierarchy characterising most families, children are born into a spectrum of social 

relationships marked by varying social and linguistic decora. I elaborate on children’s different intergenera-

tional relationships in the sections below. 

 

Learning in shared endeavours 

The ownership and overall responsibility of a child is usually ascribed to its biological parents, reflected in 

the honourable custom of naming a mother and father after their first-born child, like bina Talala (’mother of 

Talala’) and bausyi Lweendo (’father of Lweendo’). In the case of a particularly mischievous or untidy child, 

the community judgement mostly falls on the parents, apparent in popular proverbs like ‘A disobedient child 

insults the mother’ (Mwana uutanvwi utukanya nyina) and ‘Know a dead man’s feet by his child’ (Matende 

aamufwu azyibilwa kumwana)62. Most parents thus maintain a relatively strict authority in their interactions 

with sons and daughters. Younger mothers, especially those with relatively high levels of schooling, general-

ly appear less rigorous in their approach to children than women in their 30s and 40s, but most parents 

emphasise the importance of displaying authority and discipline towards children, especially after the age of 

four or five when they move from the status of bana (‘child’) to mukubusyi (‘a person growing up’). As chil-
                                                 
62 As a local teacher told me, the ’dead man’s feet’ here serve as a metaphor for the social and physical remains or ’footprints’ of a 
deceased member, including his or her children. If well-behaved, these children will prove the high moral standard and responsibility 
of the deceased, whereas an ill-behaved child will be seen as proving the opposite.  
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dren gradually start contributing to the sustenance of the household, parents’ responsibilities are divided by 

gender, with mothers monitoring the work chores of girls, collecting firework, sweeping the court yard, 

fetching water, nursing their younger siblings, and assisting their mothers and other women in the cooking 

and garden work – and with fathers, and occasionally grandfathers, taking boys into the fields, observing 

their herding of goats and cattle and teaching them to lead the oxen in front of the plough. Girls must acquire 

all the basic qualities of a well-respected mother and wife in the community, which – apart from the practices 

of maintaining the homestead and the garden – centre around social and moral traits like diligence, virtuous-

ness, humility and obedience. More than anything, a young girl must avoid becoming known as ‘lazy’ 

(butolo) or ‘talkative’ (bunkanwe), that is, someone who refuses to work for others, and whose speech and 

overall behaviour is regarded as rude. Both younger and older parents told me how nobody would marry a 

talkative woman, because instead of working, she might go around to other families, ‘gossiping about every-

thing’. Similar decora apply to boys, although fathers are mostly concerned mainly with their sons’ 

acquisition of work-related chores like farming, house-building and taking care of the cattle. Whether or not 

they succeed in school or business, boys must become skilled farmers before they reach adulthood, weeding 

the maize plants and operating the plough by themselves. Many young men in the community acquire a piece 

of land around the age of fifteen, acknowledging their status of full-grown farmers and men, ready for the 

provision of their own family. Ideals of marriage, parenthood and self-sustenance through farming and cattle 

herding thus continue to permeate the socialisation of children in Hang’ombe. Even if most parents dream of 

their children attaining a life beyond the village, completing school and gaining well-paid office work in a 

town or city, many of them remain sceptical of the school’s ability to fulfil these dreams. As I elaborate in 

Chapter Five, such scepticism may relate to the fact that only few youngsters from the community have 

gained paid employment in the past decade, even the ones who have managed to complete secondary school, 

and some have even returned from teacher college to their parents’ homestead, unable to get a job and pro-

vide for themselves. As Leonard, a 45-year old father and grandfather told me, all children thus have to learn 

the ‘basic survival skills’ of the rural homestead: 

 
“We [parents] did not learn, we did not go to school. But we were taught by our parents how to look after ani-

mals, to rear chicken, how to plough. Every child must know the basic survival skills. Even if you fail to go to 

school, you must learn the survival skills at home; you must not fail at home. That’s why I survive, even if I 

didn’t go to school, because I learnt these skills. It is also very important that children go to school to learn. But 

when they come back home from school, they have to learn these household activities. You can find a person 

who has gone up to university, but when they come out of there, they don’t have employment. So they must have 

these basic survival skills from home, from the village. They must know how to farm, how to keep different an-

imals, so that they can survive”.  

 

In a time where children’s prospects of gaining paid employment are seen as sparse, parents thus place great 

emphasis on children’s acquisition of basic household-related chores and skills, like farming, maintaining the 

household, and on their adjustment to the needs and expectations of fellow members, acting as proper young 

women and men. Much of parents’ monitoring of children’s work performances takes place in silence, ex-
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cept for occasional comments or stern rebukes on the child’s performance, like ‘hold [on] like this’ (jata 

boobu), ‘do it carefully’ (cita kabotu-kabotu), ‘move faster!’ (kweendesya!) and ‘get going!’ (fwambaana!), 

perhaps accompanied by a hands-on demonstration. Children’s work performances are rarely praised explic-

itly, and I hardly ever observed a school-aged child seeking approval for his or her work. Instead, children’s 

confidence is built mainly through the physical closeness to adults and perhaps an acknowledging glance or 

intimate tone of voice while working next to them. One example of this is an exchange between 7-year old 

Clever and his father Shadrik that took place while the two of them were ploughing the family maize field 

together one January morning in 2009. While Shadrik was holding the harness and whip, Clever was walking 

beside him with an eye out for bent or broken crops. Making the oxen move steadily ahead and simultane-

ously keep the plough in line is a challenging job, demanding the driver’s full concentration. As assistant to 

his father’s driving, it was Clever’s job to control the oxen by shouting their names, Engine and London, and 

keep them from stepping on bent maize. This left little room for conversation between father and son, inter-

acting mainly through brief orders and immediate responses63: 
 

1. Shadrik [in stern voice]:   Caila.  
   Drive the oxen. 

 
2. Clever [to the oxen]:  Engine! 

   Engine! 
 
3. Shadrik [to the oxen]:   Tiye, London.  

   Let’s go, London. 
 
4. Clever:    London! 

   London! 
 
5. Shadrik [to the oxen]:   Atubeleke.  

   Let’s work.  
 
6. Clever:    Engine! 

   Engine! 
 
7. Shadrik:    London! 

   London! 
 
8. Clever [to the oxen]:   Fwolo line. 

   Stay in line.  
 

9. Shadrik [to Clever, sternly]:  Shaila. Koti, ‘Tiya!’  
        Keep [the oxen] going. Say ‘Let’s go!’ 

 
10. Clever:    Tiya!  

   Let’s go! 
 
11. Shadrik [to Clever]:  Lyakalyatwa ng’ombe 

   This maize plant was destroyed by the oxen. 
 
12. Clever:    Engine. 

   Engine.  
 

                                                 
63 Shadrik carried the recorder in his shirt pocket while driving the plough and whipping the oxen. Clever remained at his father’s 
side throughout the two-hour ploughing of this particular patch, which I observed from a path nearby. 
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13. Shadrik:    Fwolo, London... Katubeleka... [To Clever] Kocaila mani.   
   Move in line, London... Let’s work... [To Clever] You keep driving the  
   oxen. 

 
14. Clever [to the oxen]:   Tiya!  

   Lets go! 
 
15. Shadrik [to the oxen]:   Fwolo!  

   Walk in line! 
 
16. Clever [to the oxen]:   Fwolo, yebo!  

   Walk in line, you! 
 
17. Shadrik [to Clever]:   Liimikizye popwe elyo. Liimikizye aleelyo.  

   Make that maize plant stand straight. Make that one straight, too.  
 
18. Shadrik [to Clever, mildly]: Maama, kuli mabwe.  

   My dear, there are [many] rocks [in the ground]. 
 

As appears, a father might speak in stern and concise orders to his son, particularly during demanding work 

activities like ploughing and the driving of oxen like above (1, 9, 13). Apart from imitating his father’s calls 

(2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16), Clever remains quiet throughout the interaction, carefully following his father’s 

instructions of straightening the maize and driving the oxen. In the last utterance above, Shadrik assumes a 

milder tone of voice, telling Clever ‘Maama, there are [many] rocks’ (18). The term maama literally means 

‘mother’, but can be translated as ‘my dear’ or ‘friend’, a common way for a parent to express affection to-

wards a young daughter or son. Although they may appear brief, such exchanges of affection are central to 

the basic relationship between children and parents, as most criteria and acknowledgements for ‘good beha-

viour’ remain unspoken. Children also gain implicit recognition for their efforts through its significance to 

the sustenance of their families. Most Hang’ombe families rely heavily on the contributions of younger and 

older children in gardens, fields and households, and children’s involvement in the work chores of adults is 

aimed first and foremost at increased production levels, rather than at their personal acquisition of skills. 

However, as psychologist Barbara Rogoff and her colleagues have described, these two aims are often inte-

grated in societies where children take part in the shared endeavours of parents and older siblings from an 

early age – a practice referred to as ‘intent participation’:  
 

”In intent participation, assessment occurs integrally throughout shared endeavors to further learning – not just 

as an “outcome.” The goal is to help children to learn the important skills and ways of their communities. In en-

gaging in a shared endeavor, experienced people, as well as novices themselves, notice the state of understanding 

and the type of help the novices need. This assessment allows them to determine what to do to support novices’ 

involvement, whether this is in order to advance the novices’ learning or to advance the activity itself”.  

(Rogoff, et al., 2003: 196) 

 

In the work situation depicted above, the ‘shared endeavour’ of ploughing the maize field allows Shadrik to 

continuously assess and direct Clever’s performance, thereby advancing Clever’s learning and the quality of 

the ploughing at the same time. Parents may give few elaborate explanations to children, often speaking in 

brief directives and rebukes, as children are expected to build up practical and social competencies through 
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the continuous participation in the daily work practices of older members. A similar relationship prevails 

between mothers and daughters, whose daily chores comprise the household, the garden and, for the many 

families seeking to enhance their economy by selling maize and cabbages, the market place in Bwasanu 

Township. Like boys, girls are expected to remain attentive to the practices and directives of their mother, 

with much information remaining implicit. In the extract below, 33-year old Monicah is monitoring her 9-

year daughter Lidea’s preparations for cooking nsima by the kitchen fire, scolding her for pouring down 

water and directing her how to place the firewood. Present is also Lidea’s 3-year old brother Hapius and their 

baby sister Olia, shifting between the laps of Monicah and Lidea. As we enter the interaction, Lidea acci-

dentally pushes over a small pot of water, making it fall on the ground64: 
 

1. Monicah [to Lidea, annoyed]: Iih! Watila, watila meenda. Kabweze [kapika]. 
       Iih! You have poured, you have poured down the water. Pick it up [the  
  small pot]. 

 
2. Hapius [quietly, mimicking Monicah]: Atika meenda atika, atika meenda, atika meenda atika, atika meenda  

   atika...  
You have poured down the water, you have poured it down. You have  poured 
water down, you have poured water down, water down… 

 
3. Monicah [to Lidea]:   Gusya nkuni eyo amulilo, ilaunsya mpoto. [To Olia] Babyyy!….  

 Remove that firewood from the fire, it will make the pot fall.  
 [To Olia] Babyyy!… 
 

4. Hapius [mimicking Monicah]:  Babyyy... [To Monicah] Mwana unyonka tunwe.  
         Babyyy... [To Monicah] The baby is sucking fingers. 

 
5. Monicah [to Lidea]:   Eyo nkuni amwiibikke kabotu. 

 That firewood should be put properly.   
 
              [Monicah hands the baby to Lidea and adjusts the log under the pot] 

 
6. Monicah [to Lidea]:   Leta mwana kutegwa ubikke kabotu ncili [Lidea hands the baby to  

   Monicah]. Bikka kabotu ncili. 
Hand the baby [back to me] so you can put the grinder properly [Lidea  hands 
the baby to Monicah]. Put the grinder properly. 

 
7. Lidea [strict, to Hapius]:  Hapius, sowa lingo elyo!  

                Hapius, throw that mango away! 
 
[Hapius takes the mango and throws it outside the kitchen house] 
 

8. Hapius [outside]:  Ndalisowa lino  
           I have thrown it away now. 
 

[Monicah calls Hapius from inside the kitchen] 
 

9. Monicah [to Hapius]:  Koya ukalete knife kuli Shimbi! Hapius, koya ukalete knife kuli  
   Shimbi! 

         Go and get the knife from Shimbi! Hapius, go and bring the knife  
  from Shimbi! 

 
10. Monicah [to Lidea]:   Ubambe rice tujike.  

 Prepare the rice so that we can cook it. 

                                                 
64 The recorder had been left on a small stool by the kitchen wall. Khama and I were absent during the recording. 
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11. Hapius [outside]:  Tatujisi swebo?  

            Don’t we have one [a knife]? 
 

12. Monicah:   Ey?  
 What? 

 
13. Hapius:    Tatujisi swebo?  

 Don’t we have one? 
 

14. Monicah [annoyed]:   Baya bantu babweza yesu. Fwambaana!   
 Those people have taken ours. Get going! 

 

Like Clever, we see here how Lidea quietly follows her mother’s directives, without questioning or com-

menting on what she is told. Having joined her mother and older sister in the kitchen numerous times, Lidea 

is largely able to cook on her own, and Monicah’s comments to her serve mainly as refinements, teaching 

her to be diligent in all her actions, like preventing things from falling down (1) and placing the wood appro-

priately for the fire to gain volume (5). In contrast to his older sister, 3-year old Hapius is chattering away by 

himself (2, 4) and questioning his mother’s orders (11, 13), not yet fully encompassed by the decorum of 

remaining quiet and attentive in the company of parents. However, Hapius is largely ignored by both his 

mother and sister, except when ordering him to throw away a mango (7) and to bring a knife from the neigh-

bouring house (9, 14). Lidea here assumes the role of ‘assisting monitor’ of her younger brother (7), a role 

increasingly expected of her as she grows up. As I elaborate further on, much of children’s socialisation is 

provided through interactions with their younger and older siblings, allowing them to experiment with the 

norms and regulations applied to them by parents and other adults.  

 

Parents’ interactions with children are thus targeted primarily at their acquisition and diligent performance of 

household-related chores. Elaborate explanations are rarely exchanged, and apart from occasional moral 

lessons e. g. on the benefits of schooling or the risks of premarital sexual relationships, parents’ comments to 

children mostly address themes and relationships available to them in their daily lives – the family, the 

community, the township, the field and garden, the church, and, occasionally, the school. However, interac-

tions between parents and children do not consist of orders and silent obedience alone. As children grow 

older and begin contemplating certain aspects of their own and the lives of others in the community, parents 

might talk more elaborately with them, especially if they are not busy working or interacting with other 

adults. A mother might joke or comment on children’s conduct, familiarising them more directly with lin-

guistic and sociomoral decora. This is the case in the extract below, where 36-year old Esther is chatting with 

her three daughters, 8-year old Carol, 9-year old Lila and 11-year old Muyeeba. As members of the Seventh 

Day Adventist Church, the family does not celebrate Christmas themselves, but Carol and her two older sis-

ters have been allowed to dress up and join their Protestant friends in Bwasanu Township on Christmas day, 

eating biscuits and listening to music in the street. Unfamiliar with its religious connotations, Carol has un-

derstood ‘Christmas’ to be a physical location in the township, most likely from listening to the talk of her 
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cousins and older sisters. As the extract begins, Esther and her three daughters are standing in their court 

yard, the girls dressed up in their finest dresses and about to leave65: 
 

1. Esther [jokingly]:   Carol, ulaya ku Christmas? 
 Carol, are you going to Christmas? 

 
2. Carol:     Iiyi. 

 Yes. 
 

3. Esther:   Ino uyanda kuyooulanzi?  
 What are you going to buy? 

 
4. Carol:    Chico.  

 Chico [biscuits].  
 

5. Esther:    Naa uya ku Christmas naa uya ku Bwasanu?  
 Are you going to Christmas or Bwasanu? 

 
6. Carol:    Kufwumbwa bene Muyeeba nkobatiinke.  

 Wherever Muyeeba and the others will go. 
 

7. Lila [to Carol]:   Uccilila ndiswe? Ndiswe notulaanzi ino?  
 Are you following us? What do we have [that you want]? 

 
8. Esther [to Carol]:  Naabene Muyeeba bainka ku Christmas, ayebo ulaya ku Christmas?  

   Naabaya ku Bwasanu, ayebo ulaya ku Bwasanu? 
 If Muyeeba and the others are going to Christmas, you are going to 
 Christmas, too? If they are going to the township, are you going to 
 Bwasanu, too? 

 
9. Lila [to Carol]:  Nkokuti tunookkede mpoonya ano sit mbwalakata mane likabbile.  

 Then we will stay here, [we will] sit down until the sun sets. 
 

10. Muyeeba [to Carol]:   Kwiina nkotuya. 
 We are going nowhere. 

 
11. Esther [to Carol]:  Sena uya ku Chrismas naauya ku Bwasanu?  

 Are you going to Christmas or to Bwasanu? 
 

12. Carol:    Kufwumbwa nkomuya. [To Muyeeba and Lila] Ino nyebo mulainka?  
 Wherever they are going. [To Muyeeba and Lila] Are you going? 

 
[The girls do not respond to this] 

 
13. Esther [to Carol]:  Ino ku Christmas ulainka?  

             Are you going to Christmas? 
 

14. Carol:    Iiyi. 
 Yes.  

 
15. Esther [laughing]:   Ino ku Bwasanu? 

           What about to Bwasanu? 
 

16. Carol:    Ndainka.  
 I will go. 

 
[Esther and the older girls laugh about Carol’s confusion between ‘Christmas’ and ‘Bwasanu’] 

                                                 
65 Khama made this recording while sitting outside the kitchen. 
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17. Esther [to Carol]:  Ndakubuzya caali ulanvwa ‘Ndiya ku Christmas’. Sena kuli nkoubede  

   buya Christmas? 
I have asked you this question deliberately, because you [children] usually say 
‘I’m going to Christmas’. Is there a place where Christmas is? 

 
18. Muyeeba [jokingly]:  Kutegwa twiinke aswebo  

                  [Tell us] so we can also go. 
 

19. Carol:    Ku Bwasanu we.  
 [Christmas] is in Bwasanu. 

 
              [...] 
 

20. Esther [to all the girls]:   Beenzyinyoko bali kwaambilwa kuti kwiina buyanga bainka ku Bwa- 
   sanu. Ambebo mbemwaambila. Pesi nywebo mbubo tamuna talika  
   buyanga.  

Your friends have been told [by their mother] that they should not be  crazy 
[misbehave] when they go in the township. I’m also telling you the  same 
thing. But at least you haven’t started being crazy yet.  

 
21. Muyeeba:   Baya ciliindide. Balasunda maningi.  

 Those [children] are worse. They misbehave a lot. 
 
 

Prior to the interaction above, Esther has recently returned after finishing her work in the garden, and so she 

has time to talk with her daughters before sending them off to join the Christmas celebrations of their friends 

in Bwasanu Township. Even though she assumes a less stern attitude than usually, Esther maintains a regula-

tive approach towards her daughters, teaching them how to speak and conduct themselves. Through her 

repeated questions to Carol about whether she is ‘going to Christmas or to Bwasanu’ (1, 5, 8, 11, 13, 15), 

Esther seeks to make Carol and her sisters aware of their confusion between the two terms – an aim she only 

makes explicit after numerous of implicit attempts, telling Carol how ‘I have asked you this question deliber-

ately, because you [children] usually say “I’m going to Christmas”’ (17). Such joking interactions with 

children were common among Hang’ombe parents, especially the ones with relatively high levels of school-

ing. However, although this indicates a social and linguistic leeway between children and parents, it was 

always the adult pulling the joke on children in such situations, rather than vice-versa. This is also the case 

above, where Lila and Muyeeba join the mocking of their younger sister (7, 9, 10, 18), but remain respectful 

towards the authority of their mother. The significance of authority and respect between parents and children 

is also visible in the last part of the extract above, where Esther warns the girls against being ‘crazy’ 

(buyanga), that is, flirting and running after boys (20). Esther gives the example of the girls’ ‘friends’, that is 

their 11- and 13-year old female cousins living in the household next door, who have allegedly started mak-

ing sexual experiments with boys. Parents in Hang’ombe are often highly concerned with the aspiring 

sexuality of their young daughters, especially in concern to the ‘bad behaviours’ (kubula ciimo) exposed to 

them in the nearby township, like the suggestive movements and ways of dressing of certain women, the 

extensive alcohol intake of young men hanging outside local bars, and the overt flirtation prevailing among 

women and men. These behaviours differ quite radically from the social conduct promoted among most 

Hang’ombe families, and many parents express a wish to prohibit their children from visiting the township at 

all. With its physical closeness, however, placed only two-three kilometres from most homesteads and, in 
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particular, with the placement of the local school on the Eastern outskirts of Bwasanu, children from 

Hang’ombe gain a close familiarity with life in the township from an early age. Walking down the Namwala 

Road, children are likely to experience different decora from the ones they have encountered at home, or at 

least different interpretations of the same decora, especially in terms of self-expression through dress and 

speech, particular slangs, hairstyles, and musical tunes, associated with television and ‘life in town’. To me, 

Hang’ombe parents often referred to children living in the township as talkative (bunkanwe), due to their 

loud and boastful speech, and children would make a clear distinction between themselves and their peers 

living in the township, telling me e. g. how ‘we who live in the village have respect’ (swebo notukkala ku-

munzi), whereas township children were known to ‘fight a lot’ (nkulwana maningi). A similar distinction 

appears in Muyeeba’s last reply above, where she condemns the ‘misbehaviour’ (balasunda) of her two 

cousins, implicitly acknowledging and aligning herself with the prevalent decorum of virtuousness (21).  

 

Parents thus figure as central guards of children’s gradual development into respected family and community 

members, constantly pushing them to adjust to the various demands of the village life. Due to the lack of 

security associated with employment and formal education, children must prepare themselves for becoming 

farmers, parents, husbands and wives, and this requires them to learn an array of physical, social and moral 

skills. Much of this learning occurs through subtle means of observation and participation in the chores of 

older family members, while contributing to the sustenance of their families. Even when joking or talking 

more elaborately with children, most parents maintain a relatively strict authority, always keeping an eye on 

the children’s observation of basic practices and decora. Parents do not always involve children in their daily 

endeavours, however, either because they are too busy to bring them along to the field or marketplace, or 

because they want to visit friends or relax by themselves. Many of children’s activities are thus played out in 

the absence of parents, playing or working with their siblings, monitoring the actions of their younger peers. 

As I elaborate in the sections below, children’s relationships with peers allow them to explore the realms 

around them and to experiment with the various practices, discourses, and decora presented to them. 

 

The social laboratory of the peer group 
Whenever they are not at school or assisting their parents in the field or township, most children are found 

within or in near proximity of the homestead. Few children are allowed to visit friends in other homesteads 

on their own, and boys may be asked to keep an eye on their sisters whenever their parents are out of sight, 

preventing them from ‘getting into trouble’ (kunjila mumapenzi), i. e. running after boys. Most families 

maintain the tradition of designating a 6-10 year old sister or ‘child nurse’ (Harkness & Super, 1992: 446ff) 

to act as caretaker and co-responsible for a newborn child. Whenever she is not in school, this older sister 

carries the infant around on her back, both while playing and conducting chores like sweeping and cooking – 

and as the infant becomes a toddler, the older sister and her peers continue looking after her, perhaps includ-

ing her in their games and chores, consoling, mocking, correcting and scorning her. Boys mostly maintain a 

larger leeway than girls, allowing them to move quite freely across fields and bush areas, but until they start 

having girlfriends and taking care of their own fields around the age of 14-15, most boys remain within close 
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distance to their homestead. Children perform many of their chores collectively, across age and, often, gen-

der, like cooking, sweeping, weeding crops, herding cattle, chopping wood, and fetching water, making these 

activities obvious arenas of play, gossip, arguments and jokes. Boys are rarely expected to do household 

chores, just as few girls are asked to plough or herd cattle, but whenever they seek company, sisters and 

brothers often accompany each other’s actions; for instance, boys might be found sitting next to their sisters 

and female cousins in the kitchen, talking and chatting along, and girls might follow their brothers to the 

garden or cattle fields, whenever they are not busy in the household. As an example of how children monitor 

and regulate each other’s actions, the extract below depicts a group of five siblings and cousins playing and 

relaxing together in the court yard of their mutual homestead, 6-year old Senefa and her 8-year old sister 

Tekila, their 2-year old cousin Lweendo and Lweendo’s two older brothers, 4-year old Habeenzu and 7-year 

old Brian. As the oldest girl present in the group, Tekila has been asked to look after little Lweendo for the 

afternoon. As we enter the interaction, the children are eating groundnuts and sugarcane, given to them by 

Clarence, the mother to Lweendo, Habeenzu and Brian. Clarence seems to have wanted to reserve some of 

the sugarcane for her own children, accusing their cousin Tekila of stealing from Brian66: 
 

1. Senefa [to Lweendo]:   Utanoobbi nyemu. Ajanza aajanza. 
   You should not steal groundnuts. You have groundnuts in both hands.  
 

2. Lweendo [to Senefa]:   Ndakuuma.   
   I will beat you.  
 

3. Tekila [to Senefa]:   Ati watibbe munsale. Kulanga ndabweza buyo mpingwa zyongaye one,  
   two, three. Yebo wabweza zyongaye, zyotatwe ayooyo ngoyupa zyo 
   tatwe mebo ndabweza buyo zyobilo.    
   She [Brian’s mother Clarence] said that I wanted to steal sugarcane. I  
   just got one, two, three pieces only. You got three plus the one you are  
   eating. I only got two. 
 

4. Senefa:   Eyi nintengaanetenga. 
   This one [sugarcane] is not ripe. 
 

5. Tekila:    Baliinvwi banyina banyina balikuyeeya kuti inga ndamunyengelela  
   mwana wabo. Bamana bautyola munsale wangu kwiina awabambila.  
   His mother was waiting [for Brian to finish eating the sugarcane], she  
   thought I was going to eat her child's sugarcane. She broke my sugar  
   cane, but I hadn’t ask her to do that.  
 

6. Brian [to Tekila]:   Ndakwaambila [kuti utaulyi munsale wangu].  
   I told you [not to eat my sugarcane].  
 

7. Lweendo [to Tekila]:   Tinka, Tinka. 
   Tinka, Tinka. 

 
8. Tekila:    Nguni ngoita kuti ‘Tinka’? 

   Who are you calling 'Tinka'? 
 

9. Lweendo [inaudible]:   ___ ___ ___ 
 

10. Tekila [jokingly]:   Ambaula kabotu.  
 Speak properly. 

                                                 
66 Tekila had carried the recorder around with her for a while, and no adults were present during this recording. The use of English is 
marked with bold. 
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11. Lweendo [jokingly]:   Kayanga nga.  

 You’re foolish. 
 

12. Tekila:    Embo mboambaula obo, amabaula kabotu. 
 That is not the way you [should] talk, talk properly. 
 

13. Lweendo [imitating Tekila]: Ambaula kabotu. 
   Talk properly.   

 
14. Tekila:    Ya, very good, kutali mbooli kwaambaula ccita oko. Kkala waambaule. 

 Yes, very good, not the way you were speaking [before]. Sit here and speak.   
 
  
This extract shows the high concern with social decora, e. g. around theft, ownership and ‘proper talk’, fre-

quently appearing in children’s interactions with peers. Older children, especially girls, often take on a kind 

of parental authority during interactions with their younger siblings, practicing their own social(ising) and 

linguistic skills, and displaying these to their bystanding peers. In her last response to Lweendo (14), Tekila’s 

use of the English ‘very good’ reflects a school-related register prevailing among school-going children in 

the community, recalling a common way for teachers to praise their students. Apart from practicing her 

motherly authority, Tekila thus establishes a kind of teacher-student relationship to her young sister, capital-

ising on the social power ascribed to teachers and schooling. Placing a clear boundary between children’s 

practices of ‘play’ and ‘work’ may be difficult, as peer interactions often, playful and joking as they may be, 

take place around the performance of work chores or imitations of such chores. I frequently observed two-

three year old boys playing ‘oxcart’ (cikkoci), whipping either each other or perhaps a dog, telling it to 

‘speed up’ (kuzusya) or ordering each other to ‘go in front!’ (kozolola!), just as young girls’ interactions 

would mostly centre around the actual or pretence performance of cooking, washing and other household 

chores. Children thus use their interactions with peers to explore and produce their own interpretations of the 

various practices and discourses exposed to them. As I elaborate much further in Chapter Six, the peer group 

makes up an important social arena for children’s exploration of the social, moral and linguistic realms 

around them, allowing them to experiment with different positions and interpretations without the critical 

judgements of adults or older peers.  

 

Joking and sharing with grandparents 
If children live with or in the near proximity of grandparents, these often serve as a kind of ‘soft’ and more 

elaborate authorities than parents. As in other parts of Africa, the social relationships between approximate 

and alternating generations tend to differ quite distinctly among Hang’ombe families, with relations between 

alternating generations allowing for a wider social and linguistic leeway67. A grandfather might address his 

young granddaughter as ‘my wife’ (mukaintu wangu), and a grandmother might name a grandson her ‘hus-

band’ (mulumi) or a granddaughter her ‘co-wife’ (mukazyima), joking with sexual and incestuous taboos that 

otherwise remain unspoken. Paradoxically, the indisputable respect ascribed to elders in the community 

                                                 
67 However, as observed in recent kinship studies, altering migration patterns and the advent of HIV/aids have affected grandparents’ 
position in many African families, forcing them to take on the restrictive roles and responsibilities normally ascribed to parents 
(Whyte, et al., 2004). 



66 

makes them subject to fewer moral restrictions and judgments than younger adults, and older children’s in-

troduction to sensitive issues and taboos around sexuality, witchcraft, alcohol etc, is often passed on by their 

grandparents. Along with older siblings, grandparents thus often serve as central agents of children’s sociali-

sation, enabling their early experimentation with social and linguistic boundaries. This goes especially for 

grandmothers, who tend to spend more time around children than older men (Geissler & Prince, 2004). 

Through the relationship to a grandmother, children might learn how certain remarks about sensitive matters 

should be made in the company of certain people and not others, just as they may experiment with express-

ing opinions of their own. As an example of this, 64-year old Elizabeth is sitting together with two of her 

grandchildren, 3-year old Ines and 7-year old Nchimunya, in the family’s mutual kitchen below. After their 

parents’ divorce, Ines, Nchimunya and their older brother, 10-year old Banda, have been staying with their 

maternal grandparents, while their mother has moved to the village of her new husband. As we enter the 

conversation below, Elizabeth asks Nchimunya to go look for Banda, who has run off to spend time with his 

friends in the township several days ago (1, 4). Notably, Elizabeth urges Nchimunya to persuade Banda to 

come home, rather than threatening him with a beating, which might be the typical response from a parent to 

such a misdeed. Later in the conversation Elizabeth inquires Nchimunya about the work efforts of her neigh-

bour Mrs. Lamwiilo, who is widowed after a man named Chester and respectfully referred to as Bamuka 

Chester or ‘Chester’s wife’ (7, 9). Since she has no close relatives living nearby and she has not yet been 

invited to the homes of one of her sons, Bamuka Chester largely relies on her own efforts in the maize fields 

to sustain herself. Both the issue of Banda’s escape and that of Bamuka Chester’s self-sustenance can be 

seen as highly sensitive in the optics of the community, evoking themes of vulnerability and intergeneration-

al conflict. As appears below, however, Elizabeth addresses these issues quite openly in her interactions with 

her young grandson, allowing a sense of intimacy and confidence unlikely to occur between a child and a 

parent68:  
 

1. Elizabeth:   Nchimunya, kaka ufwume juunza ukeete mwana uutako. 
   Nchimunya, please go tomorrow morning and bring home the child who 
   is absent.  

 
2. Ines:   Banda?  

   Banda? 
 

3. Nchimunya [to Ines]:   Kolemeka. 
   Show respect 69.  
 

4. Elizabeth [to Nchimunya]:  Ukamukombelezya. Ukamukombelezye kuboola. Ukamwaambile kuti:  
   ‘Tiye, kung’anda’. Uyoozumina. Kuli wakandaambila kuti wakamubona 
   ku Bwasanu a nyama ya ngulube. Wakaamba kuti ulaboola, nkaambo  
   ulipengede. 
   Try to persuade him [Banda] to come home. Tell him, ‘Let’s go home’.  
   He will agree. Someone told me that they saw him with pork meat  
   in the township. He said he was coming home, because he has a  
   problem. 

 

                                                 
68 This recording was made by the family themselves one evening in early February 2009.  
69 When addressing an elder, children and younger adults must add the prefix ’Ba’ in front of nouns and names. Ines should thus 
have said ’Ba Banda’, rather than just ’Banda’, when addressing her grandmother.  
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5.  Nchimunya:   Nguni wakwaambila? Ngu Mwila? 
   Who told you [about Banda]? Was it Mwila? 
 

6. Elizabeth [to Nchimunya]:   Ndali mulubide. 
                             I have forgotten [who told me].  
 
              [Elizabeth and the children remain silent for a while]. 

 

7. Elizabeth:   Nsezyi naabagolela aali Bamuka Chester sunu. 
 I don’t know how much work Bamuka Chester has done today.  

 
 
8. Nchimunya:   Tiibalima maningi sunu.  

 She has not done weeding much today. 
 
9. Elizabeth:   Sena wabona mpobagolela?   

 Did you see where she finished? 
 
10. Nchimunya:   Inga mbuli kuti tiibalimina mumwi.  

 You might think she didn’t weed certain portions. 
 
11. Elizabeth:   Kweelede kubelesya nkolobeki.  

 She should use a plough. 
 
Elizabeth here approaches her grandson as a trusted interlocutor, implicitly sharing her concerns about Banda 

(4), as well as about the widowed neighbour (11). Likewise, Nchimunya interacts with his grandmother al-

most as an equal, asking her the source of information about Banda (5) and making his own assessments of 

Bamuka Chester’s work effort (8, 10). Although the interactions I observed between children and their 

grandparents did not always treat difficult or sensitive issues like above, they often emitted a sense of trust 

on both sides, with elders perhaps seeing the relationship to grandchildren as enabling greater intimacy than 

most other of their family relationships. In terms of the 10-year old runaway Banda, the fact that Elizabeth 

does not try to threaten him to come home, but rather asks Nchimunya to persuade him (4), could be seen as 

an example of the relative social leeway prevailing between children and their grandparents, even in situa-

tions where the grandparent, like Elizabeth, functions as the main authority in the child’s daily life. This does 

not mean that children generally lack respect for elders, however, visible e. g. in Nchimunya’s directive to 

his younger sister Ines about ‘showing respect’ when addressing her grandmother (3). Likewise, in 

Nchimunya’s last comment on the sparse weeding job of Bamuka Chester, he avoids making any conde-

scending remarks, using the suggestive expression inga mbuli or ‘you might think’ (10) – an expression he 

would be unlikely to use in a conversation with a peer. In many cases, grandparents, especially grandmoth-

ers, thus make up a kind of soft authority to children, allowing them a larger social and linguistic leeway than 

most parents, while maintaining fundamental decora of discretion and respect.  

 

Overall, homesteads in Hang’ombe provide children with a number of social relationships, whose character 

differs according to the age and gender of each individual member. Whereas parents remain the central au-

thorities in children’s lives, monitoring their acquisition of basic values and practices during their 

participation in the shared endeavours of the household, children’s peers and grandparents generally provide 

more intimate spaces of interaction, allowing for exploration and negotiation of the knowledge presented to 
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them. Children are rarely introduced explicitly to the sociomoral decora underlying these relationships, un-

less when being charged for breaking them or witnessing the rebuke of another child. The closeness of 

members’ living conditions and the lack of physical boundaries in the homestead require children to be dis-

creet in the company of adults, and to know implicitly when and how to speak, and when to remain quiet. As 

I have discussed in the sections above, most of children’s homely socialisation is centred on issues and prac-

tices related to the immediate community: learning how to cook, speak and look after children as a proper 

wife and mother, learning how to farm one’s own land and talk respectfully about others as a proper man. As 

I elaborate in chapter five, both children and adult members generally ascribe great value to schooling, par-

ticularly to children’s prospects of obtaining paid employment and escaping the hardships associated with 

farming and general life in the village. However, few people have faith in the school’s ability to fulfil these 

prospects, and so parents continue socialising their children in ways that will enable them to survive without 

schooling. To many families, this socialisation involves regular attendance to one of the local churches, par-

ticularly the Seventh Day Adventist Church (SDA) which covers about 70% of Hang’ombe members. I 

briefly discuss the role of church in the socialisation of children in the section below.  

 

Moral socialisation at church 
On Saturday mornings, a large number of Hang’ombe children accompany their mothers and other family 

members to the local SDA church, placed within walking distance from most homesteads. Although their 

frequency of visiting the church may vary, most families consider themselves devoted Christians and strive 

to lead a life in accordance with the social and moral decora presented by church elders, e. g. by abstaining 

from alcohol, smoking, cursing and premarital sex, and by favouring monogamous marriages, at least in their 

speech. Family members often discuss the interpretation of Christian messages around the fire at night, and 

many women and children enjoy singing Christians hymns and songs while cooking in the kitchen. Apart 

from this, the church has a vital social function, gathering neighbours and family members from all over the 

community. Most people are busy working throughout the week, and the weekly opportunity to meet with 

friends and relatives is met with great pleasure. Although they might not understand much of the sermons, 

children seem to enjoy getting to dress up in their finest clothes and meet with their friends. 42-year old 

Levias, a father of five children, told me how the church plays a central role in the socialisation of children, 

exposing them to the wisdom of elders and teaching them to be ‘good people’ (bantu bali kabotu):  
 

“At home, the parent has got the law; he or she can tell the children, ‘This is wrong and this is right’. At 

church, children come together from different homes, and elderly people speak to them. There, children 

and adults are taught to be good people, just as they are in the home: not to fight, to respect elders, to love 

one another and so on – they are moulded into soft and good people who fit into society”. 

 

In line with earlier sections, this quote points to parents’ general emphasis on children’s development of 

moral qualities like obedience and respect, enabling them to adapt to the surrounding community both in 

their present and future lives. Like Levias, most parents carry hopes of the church ensuring the moral edifica-

tion of their children, teaching them to abstain from gossip, violence and sexual looseness, and turning them 
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into respectable people who bring pride and prosperity to their families. These hopes largely concur with the 

objectives of the local SDA church, where weekly lessons of Sabbath School provide children with religious 

education through the sharing of Christian parables, prayers and songs. Lessons are held in a small shelter 

outside of church and generally follow the same pattern, prescribed in manuals by international church head-

quarters in USA70. In the extract below, about twenty children – eleven girls and nine boys, most of them 

between the age of 5-8 – have joined a Sabbath School held in the spring of 2009. The teachers are 36-year 

old Esther and 54-year old Mrs. Kazoka, both of whom are also respected church elders. As we enter the 

extract below, the children are singing an English song called ‘Quiet, quiet’ together with the two women, 

preparing them for prayer71: 
 

1. Esther [to children]:   Atufwugama.  
 Let us kneel down.  

 
      [The singing continues, ‘In God’s presence, quiet quiet’]. 
 

2. Esther:    Atupaile.Taata Leza wesu nomusumpukide nomupona mukati kajulu,  
   twaboola kulinduwe woola lino abana basyoonto. Mwami tulomba  
   nduwe taata kuti koba nduwe utusololele mukati mukwiiya kwesu oku.  
   Koba aandiswe, taata, zyiindi zyoonse. Mwami, zyinji nzyotukonzya ku 
   lomba. Kulomba kwangu ndakusiya mumaanza aako kusikila limwi  
   ukaboole. Amen.  

Let us pray. Our God in Heaven, we come to you at this hour with little  chil-
dren to learn. Father, we ask that you lead us in the lesson. Be with us, Father, 
at all time. Lord, there are a lot of things I can ask for. I anchor my prayer in 
your hands. Amen. 

 
3. Children:   Amen. 

 Amen. 
 

[Some of the children start chatting] 
 

4. Mrs. Kazoka [to all]:  Mwabuka buti basa! 
          Good morning, dear! 
 

5. Children [all]:   Nkabbotu.   
   Good morning. 
 

6. Mrs. Kazoka:   Atubone [maanza] bakkomene. Akatusekaseka, kamunga ka 
   musekaseka. 

 Let us see [the hands of] those that are happy. You should all smile. 
 

       [Most of the children wave their hand in the air and make a smile] 
 

7. Mrs. Kazoka:   Katwaanzyanya tubone. Aumwi munsi ngokkede limwi mweenzyinyoko 
   kamwaanzyanya tubone. Komwaanzya ngomubambene limwi.  
   Nyoonse, kamwaanzyanya. Kamujatana kamuti, ‘Wabuka mwana’. 

Greet each other. You greet our neighbour. Each of you, greet your neighbour. 
All of you, greet each other. Shake each other’s hand and greet, ‘Good morn-
ing, friend’. 

 
       [The children start shaking each other’s hands, saying ‘Wabuka mwana’ (Good morning, friend)]. 
 

                                                 
70 See www.adventist.org for guidelines and prescriptions followed by SDA congregations across Africa and the world.   
71 Khama and I made this recording while sitting next to the children in the shelter. English is marked with bold. 



70 

8. Mrs. Kazoka [to all]:   “Wabuka sister”. 
   [Say] “Good morning, sister”. 
 

9. Children [to Mrs. Kazoka, loudly]: Wabuka sister! 
   Good morning, sister! 
 

10. Mrs. Kazoka [to all]:   Kamunga kamwaanzyanya. Ncibi kunoonyemezyanya.   
   You should greet each other. You should not annoy each other. 
 

11. Esther [to all]:  Iiyi. Nobamwi awa mulinyemede, tabasekiseki. 
   Yes. Some of you are annoyed. 
 

12. Mrs. Kazoka [to all]:   Iiyi, pe tabasekiseki. 
   Yes, they don’t smile. 

 
13. Esther [to all]:  Milomo mba. Nomwazya ku Nsabata nkunyema. 

Their mouths are shut. When you come to church on Saturday, you should 
smile. 

 
14. Esther [singing]:   Who has come to Sabbath School?  

 Who has come to Sabbath School? 
 

[After a while, Mrs. Kazoka and the children join Esther in singing the song ‘Who has come to Sabbath School?’]. 
 
 

Contrary to most of their experiences with adults at home, children are met with a very explicit regulation by 

church elders like above, commenting on their speech, singing and facial expressions, and teaching them in 

detail how to think and act as good Christians. Similar to the weekly church services, lessons are built on a 

recurrent set of rituals, like the singing of a number of SDA songs, mostly in English, and the collective reci-

tation of specific phrases, rhymes, greetings and prayers, intersecting between English and chiTonga. Both 

during service and Sabbath School, such rituals are generally performed with great solemnity by adults, clos-

ing their eyes, perhaps lifting their hands, and speaking in loud voices. Members generally ascribe great 

value to the observing of procedural rituals in formal institutions like the church and the school, reflecting 

the elevated status enjoyed by these institutions in the general community. People may sometimes find it 

difficult to live in accordance with the social and moral commands of church elders, like abstaining from 

alcohol or extramarital sex, but the performance of church-related practices, like citing the Bible or singing 

Christian songs, is regarded with great respect. Besides promoting values and expressions of Christian be-

haviour, lessons of Sabbath School thus familiarise children with the formal rituals and registers pertaining 

to church, and with the importance of observing these to obtain the respect of fellow community members.  

 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have presented some of the prevalent practices, relationships and orientations informing the 

socialisation of children growing up in Hang’ombe Village. Through their recurrent observation and partici-

pation in the activities of parents and other members, children are lead to acquire prevalent decora of 

diligence, obedience and respect, enabling them to eventually sustain themselves as farmers, and to adapt to 

the social premises of family and community life. Parents may ascribe great value to schooling, but as chil-

dren’s prospects of gaining paid employment appear sparse, their homely socialisation remains oriented 
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primarily towards the challenges and demands of the rural homestead. Girls are thus brought up to become 

eligible wives and mothers, maintaining a well-kept home and respecting the demands of their future hus-

bands and in-laws. They are prompted to abstain from insulting and engaging in romantic relations with 

boys, and to distance themselves from the ‘bad behaviours’ prevailing in the local township. Boys are taught 

to be diligent and hard-working farmers, sustaining themselves and their future families. Although their so-

cial conduct is mostly less strictly regulated than girls, boys are subjects to equally strong expectations of 

becoming prosperous and respectful members. Most children are taught the importance of following the 

Christian church, both in terms of religious beliefs and the observing of formal rituals, like the reciting of the 

Bible and the singing of religious songs. In the majority of community homesteads, however, many of these 

teachings occur through implicit means, requiring children to remain alert to the conduct of family members. 

The lack of physical boundaries between the daily activities of family members exposes to children to most 

aspects of the lives of their parents and other adults, while presenting them to shifting behavioural decora. 

Due to generational hierarchies, children above a certain age are largely prohibited from entering more inti-

mate interactions with their parents, but most children find other ways of exploring the social realms around 

them, e. g. by practicing parental roles with their younger siblings, by experimenting with prevailing dis-

courses during peer play, and by discussing sensitive issues with grandparents, whose relationships to 

children are characterised by a broader social and linguistic leeway. Children are also exposed to the various 

social ambiguities permeating the lives of many adults. Life in the village does not always allow members to 

remain as respectful and morally liable as they might aspire to, causing some to break the decora which they 

have promoted to children and fellow members themselves. Likewise, the closeness to Bwasanu Township 

exposes children to a social conduct which differs quite radically from what they are taught at home, espe-

cially in terms of sexual relationships between women and men. I elaborate on these issues in the following 

chapter, investigating the varying discourses and interpretations of ‘proper personhood’ prevailing in the 

community, and the ways in which these intersect with the everyday lives of children.  
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Chapter 4 

 
Negotiating proper personhood.  
Moral orientations in daily community life 
 
 

“A good person talks, but not too much. There is some talking which is good  

and some which is not good. You should teach the children to speak good language,  

not insulting language. We teach the children to talk softly so that they learn to behave well.”  

Irene, 32-year old mother of three 

 

“I teach my [younger] sister and brother to show respect to elders,  

and not to use insults. They learn by hearing the way I speak to them”.   

Ines, 8-year old girl 

 
 

Social dilemmas 
As members of a rural community with little social and financial security outside the family, people in 

Hang’ombe depend largely on maintaining stable and supportive relationships to their neighbours and rela-

tives living nearby. A senior man might fall sick during the harvesting season, perhaps requiring his wife or 

daughters to plead their neighbours for help with the ploughing or nurturing of land, and recurrent household 

undertakings like building a house or thatching a roof may involve the assistance of nearby relatives, espe-

cially if no or few adult men are present in the home. In the past decades, life in the village has been further 

challenged by periods of drought and cattle disease, by rising fertiliser prices, and, perhaps more than any-

thing, by the advent of HIV/ aids, striking also among families with plenty of land and capable members. 

Even if young people may be attracted to more individualist lifestyles in the city, basic principles of interde-

pendence and reciprocity continue affecting the course of everyday life. In Hang’ombe, this entails a deep 

concern with the social and moral conduct of oneself and others across the community. Examples of ‘bad 

behaviour’ (kubula ciimo) are frequently discussed around household fires at night, and when visiting differ-

ent homesteads, I often overheard talks of the (im)moral conduct of fellow neighbours and family members, 

centering around themes like theft, insults and impudence, alcoholism, sexual looseness, adultery, paganism, 

improper ways of dressing, and disrespect or damage to the property of others. One example of such a talk 

happened in early 2009, when the 82-year old grandfather in the family I was staying with, Ben, fell very ill 

and needed to be hospitalised immediately. This was no simple matter, as there was little access to the 

transport necessary to carry a sick older man the 50 kilometres to the nearest hospital, and also as Ben would 

need constant assistance for several days, possibly weeks, once arrived at the hospital’s waiting hall. Accord-

ing to local, patrifocal conventions, solving a family crisis like this is the responsibility of the oldest son to 

the involved, or, in case of insuperable distances, the oldest son living nearby (Cliggett, 2001, 2003). In this 

particular situation, finding transport, paying the driver, and accompanying Ben and his wife Sarah to the 
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hospital were the obvious responsibilities of their older son Shadrik, who lived with his family right by Ben’s 

homestead. However, on the morning when Ben and Sarah were supposed to leave for the hospital, Shadrik 

went to his maize field like any other day, seemingly unaware of his family obligations. A younger brother 

had to go and ‘remind’ him of these, much to the regret of both Ben and his many relatives who had come to 

sympathise and pray for the old man. According to Shadrik’s wife Love, who came around later that day to 

express a harsh disapproval of her husband’s ‘cowardly behaviour’ (micito yabukandu), this evasion was 

rooted in Shadrik’s fear of interaction with educated people like the clinical personnel; having had only four 

years of formal schooling, together with a hearing impediment on one ear, Shadrik seemed to feel inferior 

and timid during conversations with more educated people who were likely to use words and concepts unfa-

miliar to him. As it had been the case before, Shadrik’s improper conduct caused a heavy stir among his 

immediate and extended family members, who felt humiliated in front of neighbouring families. In the end, 

Shadrik was subtly but effectively forced to fulfil his obligations, arranging a vehicle, paying the driver and 

other expenses, and spending the subsequent weeks with his parents at the hospital. Such incidents display 

the regulative power of social and moral decora in a small, close-knitted society like Hang’ombe, defining 

and restricting the manoeuvring room of children and adults alike.  

 

Shadrik’s particular case also reflects a dilemma which many members experience around public institutions 

like the school, clinic, hospital etc. In the eyes of the community, a grown man like him must display confi-

dence and social responsibility, always placing his family’s needs above his own. But in formal situations 

like a doctor consultancy at the hospital or a meeting with the Parent Teacher Association at the local school, 

members with no or little formal schooling have few means of maintaining such confidence. This is mainly 

due to linguistic practices in these institutions, like the predominant use of English words, abstract chiTonga 

terms and explanations, and perhaps smaller or larger pieces of written text in either language, practices of 

which most older and many younger members only have a limited command. It also adheres to different 

social decora, in that the status traditionally ascribed to parameters like age and gender in the community are 

challenged by the status of formal education, like in situations of a nurse informing an uneducated man about 

the clinical status of his father, or a young teacher telling a parent to motivate his or her children for school. 

As formal institutions of health, agriculture, schooling, and national media have become increasingly promi-

nent in the past decades, the ability to navigate within these institutions has become equivalently necessary to 

most people in Hang’ombe, both in their handling of daily practicalities and in their attempts to maintain the 

respect of fellow members. People like Shadrik, who out of fear of humiliation try to evade formal institu-

tions and representatives of these altogether, are likely to be labelled as ‘cowardly’ (bukandu) or ‘stupid’ 

(bufwuba-fwuba), even by people who may feel a similar awkwardness around formal institutions themsel-

ves. People in Hang’ombe thus live within a kind of self-perpetuating regulatory social system, with 

everyone simultaneously fearing and upholding its basic machinery. Elements of formal education serve as 

important elements in this system, reflecting a society where most members above the age of twenty have 

had less than seven years of formal schooling, but where basic educational proficiencies play an increasingly 

central role.  
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Many incidents of daily life in Hang’ombe may be described in terms of social dilemmas like the one experi-

enced by Shadrik above, with different demands intersecting and perhaps colliding at the same time. 

Although men and women across generations mostly agree on the basic qualities defining a ‘proper’ or 

‘normal person’ (muntu uukwene), their efforts to achieve and maintain this status is often impeded by socio-

economic circumstances like illness, poverty, illiteracy, and restricted access to employment and formal 

education. Moral decora as prescribed by elders or school teachers, e. g. around attending to the various 

needs of one’s relatives and neighbours, engaging in the schooling of one’s children, or abstaining from jeal-

ousy, insults, theft, alcohol and extramarital sex, may not always concur with the tangible needs or 

circumstances permeating one’s daily life. Especially young people may be increasingly attracted to the indi-

vidualised, commodified lifestyles associated with urban centres in Lusaka and the West, including the so-

called ‘bad music’ (nzyamunyika), alcohol, petty crimes, and the more liberal attitude to pre- and extramari-

tal sexual relationships prevailing in the township, causing some to reject the social and physical 

responsibilities ascribed to them by their parents and older relatives. Leading institutions in the area, like the 

school, the churches, and a number of locally represented NGOs72, do not always agree on how to meet such 

challenges, and different discourses prevail among members in the township and surrounding villages, e. g. 

around how to inform one’s children about sex and romance, and whether or not pregnant girls should be 

allowed to return to school after the weaning of their child. Older villagers might be less attracted to the tur-

moil of the township than youngsters, preferring the tranquillity of the homestead and the surrounding fields, 

but even family fathers may be drawn to one of the township taverns, getting drunk after a long day’s work 

in the field, just as a divorced or widowed woman might initiate an extramarital relationship with a bypass-

ing business man – a so-called cimambe or ‘sugar daddy’ – or seek other means to cover her expenses73. 

Both younger and older members may thus find themselves in situations where the moral decora prevailing 

in the community do not concur with the hardships of daily life, forcing them to choose, roughly put, be-

tween dignity and physical comfort. However, even though this dilemma concerns the entire community, 

most people maintain a strict moral discourse in their interactions with other members, praising the virtues e. 

g. of sobriety, cleanliness, formal education, and sexual virtuousness. Such emphasis on moral virtues may 

be seen as a means of establishing dignity and self-respect among members in a life, which many of them 

associate with social and physical hardship. As farmers, most people spend long days sweating in the fields 

or in the household, getting dirt and dust all over themselves, without having access to basic commodities 

like electricity or running water like the people they meet in Bwasanu or Choma. Many of them are poor and 

malnourished, and most have lost friends or family members to aids, diabetes, malaria, malnutrition or other 

                                                 
72 The most prominent of these are: HODI (umbrella organisation for a number of minor NGOs operating in rural Zambia), The 
Child Labour Prevention Committee (under HODI), YMEP (Young Men as Equal Partners), IDE (International Development Enter-
prises), PPAZ (Planned Parenthood Association Zambia), SACCORD (Southern African Centre for Constructive Resolution of 
Disputes), World Vision Zambia, and The Human Rights Center.   
73 One relevant example is Eden, a 38-year old, well-respected woman who was caught stealing in the larger town of Choma during 
my stay in Hang’ombe. Eden’s husband had recently stopped supporting her and their mutual three children in favour of a younger 
wife, allegedly causing Eden to travel to Choma and steal clothes and other necessities for herself and her family. The incident 
caused quite a bit of stir and evoked both disdain and sympathy among fellow community members, especially as Eden was forced 
by the senior headman to carry a big sign saying ‘big thief’ (kabwalala mupati) around her neck for several days. 
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lethal conditions. Perhaps in order to distance themselves from all of this, most people maintain a strong 

concern with moral decora in their interactions with family and fellow community members, constantly re-

minding each other of how a ‘proper’ or ‘educated’ person ought to behave. As aspiring members of the 

community with access to practically all the same social and physical domains as adults, including the streets 

and market places of Bwasanu Township, children growing up in Hang’ombe are exposed to the moral com-

plexities and ambiguities permeating their social environment from an early age. Children are often present 

as quiet listeners to the moral discussions among older family members, and as children are expected to ac-

quire many of the basic practices of life through observation, such discussions form a central ingredient in 

their moral socialisation. In the section below, I investigate examples of moral discussion among adult mem-

bers and their implicit role in the socialisation of children.  

 

Moral discussions 
When members of Hang’ombe families discuss moral issues, they often begin with a gossipy mocking of 

fellow members or relatives, like a married woman suspected of sleeping with a road worker in the township, 

or an unruly child throwing a stone and breaking the side shield of a bypassing car. These talks may lead 

onto broader discussions, like exchanges of regret around moral decay in the community and, in particular, 

of young members lingering in the township. Depending on the individual age and gender of the members 

present, different experiences and positions may be forwarded, but common to the majority of the talks I 

overheard was a sense of regret around the general lack of respectability among people in present-day socie-

ty74. The following interaction, recorded in the cikuta of the Moonje family one night in January 2009, 

depicts five cousins and siblings in their twenties and thirties talking, or rather, gossiping about a man in the 

township who recently forgot or neglected to wear socks when marrying a young local girl. This leads onto a 

general discussion of the lowering marital and maternity age of young women in the village, and from there, 

onto lamenting the young men who have arrived from other parts of Zambia to work at the ongoing road 

construction, said to be ‘spoiling young girls’ and ‘destroying society’, either by ‘stealing’ the girls from the 

local young men or by transmitting HIV and other lethal diseases to them. At the time of recording, the ex-

tensive project of tarring the Namwala Road passing through Hang’ombe and the nearby township has been 

going on for about a year, during which the road workers – most of whom belong to the Bemba tribe, dis-

dained by many Tongas for being arrogant and thievish – have been notorious for spending their limited 

salary on beer and prostitutes in Bwasanu Township. Some of these workers have married or established 

sexual relations to young women from Hang’ombe and surrounding villages, much to the disdain of many 

members, including the ones below. The participants in this extract are 20-year old Sinyimbwe, his 36-year 

old cousin Esther, Esther’s 27-year old brother Nchimunya and her 13-year old daughter Muyeeba, and 

Talis, the 28-year old nephew to Esther and Nchimunya, who has come to stay with the family for a longer 

                                                 
74 This correlates with anthropological observations of a so-called ‘complaint discourse’ prevailing particularly among older genera-
tions in many different African communities, lamenting the loss of intergenerational respect and responsibility on behalf of today’s 
youth, and glorifying the moral greatness of former generations (e. g. Alber, et al., 2008; Cattell, 1997; Geest, 2007; Rosenberg, 
1997; Sagner, 2002). I observed a similar discourse among young people in Hang’ombe, perhaps reflecting socioeconomic condi-
tions rather than merely age (see Prince, 2008: 140ff).  
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period. As quiet eavesdroppers to this conversation are 6-year old Buulu, 8-year old Carol, 10-year old Ed-

win, and myself, all sitting around the fire with the remaining party. The older parents to Esther and 

Nchimunya, who also live in the homestead, have been away for a few days visiting the nearby hospital, 

perhaps allowing the younger members a more frank exchange of details and comments than usually: 
 

1. Sinyimbwe:   Umwi taakasamide masookesi amucado wakwe. 
 Someone did not wear socks on his wedding day. 

                    
2. Esther:    Nguni? 

 Who? 
 

3. Sinyimbwe:   Uya mwaalumi wakakwata kwa Mylon. 
 The man who married at Mylon’s home. 
 

4. Esther:    Taakasamide masookesi? 
 He did not wear socks? 
 

5. Sinyimbwe:   Wakali samide pesi akali kulangika mbuli lukanda. Inga ulati ndukanda.  
   He was wearing socks, but they looked like skin. You’d think it were the  
   skin. 
 

6. Nchimunya:  Nguni wakali kukwata? 
 Who got married? 
 

7. Esther:    Mwana waba Mylon nguwakakwatwa. Ati nguni zyina mwana uya,  
   Muyeeba? 

 Mylon’s daughter married some man. What is the name of the 
  daughter, Muyeeba? 

 
8. Muyeeba:   Odria. 

 Odria [a 16-year old girl from Hang’ombe]. 
 

9. Nchimunya [surprised]:   Odria wakakwatwa? 
 Odria got married?  

 
10. Sinyimbwe and Muyeeba:  Iiyi. 

 Yes. 
 

11. Sinyimbwe:   Ano mazuba bantu balafwambaana kukwata... Ano mazuba bantu  
   balafwambaana kukwata. 

 Nowadays, people marry early… Nowadays, people marry early. 
 

12. Esther:    Basimbi balafwambaana kukwatwa. Balamita olo  balafwambaana kuk- 
   watwa. 

 Young girls marry yearly. They either get pregnant or marry early. 
 

13. Talis:   Bantu babeleka kuma Chinise mbobanyonganya bana basimbi. 
 The people working for the Chinese are spoiling young girls. 
 

14. Sinyimbwe:   Bainka bama Chinise, tulayoya. Bababweza basimbi boonse. 
 When the Chinese go, we will relax. They have taken all the girls. 
 

15. Esther:   Bainka, balasiya banyonyoona cisi.   
   Before they go, they will have destroyed our society. 
 

16. Sinyimbwe:  Bana basimbi balamana kufwa malwazi.  
 Young girls will die of diseases. 
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17. Talis:    Kamulangilila buyo, aatimanine six years, basimbi banji banoofwide.  
 Just keep your eyes open, after six years, most of the young girls will  

  be dead.  
 

18. Sinyimbwe:   Bamwi [basimbi] tabacizyi kujika. 
 Some of them [the young girls] don’t know how to cook. 

 
19. Esther:    Kujika talili penzi kuti muntu kajisi mali. 

 Cooking is not a problem if one has money. 
 

20. Talis:    Mali aubyaubya zyintu. 
 Money makes things easy. 

                        
21. Esther:    Aba bana bakwatwa balakwatwa nkaambo balizyi kuti banookkuta  

   bakwatwa.  
These young girls getting married are doing so because they know they  will 
have enough food in marriage.  

 

As in many small-town communities, gossip about neighbours and relatives is a favoured social activity in 

Hang’ombe, where most members have either known each other for many decades or been familiarised 

through church, intermarriages, or activities in the township. Critical remarks about others might be shared 

quite openly during such exchanges, especially if the subjects of discussion are not present themselves. Be-

sides the obvious character of entertainment, members may use these exchanges as a means of testing, 

negotiating and asserting sociomoral decora, in this case around ways of dressing in particular situations 

(wearing socks and other kinds of ‘civilised clothing’ on one’s wedding day, lines 1-5) and the proper mari-

tal age of girls (later than sixteen, 7-12). Young people might be drawn to other values and lifestyles than 

their parents and grandparents, but most of them seem highly concerned with maintaining acceptance and 

respect from both their peers and family members. Especially the marital and sexual conduct of young girls 

is subject to continuous discussions, mostly based on lamenting the alleged sexual looseness and lack of 

respect among young, so-called ‘talkative’ (bunkanwe) girls. Comments about exterior threats – e. g. Chinese 

engineers and Bemba road workers ‘spoiling young girls’ (13) and ‘destroying society’ (15) – tend to recur 

in these discussions, drawing an implicit boundary between ‘our society’ (cisi cesu) and the ‘outside world’, 

the latter often serving as the main locus of negative influences on the community, like HIV/aids, unem-

ployment, alcoholism, early pregnancies, and young people’s alleged disrespect of older traditions (13-18). 

However, exterior influences are also widely associated with necessary improvements to Hang’ombe society, 

including money flows and improved living standards for farmers and their families. This position is ex-

pressed in the latter part of the extract above, where Esther and Talis agree upon how ‘cooking is not a 

problem if one has money’ (19) and ‘money makes things easy’ (20). As Esther notes, a young girl might 

choose to marry or get pregnant by a wealthy road worker, knowing that this will provide her with a com-

fortable and relatively secure family life, compared to the one she might have with a local farmer (21). But 

having sexual relationships with foreigners, whether these are Chinese or Bemba, is likely to make these 

girls subject to the judgements of fellow members, like in the conversation above. Similar to men with little 

formal schooling, like Shadrik in the earlier example, young girls with few financial or educational means 

may thus have to choose between abiding the expectations of their peers and family members, or creating 
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more physically and materially convenient solutions for themselves75. Children eavesdropping on the moral 

discussions of older family members, like Buulu, Carol and Edwin sitting quietly next to their older siblings 

and cousins above, thus observe how people’s social and linguistic conduct are subject to the moral judge-

ment of their fellow members. They learn how some ways of acting and presenting oneself are considered 

more appropriate than others, but also how an ‘inappropriate action’, like marrying a wealthy foreigner, may 

provide one with certain privileges, and how creating a good life for oneself may not always be as straight-

forward as mostly presented in moral lessons by elders, in school or at church.  

 

If we look closely at the utterances exchanged above, we find a prevalent interaction pattern among adult 

community members, like assertive statements and a lack of questions and disputing remarks. While con-

versing, especially with neighbours or extended family members, adults often seek to reach and maintain 

consensus, reflected in the tendency of the speakers above to repeat and confirm each others’ statements 

about the marital age of young girls in a chanting, ritual-like way (11-17). Apart from displaying respect, 

members use such assertive speech to establish a sense of alignment between them, confirming each other in 

their daily challenges while implicitly asserting themselves as ‘proper persons’. However, arguments and 

disputes also occur among close family members, arguing about proper ways to live and criticising each 

other’s conduct, either directly or by more implicit means. Especially young people are often attracted to 

other lifestyles and values than the ones prescribed at church and prevailing among their older family mem-

bers, and they may try to convince older family members to change or broaden their perception. As a brief 

example of this, 22-year old Alfred is discussing the issue of family planning with his 64-year old grandfa-

ther Milo in the extract below. Living in the same extended homestead, Alfred and Milo share an intimate 

relationship which allows Alfred to challenge the views of his grandfather without disrespecting him. The 

two men are sitting by the family fire along with a number of older and younger family members, chatting 

and relaxing after a long day’s work in the fields. Among these are Alfred’s young brothers, 7-year old Hob-

son and 8-year old Louis, sitting close enough to eavesdrop on the brief interaction between Alfred and Milo 

below76: 
         

1. Alfred [to Milo]:   Bahaanene, mwali kweelede kuti kamujisi bana bobilo buyo. 
 Grandfather, you were supposed to have two children only. 

 
2. Milo:    Sena eco cilasalala mumeso aa Leza? Ncobapeda misamu kutegwa  

   babe aabana bobilo. Oyo mulandu kuli Leza. Kuti Leza wakuleleka  
   abana bali one hundred, weelede kuba aambabo. 

Is that right in the eyes of God? That’s why they give medicine [contraceptive 
pills] so that they have two children only. That is a case with God. If God 
blesses you with one hundred children, you should have them.  

        
              [Alfred and Milo both remain silent. After a while, the conversation moves on to other topics]. 
 

                                                 
75 Some parents allegedly encouraged their young daughters to become pregnant with a wealthy business man or road worker in 
order to secure the parents a large payment, either in damages or bride price. However, no parents or young women in Hang’ombe 
would confirm to me having carried through such ’strategic arrangements’ themselves, and the topic seemed surrounded by a strong 
taboo.  
76 I recorded this interaction while visiting the family one afternoon in December 2008.  
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Alfred has recently returned to his family’s homestead after finishing secondary school in a larger town 

nearby. This gives him the status of an educated or ‘learned person’ (muntu uyiide), whose words are gener-

ally respected also by older members. As I observed among other young people returning from colleges or 

secondary schools, Alfred might see it as his responsibility to enlighten his less educated relatives about the 

’modern ways’ (buumi bwasunu) prevailing in educational and urban centres. In the interaction above, he 

thus informs his grandfather Milo about how couples ought to ’have two children only’ (1), rather than the 

average four-five children born to most women in the area. Alfred here draws on a discourse of family plan-

ning and health care frequently applied by clinical personnel and NGO representatives operating in the 

township and at the local school. Following the prescriptions of international health agencies like the WHO, 

young men and women are informed about sexually transmitted diseases, contraceptives, and advantages 

associated with having few children. As appears above, however, 64-year old Milo forcefully rejects his 

grandson’s suggestion. Evoking a discourse prevailing in many of the local churches, he argues that contra-

ception is wrong ’in the eyes of God’, and that ‘if God blesses you with one hundred children, you should 

have them’ (2). Alfred does not answer to this, most likely because he does not want to dispute neither the 

church nor the religious faith of his grandfather, at least not in his presence. Children observing discussions 

like this one gradually learn how the worldviews expressed by adults may not always be identical across 

generations and social domains like the church, the homestead, the township and the school. They learn how 

concepts and expressions of ‘proper personhood’ may be negotiated according to different discourses, and 

how some of these discourses may sometimes be more powerful than others. 

 

Along with issues of sex and family planning, a discussion of ’proper parenthood’ prevails among many 

families in Hang’ombe, particularly among women who tend to discuss different aspects of motherhood with 

their female relatives and friends. In the extract below, a group of Hang’ombe women thus argue about 

whether or not a mother should ‘chat’ (shimika) with her daughters, that is, if she should talk openly about 

other members and events in the community, including delicate issues like sex and romance. Most of the 

women are in their 20s or early 30s, except for two school girls, 11-year old Talala and 8-year old Eva, who 

are assisting their mothers in the field. Present is also 45-year old Love who as the oldest and also as a suc-

cessful business women is well-respected by the other women, even if she has only had three years of formal 

schooling and does not speak any English. As appears below, Love has strong opinions on the social rela-

tionship between mothers and children, particularly on the tendency among some women in the community 

to gossip or ‘chat’ with their young daughters77:  
 

1. Eden:    Kuti balumi bangu kabatako inga, ndiizya aamwana wangu   
 If my husband is not home, I chat with my [10-year old] daughter. 

 
2. Love:    Mebo nsesoli kwiizya aamwana. 

 I can’t chat with a child. 

                                                 
77 This discussion took place on the first morning of 2009, when a group of about seven neighbouring women had come to the 
household of Khama and Minivah’s family to help out with the picking of groundnuts. Minivah held the recorder in her pocket, as the 
women moved along the lines of groundnut plants. The names and ages of the present women are: Eden, 28, Love, 45, Minivah, 36, 
her daughter Talala, 11, Eva, 8 (daughter of 35-year Dorothy who is present, but does not speak in the extract above), Mila, 31, and 
Ruth, 38. Love and Ruth have both left school after Grade 4, whereas the other women have finished Grade 7 or more.  
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3. Minivah [to Love]:   Cilakatazya? 

 Is it difficult [for you]? 
 

4. Love:    Taciyandiki kwiizya aamwana. Bana nobacili mbuli yooyu, takuyandiki 
   kwizya aambabo.   

 It is not advisable to chat with children. When children are of size, you 
 shouldn’t chat with them. 

 
5. Minivah:   Mebo cilandikatazya nkaambo... 

 I have a problem, because... 
 

6. Eden:    Inga nkubaanina buyo.  
 I just tell them stories. 
 

7. Love:    Bamwi inga nkwiizya abana, ‘Heheeeee Uuuu’. 
 Some chat with their children, ‘Heheeeee Uuuu’ [mimicking women’s  

  ‘chatting’].  
 
       [Laughter from all the women at Love’s impersonation of women chatting with their children]. 
 

8. Love:    Mbuyanga. Balandicima bamakaintu baseka boobu abana. [To Minivah] 
   Kuti ndakunvwa kuseka Minivah, ‘Heheeee Uuuu’ a Talala, inga ndati  
   uli muyanga. 
   That is foolish. I hate women who laugh with their children that way. [To 
   Minivah] If I hear you laughing, Minivah, ‘Heheeee uuuuu’ with Talala, I 
   will say you’re a fool. 

 
[Laughter from the other women]. 

 
9. Love:    Aba beelede kuseka mulicabo. 

 These [children] must chat among themselves. 
 

10. Women [all]:   Iiyi. 
 Yes. 

 
11. Love:    Kuti  uyanda kumuyiisya cintu mwana, inga wamuiisya. Wamana ku 

   muyiisya, weelede kugola. Takuyandiki kutalika kuti cili boobu ndakaci-
   bona acili boobu.  

If you want to tell or teach your child something, you should teach her.  After 
teaching her, you must finish the talk. It is not a good idea to start  telling 
stories. 

 
12. Minivah:   Bunji bwazyiindi ndaizya abana. Inga balandaambila zyintu nzyoba- 

   bona, mbuli ku Bwasanu. 
 Most of the time, I chat with my children. We talk about things they have 
 seen, for example in Bwasanu. 

 
13. Love:    Iiyi, ndabona.  

 Okay, I see. 
 

14. Minivah:   Nceyanda buyo nkuti kabaamba munzila yabulemu. Mbuli kuti,  
   naawaambila ndime at ‘Badaala’, inga ndamwaambila kuti taciyandiki. 

What I want of them is to talk to me in a respectful way. For example, if they 
address me as ‘Badaala’ [‘man’], I tell them this is not appropriate. 

 
        [Loud laughter from all the women at the mentioning of the slang expression ‘Badaala’]. 
 

15. Love [to all]:   Mwabona, mwana teelede kukkala abapati. 
 You see, a child should not sit together with adults. 
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16. Minivah:   Masimpe? 
 Really? 
 

17. Love:    Kuti mwana wakkala aabapati, inga watalika kuti kufwumbwa nkaanvwa 
   kubapati wa waakwaambila beenzyina. Inga ainka kukusobana, waak- 
   waambila beenzyina nzyobali kwaamba bapati. 

If a child sits with adults, it will go out telling friends what it heard from the 
adults. When the child goes playing with friends, it will tell the friends what the 
adults were talking about. 

 
18. Minivah:   Bunji bwazyiindi, ndaizya abana bangu kapati kuti kuli cimwi cintu ca 

   bakatazya, ciyandika kuti ndibapandulwide. 
 Most of the time, I chat with my children especially if there is something 
 they don’t understand, which they want me to explain to them. 

 
19. Love:    Iiyi, taciyandiki kwiizya abana kakwiina akaambo. 

 Okay, it is not advisable to chat with children without a purpose. 
 
        [The women remain silent for a while after this]. 
 

This extract displays the intimacy often prevailing among women when interacting in the absence of men. 

The joking tone, the frequent laughter, and the exchange of personal experiences, indicate a confidence and a 

sense of social leeway rarely seen among younger women in the company of their husbands, fathers or other 

men. The extract also reveals how concepts of ‘proper parenthood’ may be subject to negotiation, perhaps 

especially the relationship between mothers and daughters when it comes to issues of romance and sex. Old-

er women, especially those with little formal schooling like 45-year old Love, tend to retain a relatively strict 

authority towards their children, and to promote this kind of authority to her fellow members, like in the 

interaction above. Lacking the general status ascribed to literacy and advanced levels of formal education, it 

might seem particularly important to Love to maintain a respectable and authoritative self-image. By making 

assertive statements like ‘When children are of this size, you shouldn’t chat with them’ (4), ‘a child should 

not sit together with adults’ (15) and ‘It is not advisable to chat with children without a purpose’ (19), and by 

ridiculing the younger Minivah for ‘chatting’ with her daughter Talala (8), Love thus underlines her senior 

status towards the younger women along with her status as a ‘proper parent’. Compared with Love, these 

younger women seem to have doubts about the practicing of parental authority in their daily lives, apparent 

in Eden’s confession of how ‘If my husband is not home, I chat with my daughter’ (1), and Minivah’s sur-

prised questions to Love (3, 16). Many of the younger parents I spoke to seemed rather insecure around ways 

of displaying authority towards their daughters and sons, especially as these entered higher school grades and 

became increasingly knowledgeable and confident in their ways of interacting with adults. Like the previous 

discussion on family planning, practices of socialisation and parenthood are thus subject to negotiation, with 

different interpretations prevailing across generations and individual homes. 
 

Overall, the fact that the moral, linguistic and social practices of daily community life are so frequently and 

vehemently discussed among Hang’ombe members indicates an experience of basic norms being far from 

unequivocal across the community. Ways of speaking, dressing, and maintaining one’s household and family 

relationships, are subject to continuous discussion, and though some people claim to know the ‘proper way’ 

to live and act, they may find themselves frequently challenged, either by the shifting orientations of younger 
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generations or the basic uncertainties marking their daily life. Issues of childrearing and age-based authority 

often accompany these discussions, revealing the fluctuation of basic social and moral orientations. Due to 

the lack of physical boundaries between the lives of family members, children are often exposed to adults’ 

ways of approaching these matters, including the challenging of existing hierarchies and decora. Watching 

the actions of adults in various social situations in the township, at home and at church, children may also 

experience how the social decora prescribed by different members may not always concur directly with their 

tangible actions. Most children in Hang’ombe thus acquire a complex and somewhat ambiguous impression 

of what it entails to live and act as a respectable person in contemporary society. Although they may be busy 

working most of the day, parents generally try to reduce such ambiguity by pushing their children towards a 

number of relatively unequivocal ideals, centred on the chores and demands of the homestead, the fields, and 

the surrounding community. I discuss some of the basic orientations underlying these socialisation practices 

in the sections below.  

 

Virtues of respect and responsibility 
Apart from eavesdropping on the discussions of adults, Hang’ombe children acquire basic moral practices 

and decora through their participation in the endeavours of older family members. Adults may rarely sit 

down with children and discuss moral issues explicitly, but their daily interactions with children in kitchens, 

fields and court yards are permeated by moral decora, which children, like most other practices, are expected 

to gradually acquire mainly through recurrent practice and observation. Both boys and girls must learn to 

dress properly and keep themselves clean and presentable, especially when leaving the grounds of the home-

stead. They must abstain from boasting, insulting or otherwise using ‘bad language’ (mulaka mubi), 

particularly when within earshot of elders and visitors, and they must adjust their selection of words, tone, 

and topic of speech in accordance with the person(s) they are interacting with, acknowledging his or her age, 

gender and family role and the circumstances under which the interaction takes place. They must obey the 

directives of older members silently, performing household and farming chores with the proper diligence and 

precision; and, especially as they grow older, they must detect and initiate relevant household tasks on their 

own, like the weeding of a particular patch in the garden or the preparation of nsima at a particular time in 

the afternoon, complying with the needs of family members prior to their own. Children’s physical and so-

cial responsibilities may differ in scale and scope across homesteads, but common to all families is the 

urgency around children learning to act with respect in any situation, identifying and adhering to the needs 

and expectations of others. When addressing the moral socialisation of children to me, men and women 

would frequently apply the concepts of kunvwana and maano, both pointing to the centrality of social com-

petencies in children’s early development78. Kunvwana literally means ‘listening’ and is associated with 

                                                 
78 Both kunvwana and maano correlate with what psychologists and anthropologists have referred to as the socioaffective competence 
– an ability to adapt to and interrelate with other people, which is pivotal in the socialisation and development of children across 
large parts of Africa (i. e. Evans & Myers 1994, Nsamenang & Lamb 1994, Ochs 1988, Serpell 1993, 1996, Super & Harkness 1997, 
Weisner 1989, Zimba 2002). In his extensive work on child development among the Chewas of Zambia’s Eastern Province, psy-
chologist Robert Serpell has explored the indigenous concept nzelu, which loosely corresponds to maano among the Tonga and the 
Western concept of intelligence. Among the Chewas, nzelu overarches human qualities of wisdom, cleverness, responsibility, ame-
nability, honesty, and trustworthiness (Serpell, 1996: 135). Reaching the stage of wa-nzelu – that is, being regarded as a full-grown 
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qualities of obedience, attentiveness, humility, and a general sense of social responsibility. Diligence in chil-

dren’s performance of chores are highly valued – both in concern to exterior circumstances like time and 

place, and to an inherent, generally unspecified level of performative quality or adequacy of cooking, sweep-

ing, ploughing etc. Although they tend to be less attentive to children’s academic performances, as I 

elaborate in chapter five, most parents apply a similar codex in their approach to children’s homework and 

school papers – that is, an emphasis on obedience and diligence towards the teacher in the shape of good 

marks and few or no errors. 28-year old Olinet described kunvwana to me this way:  
 

“If for example you tell a child, ‘you must be cooking supper at 18 hours’, and then the child cooks at 19 hours 

instead, it means this child doesn’t listen. But if you have told the child to cook at 18 hours, and the child does 

this exactly, it means this child is able to listen, that he or she has kunvwana.” 

 

At the level of sociomoral competence, kunvwana defines a child or adult’s ability to adhere adequately to 

the requests of others, even if such requests may be difficult or inconvenient to oneself. Adult members often 

apply the concept of kunvwana to define whether or not a child is generally well-mannered, implicitly point-

ing to the sociomoral capabilities of the child’s parents. As earlier described, although social abilities are 

perceived partially as inborn qualities, parents – especially mothers – are regarded as the main responsible of 

the nurture of these abilities in children, and having one’s child described as ulanvwa (‘having kunvwana’ or 

‘being obedient’) or ulanvwa kulaigwa (‘abiding by what is told’) is an important acknowledgment of both 

parents and their child. Evoking and refining a child’s kunvwana permeates most adult-child interactions, 

particularly around the daily performance of household and farming chores as described in the previous 

chapter. However, although obedience and humility are perceived as decisive virtues of a person of all ages, 

this does not imply a lacking appreciation of personal initiative, which appears from another prevalent con-

cept, that of maano. This concept is somewhat equivalent to Western concepts of ‘intelligence’ or ‘wisdom’, 

associated with qualities of perseverance, social intelligence and adaptability. Having maano is seen as deci-

sive for a person’s social and material success in life, both in contexts of family, society, business and 

school, and a highly educated person will usually be talked about as ‘ula maano’, indicating that ‘he/she is 

intelligent’ or ‘learned’ and has ‘come a long way’ in life. As described by 31-year old Mila below, having 

maano is closely connected with social responsibility and initiative in varying situations: 
 

“If a child does something which is needed, something which he or she hasn’t been asked to do, like going to the 

garden and planting something there, it means that this child has maano. My children sometimes go to the gar-

den and work without being told. Sometimes they get maize and come and ground it here by themselves, even if 

I haven’t told them. That is maano .... If someone is lazy, they usually don’t have maano, because they won’t be 

doing things correctly. But if someone is strong and works hard, they usually have maano. They will be full of 

initiative and do a lot of things.” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  
respectable member of Chewa society – implies having learnt to deploy one’s talents and abilities in a “socially productive way”, 
rather than in a “selfish, self-advancing manner that is socially counterproductive” (ibid.). A subdimension of nzelu is the Chewa 
concept of -mvela, which corresponds to the chiTonga concept of kunvwana or ‘obedience’ (Serpell, 1993).  
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Although maano reflects an appreciation of the child’s – and adult’s – ability to think and perform inde-

pendently, there are obvious limits to such independence. Children may be expected to gradually learn how 

to act on their own in all aspects of life, like growing their own field and garden patches, getting dressed and 

leaving for school at the right time, herding their own cattle, and taking care of the household and their 

younger siblings in the absence of adults. This increasing independence or ‘self-reliance’ (kuzwidilila), 

which includes physical and financial independence, is seen as an inherent part of a child’s maturity process, 

gradually becoming free of the help and guidance of others. Such independence, however, appears as a very 

particular ability in most families, namely the ability to perform well and autonomously within existing codi-

ces, whether these are moral, social, linguistic or institutional etc. In other words, children of a certain age 

may be expected to make their own decisions and judgements, but they are supposed to do this within pre-

vailing sociomoral decora, without questioning or negotiating these. Like kunvwana, having maano is seen 

as a fundamental element in both one’s own life and of one’s immediate surroundings, as the sustenance of 

both the family and the community relies on both the diligence and self-reliance of each individual member. 

As an example of how these qualities may be promoted in the shared endeavours of children and adults, I 

include an interaction below between 42-year old Motty and his two sons, 9-year old Daala and 7-year old 

Pink. I made this recording in the family’s maize field one afternoon in December 2008, where Motty had 

brought his two sons to assist him with the weeding of maize, leaving them receptive to water. As we enter 

the interaction below, the three of them have been working in the garden for a while, using hoes to remove 

the lower leaves and removing plants which have grown too close to each other. Motty is walking slowly 

besides Daala and Pink, allowing them to observe his actions while monitoring their performance. As ap-

pears below, Motty continues directing the boys throughout this work:  
 

1. Motty [to both boys]:   Kojwa bbondwe  
   Pluck the weed. 

 
2. Motty [to Pink]:   Kocita so. Amumbali kojwa. 

   Do like this [showing him how to heap the weeds]. Do it all around [the 
   plant]. 

 
3. Motty [to Pink]:   Pink, wajwa aya, kosowa kumbali. Daala, ayebo kojwa ku side oko....  

   [observing Daala] Ya, kabotu-kabotu. 
   Pink, you should heap the weed together. Daala, pluck the weed on  
   that side...[observing Daala] Yes, carefully. 

 
4. Motty [to Daala]:   Daala, akakakayuma aka ka Cabbage. Kocita kabotu.... Ezyi mpakatwa  

   kamugusya ezyi. 
   Daala, this cabbage plant dried up. Do it [the weeding] properly.... Pluck 
   one plant, if you find two that are too close to each other. 

 
5. Daala [to Pink]:   Makwela vwu nkwaagusya, taakwe ncito. 

   Remove the leaves that are so low they touch the soil, they are of no  
   use.  

 
6. Motty [to Pink]:   Taakwe ncito. Amwaagusye. Oonse aya akaba purple, amwaagusye.  

   [To Daala] Wamana, muboole a side awa. 
   They are of no use. Remove them. All these that have turned purple,  
   pluck them. [To Daala] When you finish [weeding], you should come to  
   this side.   
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7. Daala:    Kuno? Ino kuya?  

   Here? Why not over there? 
 
8. Motty:    Okay. 

   Okay.  
  
9. Daala [to Pink]:   Mafwumba aampongo aya. Elyo naakabikkwa.  

   This is goat dung. We applied it to the vegetables a long time ago. 
 
10. Motty [to Daala]:   Mwaamba nzi? 

   What are you talking about? 
 
11. Daala:    Mafwumba aampongo.  

   Goat dung. 
 
12. Motty:   Kayi taamani ayo. Amwaka uuboola anooliko. 

   It lasts long. It will be there up to next year. 
 
13. Pink [surprised]:   Ha! Taamani ino ani.  

   Ha! [I didn’t know that] it lasts long. 
 
14. Motty:    Ayo next year anooliko. Next year omu twaakulima... 

   It will be there even next year. When we plant next year. 
 
15. Pink [to Motty]:   Ndilili nitwakausyide mwanja oyu?  

   When did we last dig this cassava? 
 
16. Motty:    Kuzwa leliya nitwausyide. Uyandika kusya. 

   Since that time when we dug it. It needs to be dug.  
 
17. Pink:    Sunu?  

   Today? 
 
18. Motty:   Peepe, kutali sunu.  

   No, not today. 
 

As noted earlier, parents’ directives to children may sometimes take the form of more elaborate explanations 

if the situation and the particular activity allow for it, for instance about farming procedures and practices 

like above. Motty takes time to observe and comment on the individual performances of his sons, telling 

them to work carefully (kabotu-kabotu, 3) by carefully picking out certain leaves and ensuring enough space 

between the maize plants so that they do not dry up (4). He explains them about the long-term benefits of 

applying goat dung to the vegetables, serving as fertiliser ‘up to next year’ (14). Apart from refining their 

farming skills, the boys may acquire a broader understanding of the agricultural system surrounding the pro-

duction of maize, and of how they and their family members may benefit from this system through the 

careful and consistent conduct of chores. 9-year old Daala has already gained proficiency in most farming 

chores, like weeding, manuring, ploughing, and harvesting, and Motty merely reminds him of working 

‘properly’ (4), directing him to particular patches of the garden (8). Daala assists his father in guiding his 

younger brother Pink, telling him how to remove the lower and the purple leaves (5) and informing him 

about goat dung (10). Although they mostly remain implicit, Daala and Pink are here familiarised with the 

basic qualities comprised by the concepts of kunvwana and maano described further above. They are taught 

the value of remaining obedient and attentive to the knowledge of parents and elders, enabling them to grow 
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crops on their own. They are exposed to the tangible benefits of working diligently and with long-sighted 

perspective, increasing the chances of a good harvest. They learn to make their own judgements of crops, 

plants and soil, and to take initiatives to improve their work on the basis of these judgements. Finally, by 

contributing to the sustenance of their family members, they are taught basic values of social responsibility.  

However, parents’ moral socialisation of children may not always occur as smoothly as it might appear from 

the sections above. As a contrast to kunvwana and maano, the adjective bunkanwe or ‘talkative’ is often ap-

plied to describe a child, particularly a young girl, whose moral socialisation is considered to have failed. 

Literally, bunkanwe denotes a person’s ‘mad mouth’, that is, his or her tendency to quarrel, slander, or curse. 

If a child repeatedly fails to respect the implicit social boundaries prevailing in the homestead and general 

community, e. g. by disobeying the requests of a parent, cursing in front of an elder, or asking inappropriate 

questions to visitors, he or she is likely to be labelled as ‘talkative’ by other families. Most members found it 

fairly easy to identify a talkative child as explained by Irene, a 33- year old mother of four young children, 

below: 
 

“People will know that ‘this is a talkative child’ and ‘this one is not’ from the way a child speaks. It can be a 

rude way of giving answers. For instance, if an elderly person asks a child, ‘Where is your mother?’, and the 

child answers that his or her mother has gone to the garden. Then you ask, ‘What has she gone to do in the gar-

den?’, and the child answers rudely by saying, ‘Don’t you know what goes on in the garden?’. Then you will 

know that this child is talkative”.  

 

Illustrating the centrality of language and speech in prevailing models of proper personhood, bunkanwe is 

linked with defiance, laziness and a general lack of moral. People claimed that both children, women and 

men could equally be labelled bunkanwe, but I mostly heard the term connected to the conduct of women 

and girls, particular in relation to their alleged sexual looseness. This connection was also visible in common 

proverbs like ‘That woman is not good for marriage, she is talkative’ (Uya mukaintu takwatiki, munkanwe) 

and ‘Better marry a lazy woman than a woman with a mouth’, (Kona kwata mukaintu mutolo kwiinda siku-

mulomo), underlining the importance for a girl to acquire an obedient manner of speaking if she wants to get 

married. Like maano and kunvwana, bunkanwe is regarded as an inborn personal trait which must be curbed 

through the regulation and positive influence of older members. During interviews, members would some-

times denounce whole families as ‘talkative’, explaining a child’s misbehaviour by the low moral standards 

prevailing in his or her home. Children’s acquisition of ‘proper speech’ is thus central to their socialisation in 

most families, reflecting a concern with the social adaptability of the child as well as with the wider reputa-

tion of his or her family. As an example of how a mother might reproach the ‘talkativeness’ of a child, the 

extract below depicts an argument in the kitchen of the Moonje family one evening in January 2009, record-

ed by the family members themselves. 9-year old daughter Luyando is sitting by the fire next to her 32-year 

old mother Lila, who is preparing nsima for next day. Luyando’s older brothers, Calleen, Oscar and Roy, are 

sitting by themselves outside after having finished dinner, close enough to hear the Luyando and her mother 

arguing below. As we enter their interaction, Lila tells Luyando to help out in the kitchen work. Rather than 

complying silently as would usually be expected of her, Luyando tries to evade her mother’s request: 
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1. Lila [to Luyando]: Mama, leta cibbo tubone tuzubilile niini.  

Mama [girl], prepare the bowl so that we can start cooking [nsima]. 
 

2. Luyando: Amubaite bene Calleen basanzye cibbo. 
Call Calleen and the others to wash the bowl. 

 
3. Lila:   Baitwe batyani?  

What should they do? 
 

4. Luyando:  Basanzye cibbo. Abalo kabanga babeleka.  
They should wash the bowl. They should also work. 

 
5. Lila:   Yebo!  

   You! 
 

6. Luyando:  Ino me, nhu nhu. Sunu, ndakatala.  
Me, no no. Today I’m too tired. 
 

7. Lila:   Wakatala kutyani, mama?  
You are too tired to do what, ma’m? 

 
8. Luyando:  Kusanzya cibbo.  

To wash the bowl. 
 

9. Lila [sighing]:  Ma! Ukatale. Walikusanzya zyiindi zyongaye? Leta muungo kuno. Wamana ulete  
meenda.  
Ma! You are tired. How many times did you wash the bowl? Bring the cooking stick.  
After that you bring water.  
 

10. Luyando [wailing]:  Me baama, mebo lino... 
Me mother, me now [not me]....  

 
11. Lila [annoyed]:  Iiyi, kutegwa tuzubilile. Hii utume basankwa, mbali ino bayanda kuleta? Naawakabaanzi  

ncoli so. 
Yes, [go get water] so we can cook. You want the boys to do this, even though you, a girl, is 
here? I don’t know why you are like that. 

 
12. Luyando:  Lyoonse, a jilo. 

Always, even yesterday [I had to do most of the work]. 
 

13. Lila:  Omusimbi basankwa kabasanzya nkoli. 
You, a girl, think that boys should wash when you are there.  
 

14. Luyando:  Mpoonya lino kamubalekelezya balo kabaumwine? 
Then you let them stay without doing anything?  
 

15. Lila:   Ede cibbo oyu wali kulida wacisanzya, nduwe oocisanzya? 
The one [boy] who was eating from the bowl washed it after eating. Are you the one who washed 
it? 
 

16. Luyando:  Ede ambebo mitiba ndasanzya. Oscar mwamwaambila kuti kupyaange alubuwa, kwiina  
anaapyaanga. Me ndapyaanga. 
I washed the plates. You told Oscar to sweep the yard, but he didn’t do it. I swept.  

 
17. Lila:   Waamba kuti eyi taili ncito yako. Walo lino uya kukutuswiilizya mboambaula Nana.  

  Uyootuswiilila. Aka kalalemba boonse mbotwaambaula so, aka ncokakkede awa.  
You said that it wasn’t your duty. Nana will hear what we are discussing. This [recorder] 
is recording right now. Everything you are saying, others will hear tomorrow.  
 

              [Lila and Luyando both remain quiet for a while after this. Luyando eventually washes the bowl].  
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As shown in the earlier discussion between Love and the other women on ‘chatting’ with their young daugh-

ters, issues of parenthood are often subject to discussion, and relationships between parents and children may 

vary, both across households and generations. Compared with their older peers, mothers in their twenties and 

early thirties often seem to display a larger social and linguistic leeway towards their school-aged children, 

conversing with them rather than giving them an immediate beating or rebuke. The extract above can be seen 

as a reflection of such a relationship; when Luyando rejects her mother’s request (1, 2), suggesting that her 

older brothers ‘should wash the bowl’ (2, 4), since she is ‘too tired’ to do it herself (6, 8), Lila refrains from 

beating or scolding Luyando as a more ‘strict’ mother might do. However, Lila seems worried about the 

wider consequences of her daughter’s defiant behaviour, which is likely to be perceived as ‘talkative’ by 

other members. She reproaches Luyando’s suggestion of letting the boys do the washing ‘even though you, a 

girl, is there’ (11, 13) – and when Luyando continues to complain (14, 16), Lila reminds her how ‘Nana will 

hear what we are discussing’ and how ‘everything you are saying, others will hear tomorrow’ (17), hinting at 

the judgement that might fall on both Luyando and her parents if others overhear her defiant remarks. When 

Luyando complains to her mother about how her brothers ‘should also work’ (4), and how she has to work 

hard every day (12) while her mother lets the boys stay ‘without doing anything’ (14), she contests basic 

concepts of gender and the division of household chores. As a third grader, Luyando has been taught to 

‘speak up’ and interact with teachers on an equal footing with boys, and even though the school to some 

extent replicates the gender division prevailing in the community, she is in the process of learning how other 

ways of interpreting ‘girlhood’ and ‘womanhood’ exist than the ones prescribed by her parents, both at 

school and in the township surrounding it. Prevailing hierarchies of authority between parents and children – 

and between genders – may thus be subject to negotiation in some homes, as children take on separate identi-

ties presented to them at school or perhaps in the local township.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter illustrates the social ambiguities permeating daily life among Hang’ombe families. Parents may 

share relatively clear-cut ideals for their children’s conduct of diligence, obedience and social responsibility, 

enabling them to sustain themselves as proficient farmers and housewives, and to gain the respect of fellow 

community members. Most adults share similar ideals for themselves of creating a prosperous and respecta-

ble life through hard work in the fields and gardens, and the maintenance of good relationships to their 

relatives and neighbours. As we have seen in this chapter, however, these ideals may not always be easily 

adapted to daily community life. Basic challenges of poverty, illness, bad weather conditions, and lack of 

education and paid employment often impede members in obtaining the life they aspire to, both socially and 

physically. Continuous discussions prevailing around concepts of family, gender, marriage and child-rearing 

display a desire among members to keep reminding each other – and perhaps themselves – of how people 

ought to conduct themselves. Although they may not always be able to follow these prescriptions, most peo-

ple maintain a high moral standard for themselves and others, giving them a sense of dignity and control in a 

life otherwise marked by constant uncertainty (Cliggett, et al., 2007; Johnson-Hanks, 2006). Children grow-
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ing up in Hang’ombe are exposed to the social ideals promoted by their parents, grandparents and older 

peers, both through their participation in shared endeavours in fields and households, and through eaves-

dropping on the discussions of these older members. They learn how different interpretations of their basic 

environments exist, and how the decora prescribed by parents and elders may not always concur with the 

tangible lifestyles e. g. of men and women lingering in the township. To some extent, children are thus re-

quired to create a definition of ‘proper personhood’ of their own, decoding both the implicit and explicit 

messages sent to them on their recurrent trajectories through households, church halls, the township and the 

local school. Concepts of schooling and ‘educatedness’ play a significant role in this endeavour, serving as 

gateways to a different and somehow magical realm. In the next chapter, I discuss how both tangible and 

symbolic concepts of school are exposed to children in everyday life.  
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Chapter 5 
 
The distant magic of school. Concepts of  
school in classrooms and local homes 

 

“We really want to send our children to school. Why should they stay at home?  

We want them to know how to speak English, how to read, how to get money and count money.  

And then after that, to help their parents, buying blankets and covers, giving them money.  

But some of our children don’t use their heads, and so they stop going to school”. 

Love, 43-year old mother of eight children 

 

“I want to be educated so that I can buy a big house for myself and my wife.  

I don’t want to steal other people’s money”.   

Edwin, 10-year old boy 

 

 

Schooling in children’s lives 

By the age of seven, the large majority of Hang’ombe children enter the local basic school in Bwasanu, 

where they join age-mates from the township and a number of neighbouring villages. From six o’clock in the 

morning, hundreds of children can be seen walking along the dirt parts into the township, some covering 

distances of up to eight kilometres. Except during weekends and the month-long term breaks in December, 

May and August, children divide their days between the homestead and the school, each ascribing them with 

different roles and responsibilities. At home, matters of the school tend to be set aside in favour of chores 

and concerns of the household, and in spite of teachers’ repeated quests, children rarely spend much time on 

reading or making homework exercises once they exit the school. This does not imply that school has no 

significance in children’s out-of-school lives, however; I frequently observed children making direct or im-

plicit references to school in their interactions with their homely peers, imitating teachers’ instructions either 

in English or chiTonga, using acknowledgments like ‘very good’ and scientific terms like ‘system’ or ‘de-

sign’, writing symbols with a stick in the sand, and singing songs about the alphabet or ‘crossing the road’. 

Most children carry their uniforms with pride both in and outside of school, and I often observed younger 

children crying at the daily departure of their older siblings, wanting to go with them to school. Along with 

the homestead and the local church, the school thus figures as a central domain in most children’s lives, both 

as a physical space, occupied by particular people, practices and decora, and as a symbolic institution, sur-

rounded by mythologies of wealth and powerful knowledge. With its connotations to the ‘modern lifestyles’ 

(buumi bwasunu) of teachers, doctors, accountants and engineers, many of which can be seen in the local 

township, the school appears as a both alluring and somewhat alien institution, detached from the basic con-

cerns of community life. Parents rarely visit the school grounds, unless called upon by the headmaster, and I 

hardly ever heard adult members discuss tangible matters of the local school, except perhaps when talking 

with teachers or with me. When asked about it, however, most parents expressed hopes of their children 
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‘completing school’ (kumanizya cikolo), that is Grade 12, without falling pregnant or otherwise deferring 

their education, and eventually gaining paid employment to sustain both themselves and their families. 

Members may be sceptical about the long-term promises of schooling, as forwarded by teachers and local 

NGOs, but with few alternatives available for them and their children, the symbolic significance of formal 

education remains high.  

 

In this chapter, I investigate the different practices and ideologies of schooling exposed to Hang’ombe chil-

dren on their daily trajectories, including both the domains of the home and the school. Concepts of the 

‘educated person’ may differ within and across homesteads, and the prescriptions and priorities of teachers 

may not always concur with those presented to children at home. As in other aspects of community life, the 

words and actions of older members may not always follow uniform lines, and parents may claim a higher 

level of engagement in their children’s schooling than the one they display in their daily lives. As in the pre-

vious chapters, I seek to approach the school and its practices as it might appear to children themselves, 

including the various meanings and ambiguities that this experience may hold. In order to capture the differ-

ent expressions of schooling exposed to children, I divide this chapter into three parts: I begin with the 

domain of the local school, Bwasanu Basic, discussing the basic practices and orientations dominating class-

room interactions, and the experience of schooling that children may acquire while staying on the school 

grounds. I then move on to concepts of schooling and ‘educatedness’ prevailing among Hang’ombe families, 

as displayed in conversations between parents and school-going children, and in moral discussions between 

older members, frequently overheard by bystanding children. Finally, I discuss concepts of schooling as dis-

played by children themselves, e. g. while playing with their peers or writing school assignments on the role 

of schooling in their personal lives. This latter discussion of children’s concepts of schooling is further elabo-

rated in chapter six, where I focus more broadly on children’s social strategies and orientations as displayed 

in their homely interactions with peers.  

 

Entering the social domain of school 

Placed on the Eastern outskirts of the township and shielded from the stir of the main street, Bwasanu Basic 

School appears as a calm and peaceful place, even with hundreds of children running around the yard or 

sitting in smaller groups on the ledges outside of classrooms. The school consists of two whitewashed rec-

tangular buildings of five classrooms each, plus a recently constructed smaller building for the Grade 8 and 9 

students, all surrounding a large court yard centred by a beautiful old tree. About 750 students presently fre-

quent the school, divided into nine grades with two classes on each grade level. Like in other parts of the 

region, the enrollment number at Bwasanu has increased quite radically in the past decade due to the national 

implementation of Education for All (Lungwangwa, et al., 1999), another result of which the school’s gender 

balance is now close to even. To the regret of teachers and school leaders, the increased enrollment has not 

lead to equivalent rises in the school’s financial means, and so the supply of books, tables, chairs, and other 

appliances is insufficient and rather worn. Because of the shortage of both classrooms and teachers, classes 

are divided into morning and afternoon shifts, with higher grades dominating the afternoons. The 60m2 class-
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rooms are filled with parallel rows of wooden desks for forty students in all, a number which is often ex-

ceeded, particularly in early grades, leaving some students to sit on floor mats in front of the board. At 

school, children are presented with an array of practices and social decora, many of which differ from the 

ones exposed to children at home. This goes for relatively distinct conventions around dress and ways of 

containing the body, like wearing a uniform and sitting by a desk, as well as for more subtle decora around 

social interaction and the acquisition and production of knowledge. In some ways, the school offers children 

a social and physical leeway, relieving them of the chores and restrictions of the household, as well as of the 

strict surveillance of parents and older peers. Unlike most homes, the school allows children to interact with 

both male and female age-mates from neighbouring families and communities, both in and outside of class, 

enabling them to select friends and play mates of their own and, in later years, to enter candid romantic rela-

tionships with students of the opposite sex. On the other hand, children are met by a large number of rules 

and restrictions once they enter the domain of the school: Prior to each lesson, they must wait in gender-

divided lines outside the classroom, and once the teacher arrives, they must greet her, chorusing ‘Good 

morning, teacher! How are you?’, before they are allowed to enter. In the classroom, they must sit on chairs, 

keep their hands on tables and their gaze fixed towards the teacher and the board behind her. They must raise 

their hands and sometimes also stand up before speaking on their own, which they must do in a loud and 

distinct voice, unlike their usual manner of addressing adults at home. They must read, write, speak, and 

respond in particular ways, and once every term they must sit through extensive tests, after which their re-

sults may be published on large sheets hanging on the wall by the teachers’ room. Compared to the relative 

physical autonomy characterising children’s out-of-school lives, teachers may oblige children to remain seat-

ed in the classroom throughout lessons, just as they may prohibit them from entering certain spaces of the 

school, like the staff room or the classrooms of older children. These practices and decora all underline the 

school’s status as a separate domain, different from other spaces frequented by children on their daily trajec-

tories. Children may not make explicit comparisons between the home and at school, but they quickly seem 

to recognise the particular roles, practices and decora associated with school. 

 

As in other domains, many of these practices and decora pertain to language. Various linguists and educa-

tionalists have described how children’s socialisation at school largely revolves around their introduction to 

and gradual acquisition of particular communicative practices – both in terms of speaking, listening, reading, 

writing, and the use of non-verbal communication, like putting up one’s hand or facing in particular direc-

tions – some of which may differ significantly from the ones introduced to children at home79. Among the 

majority of children attending Bwasanu Basic, this difference pertains particularly to the linguistic register(s) 

applied or referred to at school, marked by the predominance of English and of descriptive, decontextualised 

categories like ’domestic animals’, ’non-living things’, ’transport’, and ’personal health’, both in English and 

chiTonga. Children may have been exposed to the use of isolated English terms and expressions during 

                                                 
79 E. g. (Bernstein, 1973; Gee, 2004; Heath, 1983; Heller & Martin-Jones, 2001; Moore, 2004, 2008a; Probyn, 2005; Schleppegrell, 
2004; Wedin, 2005). For a broad introduction to studies of language socialisation in schools, see (Baquedano-López & Kattan, 2008). 
For systematic functional-grammatical descriptions of communicative practices prevailing respectively in classroom and home set-
tings in different communities, see (Schleppegrell, 2004).  
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adults’ conversations at home or while passing through the township, but few of them will have gained close 

familiarity with the discourses prevailing at school prior to entering Grade One – especially as very few chil-

dren from villages like Hang’ombe attend a pre-school. As we have seen, much of children’s linguistic (and 

other) socialisation occurs through the observation and imitation of the practices performed by older family 

members, either as bystanders or ’intent participants’ (Rogoff, et al., 2003). If the time and activity allows it, 

an adult may take time to explain children, e. g. about the processing of vegetables or the tending of the land, 

but in their out-of-school lives, children rarely meet the kind of descriptive, explanatory language prevailing 

in classrooms, textbooks and the instructions of teachers. In order to approach this experience, I discuss tan-

gible classroom interactions at Bwasanu Basic in the section below.  

 

Classroom routines 
As in other schools in the region, most lessons at Bwasanu Basic follow a relatively fixed set of social, phys-

ical and linguistic routines. Topics of discussion vary across grade levels and learning areas, but interactions 

between teachers and students mostly follow a ‘call-response’ or ‘IRE structure’ (Cazden, 2001), that is, a 

question or call initiated by the teacher, succeeded by an individual or collective student response, which is 

then explicitly or implicitly evaluated by the teacher, e. g. by saying ‘good’ (mostly in English), or repeating 

the response loudly to the class, encouraging them to shout along in chorus. A teacher may sometimes intro-

duce students to a new game, song, or exercise in class, or ask them to tell a traditional story (twaana) aloud 

to their friends, especially in earlier grades – but even such initiatives tend to follow a fixed format in terms 

of the teacher’s continuous stream of regulative and/or encouraging comments, and the phrasing of these 

comments, including his or her tone of voice when expecting an answer or a repetition of certain words or 

phrases80. Similar routines prevail across classes and grades around ways of standing and sitting, entering 

and exiting the classroom, greeting the teacher, holding the pen, placing the textbook on the table, underlin-

ing a headline, and initiating a new page in one’s notebook by writing the date in a prescribed manner. The 

teaching styles prevailing at Bwasanu Basic might appear rigid and somewhat old-fashioned, manifesting a 

fixed and strictly hierarchical relationship between teachers and students. On the other hand, the predictable 

course of lessons may enhance children’s familiarity with the domain of the school, giving them an experi-

ence of security and proficiency which could otherwise take a long time to establish81. Even during the first 

days and weeks of the year, many of the new Grade One students I observed at Bwasanu appeared quite 

comfortable with their role as students, answering teachers’ questions in loud voices, and laughing with their 

class-mates during breaks. As an illustration of the classroom routines prevailing at Bwasanu, the following 

extract is taken from a Literacy Lesson presented to a group of forty-six Grade One students (21 girls and 25 

boys) between the ages of six and seven on their very first day of schooling in January 2009. About a fourth 

of the students come from homes within the township, while the rest have come from homesteads either in 

nearby or more remote villages. As we enter the interaction below, the teacher, 28-year old Mr. Minchisa, is 

                                                 
80 Scholars of Nigerian classrooms have referred to this pratice as ’cued elicitation’ (Abd-Kadir & Hardman, 2007). 
81 As noted by Cazden, ritualised classroom structures have the advantage of creating a learning space that is “familiar and predicta-
ble, yet flexibly open for improvisations at the moment and for evolution over time” (Cazden, 2001: 100). 
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pointing to a large drawn picture hanging on the board, illustrating a group of students in uniforms sitting 

upright with big smiles on wooden desks, facing the board in a classroom resembling the one the students are 

sitting in themselves. Students have been asked to draw a copy of the image in their notebooks, and most of 

them have finished drawing. Prior to this interaction, Minchisa has told the students to bring food with them 

to school, e. g. boiled maize and mangoes, for them to eat in the break82:  
 
       [The teacher points to the picture of students sitting in a classroom] 
 

1. Teacher:  Ncinzi ncobacita awa first?   
  What is it they are doing here first? 

 
2. Students [all]:  Balayiya!  

  They are learning!  
 

3. Teacher:  Huh?  
  What? 

 
4. Students [all, loudly]:  Balayiya!  

  They are learning! 
 

5. Teacher:  Balayiya, ayi?  
  They are learning, right? 

 
6. Students:  Iiyi!  

  Yes! 
 
      [The teacher walks to the centre of the classroom, while some students begin chatting.] 
 

7. Teacher:  Atunvwane, atunvwane. 
  Let’s listen, let’s listen. 
 

       [The students become quiet. The teacher turns to a student named Gary who has not brought food with him to class] 
 

8. Teacher:  Gary, ukabambile kuti juunza bakamubikkile mubbeke wanvwa? Bakakubikile wanvwa?  
  Gary, you should tell them [your  parents] to put it [the food] in the bag tomorrow, under-
  stand? They should put it in, understand? 

 
9. Gary:   Oowo, bayotubikkila mubbeke.  

  Okay, they will put it in the bag. 
 

10. Teacher [to all]:  Bakakubikkile nzi?  
  What are they going to put in [the bag]? 

 
11. Students [all]:  Cakulya mukabbeke. 

  They are going to put food [in the bag]. 
 

12. Teacher [to class]:  Nkubambila amundipe na magwaza, na mango nabakaka nkubalilila, nkutyeni? Nkubali- 
  lila ’amundipe’…. Nkubalilila! 
  Ask them [your parents], ‘can you give me boiled maize or mangoes’? If they refuse,  
  what should you do? Cry to them ’give me’… Cry to them! 

 
13. Students [all, with him]: ...... Nkubalilila!’ 

  ...... Cry to them! 
 

                                                 
82 As most of my classroom recordings, this one was made by me and Khama while observing the teacher, the students and the board 
from the back of the classroom. Altogether, the interaction depicted above lasted about 4:10 minutes. The few phrases in English are 
marked with bold.  
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14. Teacher:  ‘Amundipe namagwaza’, nkuboola amanzi?  
  [Cry to them] ‘Give me boiled maize’, you have to come with what? 
 

15. Students [all, loudly]:  Amagwaza!  
  Boiled maize! 

 
       [The teacher walks over to a group of students who are chatting quietly] 
 

16. Teacher [to noisy  Ulabona waumwa abeenzyinyoko kunu ku board. Sena kuti ulabona waumwa akati   
students]:   kabbenzyinyoko. [To the whole class] Sena ncibotu na?  

  You will be beaten here at the board. You are going to be beaten among your friends.  
  [To the whole class] Is that good? 

 
17. Students [all]:  Peepe!  

  No! 
 

18. Teacher:  Huh? 
  What? 

 
19. Students:  Peepe!  

  No! 
 

20. Teacher:  Ulabona waumwa akati kabeenzyinyoko sena ncibotu na?  
  You’ll be beaten among your friends, is that good? 

 
21. Students:  Peepe! 

  No! 
 

22. Teacher:  Aanzya.. aanzya... nwye basa nwye ba kamuvwila we kamulanga we nwyebo, basa.  
  Kamwanda basa. How are you? 
  Yes... yes... you my friends, you answer, my friends. How are you? 

 
23. Students [all]:  We are fine! 

  We are fine! 
 

24. Teacher:  Ndiyanda bana bakkomene mebo. Sena ndili nyemede?  
  I want children who are happy. Do I look upset? 

 
25. Students [all]:  Peepe!  

  No! 
 

26. Teacher:  Ndinyanda bakkomene, tee kayi?  
  I want those who are happy, right? 

 
27. Students [all]:  Iiyi!  

  Yes! 
 

28. Teacher:  Okeyi, okeyi! Ndalumba!... Okuno nkucikolo katuliiba. Twazya kutyani?  
  Okay, okay! Thank you!... Here in school, let’s feel free. We come to do what? 
  

29. Students [all]:  Kwiiya!  
  To learn! 

 
30. Teacher:  Tee kayi?  

  Is that right? 
 

31. Students [all]:  Iiyi!  
  Yes! 
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This extract displays the call-response or IRE pattern dominating most lessons at Bwasanu, where the teach-

er controls the interaction through a rapid, chant-like stream of directives and rhetorical questions, inviting 

the entire class to repeat and affirm his words. This pattern is similar to the one prevailing at church, both 

during services and lessons of children’s Sabbath School, where preachers or church elders call out religious 

phrases like ‘God is good’, which the congregation repeats in a loud chorus. Although it may be decreasing, 

it also resembles the practice of traditional storytelling (twaana), where the narrator – usually an older wom-

an – makes continuous calls to the listeners along with the story, calling out ‘Mukaninga!’ (‘here it is!’), to 

which the listeners – usually children between the ages of 5-10 – must respond ‘Ngalangati!’ (‘let it come!’), 

confirming their attention to the story83. Through this call-response pattern, the Grade One students above 

are introduced to basic decora of schooling and classroom attendance, like sitting diligently by desks and 

observing the board like the students in the picture (1-6), remaining quiet and listening to the teacher (7, 16-

21), bringing food from home to remain satisfied (8-15), asking and responding to fixed questions in English 

(22-23), appearing happy rather than unhappy (24-27), and being prepared ‘to learn’ (28-31). While intro-

ducing them to these decora, Minchisa also seeks to soothe the fear that some of the students may feel 

around him and the school, telling them (in chiTonga), ‘Here in school, let’s feel free’ (28). I frequently 

heard teachers address both younger and older students in this way, telling them ‘don’t fear’ (mutanooyoowi) 

or ‘speak freely’ (kamwaanguluka kukanana), requesting them to speak louder and more directly than they 

might normally do when addressing their parents or other adult members. Paradoxically, while maintaining a 

strictly regulated interaction practice, teachers thus try to promote students’ abilities to ‘speak freely’ and 

voice their own opinions in class, especially in higher grades where they are encouraged to be critical of the 

presented texts and to create individual arguments of their own. The prevalence of ritualised classroom rou-

tines may not only be due to teachers’ attempts to control students or to create a familiar learning 

environment, however. As with other formal institutions, like the church, people in the area – including par-

ents – generally expect the practices of the school to be highly formalised, adhering to prescribed decora 

around ways of speaking, dressing, and containing the body. In line with the moral decora continuously 

evoked and sanctioned during members’ discussions, as we saw in the previous chapter, members generally 

promote the maintenance of formal decora at school, e. g. around students’ wearing of school uniforms and 

teachers’ regulative speech. In a society marked by uncertainty and change, formal institutions like the 

school and the church may serve as important symbols of ‘law and order’. Such emphasis on the mainte-

nance of formal practices and decora is also visible in the extract below, taken from a lesson of ‘Oral 

English’ conducted in a Grade Two class at Bwasanu Basic in October 200884.  
 

1. Teacher:  All right. What was our last lesson? What was our last lesson in ‘happy class’?  
  Nciiyo cesu camamanino camu ‘happy’, cakali ciiyonzi? CakalicCiiyonzi? Twaluba?  
  Alright. What was our last lesson? What was our last lesson in ‘happy class’? 
  What was our last lesson in ‘happy’, what lesson was it?’ Have we forgotten? Have we? 

                                                 
83 Applying the analytical term of ’guided repetition’, Leslie Moore has compared language socialisation practices among children 
and adults in a Muslim community in Northern Cameroon respectively in Qur’anic schools, primary school classrooms and local 
homes. In spite of the different languages applied (Arabic, French and Fulfulde), she concludes how children’s learning may be 
enhanced by the recurrent interaction practices prevailing across domains (Moore, 2004).  
84 Khama and I made this recording while observing from the back of the classroom. English is marked with bold. 
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2. Student:  Kwiiya kupunda ciindi. 

  We learnt how to tell time. 
 

3. Teacher: Twakali kwiiya kupunda ciindi? Sure?  
  We learnt how to tell time? Sure? 

 
4. Student:  [inaudible] 

 
5. Teacher:  Okay. We have forgotten, okay? We looked at living things and? Non-living  

  things. Ede?   
  Okay. We have forgotten, okay? We looked at living things and? Non-living things 
  All right? 
  

6. Students:  Mmm. 
  Yes.  

 
7. Teacher:  Can you mention any living things that you know? Twakaiya zyintu zipona azitaponi,  

 ede?  
  Can you mention any living things that you know? We learnt about living and non- 
  living things, right? 

 
8. Students:  Mmm. 

  Yes.  
 

9. Teacher:  Ciiyo cesu camamanino, tee?  
  In our last lesson, right? 

 
10. Students:  Mmm. 

  Yes.  
 

11. Teacher:  Mpoonya ndaamba kuti amundaambile zyintu zyipona nzyomuzyi nywe. [To student]  
 Pez? 
  Now I have told you to tell me living things that you know. [To student] Pez?  

 
12. Student:  ‘Cow’. 

  ‘Cow’.  
 

13. Teacher:  ‘A cow’, very good. Aha? 
  ‘A cow’, very good. Okay? 

 
14. Student:  Bantu.  

  People. 
 

15. Teacher:  Bantu, yes, ‘people’. Aha? 
  People, yes, ‘people’. Okay? 

 
16. Student:  ‘Goat’. 

  ‘Goat’.  
 

17. Teacher:  ‘Goat’, very good. Yes, Vera? Twaluba... Okay? 
  ‘Goat’, very good. Yes, Vera? We have forgotten... Okay? 

 
18. Student:  ‘Cat’. 

  ‘Cat’.  
 

19. Teacher:  ‘A cat’. Aha? 
  ‘A cat’. Okay? 
 

20. Student:  ‘Animals’. 
  ‘Animals’.  
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21. Teacher:  ‘Animals’. All right. There are a lot of living things. How about a tree? Is it not a  

  living thing? Ino cisamu cilapona naataciponi?  
  ‘Animals’. All right. There are a lot of living things. How about a tree? Is it not a living  
  thing? Is a tree a living thing or not? 

 
22. Students:  Cilapona.  

  It is a living thing.  
 

23. Teacher:   Cilapona, very good. Now, mention non-living things. Amwaambe zyintu zyitaponi. 
  It is a living thing, very good. Now, mention non-living things. Mention non-living   
  things.  

 
24. Student:  Basisi!  

  Teacher! 
 

25. Teacher:  Yes. 
  Yes.  

 
26. Student:  Kasamu. 

  A small tree. 
 

27. Teacher:  Kasamu kali buti? Twaamba kuti cisamu cilapona, ino waamba kuti ‘kasamu’.  
  What kind of small tree? We said that a tree is a living thing, now you have said ‘a small  
  tree’. 

 
28. Student:  Basisi!  

  Teacher! 
 

29. Teacher:  Citaponi. Yes?  
  Non-living things. Yes? 
 

30. Student:  Ibbwe. 
  A stone.  
 

31. Teacher: Ibbwe, yes, a stone is a non-living thing. 
  Stone, yes, a stone is a non-living thing. 

 
32. Student:  Basisi! 

  Teacher! 
 

33. Teacher:  Aha? 
  Yes? 

 
34. Student:  Cisamu ciyumu.  

  A dried tree. 
 

35. Teacher:  Cisamu ciyumu, yes. A tree that has been cut is a non-living thing. Yes, aha? 
  A dried tree, yes. A tree that has been cut is a non-living thing. Yes, okay? 

 
36. Student:  ‘Book’. 

  ‘Book’.  
 

37. Teacher:  ‘A book’, very good, twalumba. 
  ‘A book’, very good’, thank you.  

 
38. Student:  Basisi? 

  Teacher? 
 

39. Teacher:  Aha? 
  Yes? 
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40. Student:  ‘Pen’. 

  ‘Pen’.  
 

41. Teacher:  ‘A pen’, very good. All right, twalumba.... We are not looking at the same  
  things, we are looking at different things. We are going to look at these things.  
  ‘A pen’, very good. All right, thank you.... We are not looking at the same  
  things, we are looking at different things. We are going to look at these things. 

 

Like before, this classroom interaction follows a clearly regulated pattern, with the teacher continuously ini-

tiating and evaluating students’ responses; but unlike the previous example, the teacher here requires 

students to make individual answers, urging them to rely on their memory of words presented to them in an 

earlier lesson, rather than on her immediate dictation. Lessons generally alternate between the teaching of 

new information through chorusing, and the testing of students’ acquisition of this information through indi-

vidual responses, like above. As appears, the students here respond somewhat reluctantly to the teacher’s 

questions, perhaps finding it hard to remember the answers, and to name these on their own – in English – 

without the help of their teacher or classmates. In their out-of-school lives, children will rarely be asked by 

parents or other adults to name specific phenomena, especially not phenomena which are physically absent 

in the room85. In line with the previous example, the students above are thus familiarised with the use of a 

particular school register, which at Bwasanu – as in other Zambian schools – is marked by the dominance of 

English and of descriptive, decontextualised categories both in English and chiTonga, like ‘living things’ 

(zyintu zipona, 5-22) and ‘non-living things’ (zyintu azitaponi, 23-41), which – like above – are mostly used 

to list, describe and compare different phenomena appearing in an image, text or in the children’s out-of-

school lives. Although this register is generally dominated by English, particularly from Grade Four on-

wards, the lack of familiarity that many children may experience in terms of the school’s linguistic practices 

does not only pertain to the use of English; many of the chiTonga terms applied at school may be equally 

unfamiliar to children. Much of children’s socialisation into the domain of the school – and, implicitly, the 

identity of ‘educated persons’ – thus revolves around their acquisition of particular language practices, intro-

ducing them to particular words and categories, and teaching them to apply these to the world around them. 

The national implementation of the mother-tongue based Primary Reading Programme (PRP) in 2000 has 

been aimed specifically at ‘bridging the gap’ between the language practices prevailing at school and at 

home respectively, particularly for children growing up in remote rural areas, who tend to have greater diffi-

culties following the instructions of teachers and textbooks than children living in more urbanised areas 

(Sampa, 2005). As I have discussed elsewhere (Clemensen, 2010), the introduction of systematic, mother 

tongue-based teaching and learning methods in the early grades of schools like Bwasanu is likely to have 

enhanced children’s participation in classroom interactions, both with their teacher and their classmates, and 

to reduce the experience of alienation which many children may have during their first days and weeks of 

school. In line with language educationalists in other parts of Africa86, I have observed how teachers’ use of 

a language familiar to children elicited more confident and elaborate answers from students than when hav-

                                                 
85 In Bernstein’s terminology, this language practice can be defined as a ’decontextualised code’ (Bernstein, 1973) 
86 E. g. (Arthur, 1996; Brock-Utne, et al., 2004, 2006; Heugh, 2009). 
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ing to respond in English, and how the use of chiTonga allowed teachers to establish intimate relationships 

with students, calling them ‘basa’ (‘dear ones’), joking with them, and making little comments on their re-

sponses. However, I also observed how teachers would generally promote English as the (only) official 

school language even in early grades, reducing (or preserving) the role of chiTonga to a kind of subsidiary 

means for children’s acquisition of English, rather than recognising it as a valid descriptive and analytical 

tool of classroom interaction in its own right. This favouring of English is hardly due to teachers’ ignorance 

of the benefits associated with using a familiar language in class, but rather to the continuous, overriding 

dominance of English in national exams and in the remaining educational system, both in the upper primary 

grades and in secondary and tertiary levels of schooling. Along with the relatively short period of mother-

tongue based tuition provided by the current language-in-education policy in Zambian primary schools (four 

years, with English medium of instruction gradually introduced from Grade Two onwards), initiatives like 

the PRP may thus play little more than a symbolic role in ‘bridging the gap’ between classrooms and com-

munity homes87. Teachers at Bwasanu explained how the introduction of PRP had helped legitimate their use 

of chiTonga in the classroom, code-switching between English and chiTonga and allowing students to an-

swer in chiTonga, but they also told me how this programme had in fact done little to reduce the social and 

linguistic gap prevailing between classrooms and student homes, particularly those in more remote villages 

who continued having major difficulties in passing national reading tests and exams. These perspectives 

pertain to a much larger discussion on language-in-education policies in Zambia and other societies whose 

educational, legal and political systems continue to be defined largely in terms of two more or less insepara-

ble sources: their colonial history and the physical, economic and discursive presence of international aid 

agencies88. This discussion is clearly relevant to schooling like the one taking place at Bwasanu Basic, whose 

daily practices are shaped by the discourses and orientations prevailing in national syllabi, curricula, text 

books, and teacher training colleges, which are again informed by wider historical and political ideologies. 

However, my aim here is not so much to discuss the wider implications of national policies, or to evaluate on 

the educational impacts of integrating local languages in the classroom. As I elaborate below, although the 

school carries great symbolic significance among Hang’ombe children and their families, it may not be the 

(most) privileged locus of children’s social and linguistic education which it is often presumed to be, i. e. in 

the discourses of international aid and development agencies. In the following sections, I move from the 

school into the domain of local homes, where I investigate the ways in which concepts of schooling and ‘ed-

ucatedness’ are continuously produced and negotiated by different community members.  

 

School and ‘the good life’ 

Schooling generally carries strong symbolic weight in Hang’ombe, both as a vessel to enhance children’s 

cognitive and linguistic skills, and as a representation of modernity and Western science. Parents may some-

times be critical of teachers, calling them ‘lazy’ (butolo) or unengaged, but the institution of schooling is 

                                                 
87 See (Alidou, et al., 2006) for a comprehensive, critical report on mother-tongue programmes employed in a number of different 
African countries in recent years, including the PRP in Zambia.  
88 For critical discussions on language and education in this respect, see e. g. (Brock-Utne, 2000; Brock-Utne & Hopson, 2005; Djité, 
2008; Kleifgen & Bond, 2009; Prah, 2002a, 2002b; Rassool, 2007; Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2000).  
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surrounded by strong mythologies, irrespective of members’ own educational background. When talking 

about school either with me or each other, members would often evoke a discourse on the importance of 

school – that is, recurrent phrases on the concept and purpose of schooling, revealing a wide consensus on 

this matter, or at least on how ‘this is how we talk about school’. Obviously, my presence as a European 

scholar focusing explicitly on issues of formal education might have provoked members to speak more sol-

emnly about school than usually, but expressions like ‘the goodness of school’ (bubotu bwa cicikolo) would 

also appear in casual conversations in community homes. Characteristic of this discourse was the linking of 

schooling with concepts of Europe, White people and the West, for instance in talks on children’s education 

and future lives: hopes of children eventually ‘going to London’ and ‘mixing with White people’. The myth-

ological realm of schooling was thus linked with equally mythological images of life in the West, associated 

with abundant wealth, technological superiority, and a high level of personal comfort, exempt from the hard-

ships of the village life. A few members had grown-up children living in Western countries, like England, 

New Zealand and the US, and others had relatives in Botswana, Namibia, or other parts of Southern Africa; 

but to the majority of people in Hang’ombe, these names appeared somewhat surreal and detached from their 

daily concerns. A similar vagueness characterised notions of exactly how formal schooling might lead a child 

or youngster to ‘go to London’ or achieve the comfortable lifestyle of ‘White people’. The 57-year old 

headman of Hang’ombe, Noah Mweemba, described the prevailing attitude towards schooling this way:  
 

“A lot of parents have knowledge about school now, and normally we don’t have to whip them to send 

their children to school. Out of a hundred people, maybe one person doesn’t send his children. Then we 

[senior headmen] have to deal with that person, so we send out a messenger and tell him to come and see 

us. We tell him what we heard from the school: ‘I was told by the teacher that your children are not going 

to school. That is wrong’. We tell him, ‘School is good, because your child is able to mix with others, dif-

ferent people. They will be able to talk to White people. You can’t go outside, to Europe or whatever, 

unless you are in school’”.  

 

Together with associations of Europe and the West, this quote points to a widespread conception of school-

ing as a pathway out of the village, rather than as a means of staying and improving the existence one might 

have there. Although more than two-thirds of children in the Bwasanu area generally end up staying in or 

returning to the village or township communities, including the ones completing Grade 9, the image of chil-

dren escaping the hardships of rural life through schooling and subsequent employment is strong, both 

among adults and children. However, although people in Hang’ombe are generally quite strongly invested in 

the concept of schooling, a somewhat ambivalent attitude prevails towards the local school. This ambiva-

lence is perhaps most visible in the general lack of parental involvement in the daily aspects of children’s 

schooling: Teachers told me how only a handful of parents had helped moulding bricks for the planned 

building of classrooms for Grade 8 and 9 students in 2008, even if this work had been arranged in agreement 

between school leaders and a number of local headmen. To me, parents said they were too busy in the fields 

to work on the school grounds, and that such work ought to be carried out by the district education office. 

Similarly, in spite of teachers’ repeated requests, most parents would spend notably little time and energy on 
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checking their children’s notebooks and assisting them in homework. Even in families where one or more 

members had reached relatively high levels of schooling, I rarely observed an adult sitting down to read a 

book or go through an assignment with a school-going child, and few parents would encourage children to 

read, write, explain things or in other ways display their school-related knowledge in settings outside of 

school. A father might check his children’s textbooks for red marks, but most parents displayed a notable 

lack of concern with the content and the tangible development of their children’s acquisition in school. As an 

illustration of a prevalent attitude to children’s schooling among the families we observed, the extract below 

is recorded in the kitchen of Lila and Levias Hambuulo, who generally presented themselves as highly en-

gaged in their children’s schooling, striving to support the secondary schooling of their oldest daughter. In 

the extract below, 32-year old Lila is inquiring her 9-year old daughter Luyando about her first day of Grade 

Three at Bwasanu Basic. Luyando’s father, 45-year old Levias, and her 11-year old brother Oscar join the 

conversation further below89:  
 

1. Lila [to Luyando]:  Kondaambila zyacitika sunu kucikolo?  
  Tell me, what happened in school today?  
 

2. Luyando:   Bayi nibanjila mu class yesu, bandibuzya zyina.  
  When the teacher came in class, she asked me my name.  
 

3. Lila:   Ati nzi?  
  What did she say? 
 

4. Luyando:  Balaamba ategwa, ‘What is your name?’ 
She asked me, ‘What is your name?’.  

 
5. Lila:  Mpoonya yebo ategwa nzi?  

What did you reply? 
 

6. Luyando:  Mpoonya ategwa nzi? Me ndati, ‘My name is Luyando Hambuulo’. 
What did I reply? I said, ‘My name is Luyando Hambuulo’. 

 
7. Lila:   Mpoonya ati nzi?  

What did she say then? 
 

8. Luyando:   Mpoonya ategwa ‘Good’ ati ‘Kokkala’.  
Then she replied, ‘Good’, and said, ‘Sit down’. 

 
9. Lila:   Ino mbaani bamuiisya?  

Who is your teacher? 
 

10. Luyando:  Mbaa Chilungu... Muli bazyi ba Chilungu?   
It is Mrs. Chilungu... Do you know Mrs. Chilungu? 

 
11. Lila:    Mbibaali kumuiisya a mu giledi one?  

Is she the one who taught you in Grade One? 
 

12. Luyando:  Peepe. Kai mu giledi one bakazyootuisya ba Malala. Mpoonya baleka mpoonya ciindi  
comwe kwatuyiisya ba Lwiindi. Mpoonya bazyooleka mpoonya.... 
No. In Grade One, Mrs Malala taught us, then she stopped. Thereafter, Mr. Lwiindi taught us 
one time. Then he stopped... 

 

                                                 
89 This recording was made one night in mid January 2009 when the new school year at Bwasanu Basic had just begun. The family 
recorded themselves, and apart from Mila, Levias, Luyando and Oscar, 13-year old Calleen was also present.  
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13. Lila:   Kwamuiisya bani?  
Who taught you [that one time]? 

 
14. Luyando: Ba Lwiindi ba headmaster. Mpoonya bazyooleka, mpoonya kwatuiisya ba mrs 

            Manyando.  
Mr. Lwiindi, the headmaster. Then he stopped, then Mrs Manyando taught us. 

 
15. Oscar:   Mbaa Halwiindi, buya mbezyi. Ati tabali ba Halwiindi ati mbaa Lwiindi. 

It is Mr Halwiindi, that is what I know. She [Luyando] should not have said Mr Halwiindi, 
 but Mr Lwiindi. 

 
16. Levias:  Ba headmaster?  

The headmaster? 
 

17. Oscar:   Iiyi.  
Yes. 

 
18. Luyando:  Mbaa Lwiindi.  

It is Mr. Lwiindi. 
 

19. Oscar:   Mebo ndizyi kuti mbaa Halwiindi. Waloati mbaa Lwiindi.   
I know that he is Mr. Halwiindi. But she [Luyando] is saying that it is Lwiindi. 

 
        [The family members all remain quiet for a while after this and then go on to discuss other issues]. 
 

Lila begins this interaction by asking her daughter Luyando what happened at school today (1) after which 

she inquires about the teacher’s specific instructions (3, 7) and Luyando’s response to these (5). As such, 

Lila appears interested in the tangible processes of her children’s schooling, wanting to know what goes on 

inside the classroom and how her daughter is performing there. However, after a series of relatively brief 

replies from Luyando (2, 4, 6, 8), Lila leaves the subject of classroom interaction, seemingly satisfied with 

what she has heard. Instead she moves on to ask Luyando about the name of her new teacher (9, 11), a topic 

which occupies both Lila and her family members for the remaining interaction above (9-19). Luyando lists 

the three different teachers who have taught her since Grade One (12), but is later corrected by her brother 

Oscar on the name of one of these, Mr. Halwiindi, who is also the current headmaster of Bwasanu Basic 

(15). The mentioning of the headmaster’s name catches the attention of the children’s father, Levias, who 

wants to assert that Halwiindi has actually taught Luyando (16) – whereby Oscar and Luyando evoke the 

discussion of the headmaster’s name again (18-19). As most of the school-related family interactions I ob-

served, both the children and the adults above appear particularly concerned with what we could denote as 

the formal aspects of schooling – e. g. the identity and formal status of teachers, the passing of grades, the 

sanctioning of rules, and the reproduction of school-associated phrases, like ‘What is your name?’, ‘Good’, 

and ‘Kokkala’ (‘Sit down’) (4, 8). During my time in Hang’ombe, I often noted the strong emphasis general-

ly placed on the observation and sanctioning of behavioural decora – not only around the sociomoral 

relations between members, as described in the previous chapters, but particularly in relation to formal insti-

tutions like the church and the school. Just as members often gossiped about neighbours and relatives, the 

alleged misdemeanours of local teachers would appear as popular topics of discussion in community 
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homes90. Members might touch upon a topic presented to them at church service or an exchange unfolding in 

the classroom, like Lila and Luyando above, but always with an underlying emphasis on the formal aspects 

of school.  

 

Such concern with symbolic aspects of schooling, rather than with students’ acquisition and lesson plans, 

may reflect a general lack of familiarity among parents with the structural details associated with children’s 

schooling. In Hang’ombe, few members above the age of 30 have had more than seven years of schooling 

themselves, and even though the emphasis on literacy and numeracy remains unaltered, parents experience 

how the textbooks and the manner in which children are expected to acquire these skills have changed quite 

radically from their own school days. However, the limited interest in the tangible elements of children’s 

schooling displayed among many parents may also reflect a disappointment with the promises, not only of 

teachers but of the entire school system. Having seen young people return unemployed and empty-handed 

after finishing secondary school, or even teacher and nursing college, many members have been disillusioned 

about the prospects of formal education, leading them to invest their time and energy elsewhere, like the 

garden and in the shaping of children into good farmers, husbands and wives91. Most parents find it difficult 

to see the tangible relationship between children’s acquisition of literacy and school-related knowledge, on 

one hand, and their future attainment of prestigious jobs, on the other, and so they focus on the more formal 

aspects of schooling, like the use of particular social and linguistic decora. However, as schooling appears as 

the only available path of life-improvement to the vast majority, and as the longing to obtain this better life is 

so deep across the community, the belief and symbolic investment in the idea of school remains strong. The 

hope of children gaining education and employment appears urgent to the entire community, as the progress 

of individual members is expected to eventually bring development and better circumstances to all. Most 

parents thus continue sending their children to school, just as they encourage them to be diligent and obedi-

ent students. A child might cry or refuse to go to school, rather wanting to stay at home or go playing, but 

adults would rarely express any direct criticism or lack of interest in formal education. On the contrary, 

members sometimes condemn the behaviour of (absent) neighbours, particularly mothers who might take 

their children to work with them in the garden instead of sending them to school. Such cases are rare, how-

ever, and although neither the school nor the community has physical means of sanctioning parents, almost 

all local children go to school on a regular basis. Members generally seem to want to keep a strong belief in 

the ability of the educational system to help themselves and their children, and in the face of other daily con-

cerns, few people have the energy to worry about the potential failure and problems of school, instead 

focussing on the symbolic aspects of schooling.  

 

                                                 
90 As an example of this, I heard various members commenting on a well-known teacher at Bwasanu Basic, who had recently taken a 
second wife and was frequently seen riding his bicycle between his house in the township, where he spent most week days with his 
first wife, and the homestead of his new wife in one of the nearby villages. Both older and younger members would comment to me 
how a teacher’s practicing of a ‘backward’ tradition like polygyny was particularly offensive, as he ought to figure as a role model 
(mukonzyanyo) to children and youngsters in the area.  
91 See (Serpell, 1993) and (Boesen, 2000) for similar observations among rural families in other parts of Zambia.  
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As discussed in the example of Shadrik in the previous chapter, a person’s failure to navigate within formal 

institutions like schools and hospitals is likely to cause the ridicule of fellow members, even if these might 

feel equally uneasy around such institutions themselves. As in other parts of Africa, formal education has 

become a central parameter of social status in Hang’ombe, and for a person to be acknowledged as a respect-

able person it often no longer suffices to be a proficient farmer or a devoted mother and wife (e. g. Johnson-

Hanks, 2006). This was apparent in an interaction I observed between 35-year old Irene and her two visiting 

aunts, 46-year old Dorothy and her 37-year old co-wife Edinah, both married to Irene’s maternal uncle, 

Leonard. Along with Irene’s youngest daughters, 9-year old Mutinta and 6-year old Febby, Khama and I 

were sitting as quiet listeners to the interaction whose focus on education was triggered by our research pro-

ject92: 
 

1. Dorothy [to Khama]:  Inga ulazyilemba ezyi? 
Do you write these recordings in books? 

                                 
2. Khama: Iiyi. 

Yes. 
 

3. Dorothy:  Ulalemba? 
You write [analyse]?  

               
4. Khama:  Iiyi, ciyootutolela mazuba manji kuzyilemba. 

Yes, it will take us a long time to write [to analyse the recordings]. 
               

5. Irene:  Iiyi, mulimo mupati. 
         Yes, it is a very big job. 

               
6. Dorothy:  Lwiiyo ncintu cikatazya. Ciyanda kucita zyintu zyinji kutegwa muntu aiye. 

Education is a difficult thing. It takes a lot of things [effort] for one to become educated. 
               

7. Irene:   Iiyi, cilakatazya. 
Yes, it is very difficult. 

               
8. Dorothy [sighing]:  Lwiiyo... 

Education… 
               

9. Edinah:  Lwiiyo lulakatazya. 
Education is very difficult. 

                              
10. Irene:   Swebo notukkede kumunzi [notutaiyi] tukkede kabotu. 

We who stay at home [without going to school] are well [comfortable]. 
               

11. Dorothy:  Kabotu. 
We’re well. 
 

12. Edinah:  Twamana ndiswe notupengede. 
But we have a lot of problems. 

               
13. Dorothy:  Iiyi, ndiswe notupengede. 

Yes, we have a lot of problems. 
       

                                                 
92 As usually, I had asked the women permission to record and, in the case above, observe them while they were talking, just as I had 
told them to speak freely and not try to accommodate with Khama or me. As appears in this extract, however, conversations would 
often reflect the presence of me and/or the recorder, centering, at least initially, around me, the research project or more generally 
about education and ’life in the West’.  
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14. Edinah:  Iiyi. 
Yes. 

 
15. Dorothy:  Pele kulima. 

We just farm. 
 

16. Irene:   Iiyi, masimpe. Pele kuyeeya kulima. 
Yes, it is true. We only think about farming. 

      
17. Dorothy:  Akuyeeya kuti ino sunu ndajika nzi. 

The other thing we think of is what to cook. 
 

18. Edinah:  Nzyezyintu nzyotuyeeya. 
Those are the only things we think of. 

               
19. Edinah:  Cimwi ciindi twakainkide kumuunda kuyoobika fertiliser. Nitwakamana kubikka fertiliser,  

tiiyakawa. 
A long time ago we went to the maize field to apply fertiliser. After applying fertiliser, it didn’t 
rain. 

 
20. Irene:   Unhu? 

Yes? 
               

21. Edinah:  Kwa nsondo zyobilo tiiyakawa. Aboobo, fertiliser tiiwakanyebuluka. Mulumi wesu                
wakatwaambila kuti tuubwezelele fertiliser mumapopwe. 
For three weeks it didn’t rain. As a result, the fertiliser didn’t dissolve into the soil. Our husband 
told us to go and pick up the fertiliser from the maize. 

             
22. Dorothy [jokingly]:  Mulumi wesu wamaleele wakatwaambila kuti amukaubwezelele fertiliser. 

Our miraculous husband told us to recollect the fertiliser. 
                           

23. Irene [surprised]: Peepe! 
No! 

 
24. Dorothy:   Masimpe. Eci cakacitika nitwakali kukkala ku Batoka. Mane twakaubwezelela fertiliser  

mumuunda. 
It is true. This happened when we were living in Batoka. We had to recollect the fertiliser from 
the maize crops. 

 
25. Edinah:  Mane twakaubwezelela fertiliser mumapopwe. Ino ndakanyema. Ndakayeeya kuti neeliy 

iide. 
We had to recollect the fertiliser from the maize crops. I was very annoyed. I regretted not hav-
ing gone to school. 

 
26. Dorothy:  Kuti nindakaliyiide, nindatakabwezelela fertiliser. 

If we were educated, we wouldn’t have recollected the fertiliser. 
 

27. Edinah:  Kuzwa leelyo, bantu bakauuzyika kuti ‘muunda wabatayiide’. 
Since then, people gave the name ‘the field of uneducated people’ to our field. 

               
28. Irene:   Iiyi, kutayiya mapenzi. Kuti koyiide, inga kokkala buyo mu office. 

Yes, lack of education is a problem. If you are educated, you just sit in an office. 
      

29. Dorothy:  Kutayiya ceetela mapenzi. Iiyi, kuti koyiide, inga kokkala buyo mu office. 
Lack of education brings problems. Yes, if you are educated, you just sit in an office. 

    
               [After this, the women remain quiet for a while].  
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This extract displays the social significance generally ascribed to schooling, even in situations which may 

appear to make few calls for school-related knowledge or practices. Dorothy starts out asking Khama about 

the ‘writing’ (lemba) of recordings, that is, the transcription and analysis of data she assumes he and I are 

going to conduct (1, 3). Khama confirms this and tells Dorothy how the recordings ‘will take a long time to 

write’ (4), a statement which is supported by Irene noting how the study ‘is a very big job’ (5). This evokes a 

longer exchange among the three women of how ‘education is difficult’ (6-9), and how people who seize to 

go to school like them are ‘well’ (kabotu), that is, comfortable in not having to study (10-11) – but also how 

lack of schooling brings them ‘a lot of problems’ (notupengede, 12-14), including physically exhausting 

work in the fields and a constant preoccupation with the feeding of their family (15-18). As an illustration of 

the problematic side to lack of schooling, Edinah and Dorothy recount the story of how their ‘miraculous 

husband’, as Dorothy laconically puts it (22), one time made them recollect small bits of fertiliser which 

were lying undissolved on one of the family’s maize fields after three weeks of drought (19-27). Although it 

might be seen as a wise decision, considering the high price of fertiliser and the family’s scarcity of financial 

means93, the conduct of this job became a humiliating experience for the two women, revealing both the po-

verty of the family and the women’s subordinate relationship to their husband, Leonard. As Edinah notes, 

she ‘regretted not having gone to school’ (25), confirmed by Dorothy’s statement of how they ‘wouldn’t 

have recollected the fertiliser’ if the two of them ‘had been educated’ (26). As illustrated by Edinah’s subse-

quent remark, this inference between lack of schooling and subordination was not only made by the women 

themselves, but also by families in the surrounding area who began mocking both Leonard, his wives and 

their entire family by referring to their maize field as ‘muunda wabatayiide’ or ‘the field of uneducated peo-

ple’ (27). Like in the earlier example of Shadrik’s wife complaining to her relatives about him being 

‘cowardly’ and ‘stupid’, Edinah and Dorothy’s story indicates how the sanctioning of sociomoral decora in a 

community like Hang’ombe is often ensured by fellow members, who are subject to these same decora them-

selves. It also underlines the symbolic significance of schooling among members, who – even if they may 

have limited use for reading, writing, speaking English and conducting other school-related practices in their 

everyday lives – ascribe great status to educated or ‘learnt people’ (bantu bayiide) who have managed to stay 

in school and acquire such practices. Edinah and Dorothy appear to imagine how they, if they had continued 

their schooling beyond Grade 4, either would have felt powerful enough to reject the humiliating demands of 

their husband, or perhaps would have ended up in an entirely different life situation, exempt from the numer-

ous hardships of rural life and just ‘sitting in an office’ (28, 29). Such dichotomous images of the ‘educated’ 

and the ‘uneducated’ life prevail across the community: While education and its practices are often depicted 

as ‘difficult’ and elaborate, a person’s ability to endure such difficulties by going to school and becoming 

‘educated’ (mwiiya) is assumed to be rewarded by an equivalently comfortable and relatively carefree exist-

ence. When answering my questions about schooling, some parents would point out how teachers were doing 

a ‘difficult job’ in teaching children, while shortly after complaining about how some of the local teachers 

were ‘lazy’ (butolo) and only thought about collecting their wages. Such mixed attitudes towards the local 

                                                 
93 Fertiliser makes up a considerable expense to most Hang’ombe families, who, if they can find the means, may buy expensive kinds 
of fertiliser produced in South Africa called Compound D or Urea, both acclaimed for ensuring a decent harvest of maize even in 
times of drought or excessive rains. 
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school can be seen as another indicator of the distance which many members experience between their eve-

ryday lives and the realms of schooling and educated people. 

 

However, in line with their efforts to appear prosperous, virtuous, and sophisticated, people in Hang’ombe 

generally seek to associate themselves with formal education and ‘educatedness’. A prevalent means of do-

ing so is to apply English words and expressions to one’s speech while interacting with fellow family and 

community members. As in most other postcolonial societies where the former colonial language remains the 

dominant medium of education, legislation, media and other powerful institutions, the English language has 

preserved its connotations of power and prestige among the vast majority of Zambians, whether these live in 

rural or urban areas, and whether or not they have much proficiency in English themselves94. A person might 

as well use writing to signal educatedness, e. g. casually noting how he or she had been appointed by church 

elders with the honourable duty of writing summaries of the weekly services, or showing off a letter from a 

relative living abroad; but whereas this only happened occasionally, the display of English words and 

phrases would appear in many of the interactions we observed. In the brief interaction below, 45-year old 

Roy is discussing the issue of insults with his 26-year old nephew Alfred and his 64-year old father Milo. At 

one point in their conversation, Roy employs the English term ‘infect’ while arguing how a righteous person 

should be able to evoke sensitive issues, like bodily and sexual questions, in conversations with others, with-

out being judged as immoral. Rather than continuing the discussion, Alfred stops to question his uncle about 

his use of this English term95: 
 

1. Roy:   Kuti muntu uutatukani waamba cintu cibaanka cilatukana, inga tacibaciti infect, bantu  
batali kabotu balacipandulula bumbi, mbuli kuti nkutukana.  
If someone who does not [normally] insult says something which appears as an insult, it [what 
they have said] will not infect them, but bad people interpret things which are meant to teach, as 
insults. 

 
2. Alfred:   Ino bbala ‘infect’ lyaamba nzi? 

What does the word ‘infect’ mean?  
 

3. Roy:   Hee? 
Pardon?  

         
4. Alfred:   ‘Infect’? 

‘Infect’? 
 

5. Roy:   ‘Infect’. Caamba kuti nokuba kuti waambilwa cintu, kwiina mbonvwa. 
‘Infect’. It means that even if you are told something, you don’t feel anything. 

 
6. Alfred and Milo:  Ino ‘affect’? 

How about ‘affect’? 
 

7. Roy:   Caamba cintu comwe. 
It means the same. 

         
8. Alfred:   Peepe, zyiliindene. 

No, they are different. 
                                                 
94 For the role of English in Zambia, see (Banda, 1996; Manchisi, 2004; Serpell, 1993; Spitulnik, 1998b). For similar observations in 
other postcolonial countries, see (e. g. Anchimbe, 2007; Brock-Utne & Hopson, 2005; Djité, 2008; Pennycook, 1998; Rassool, 2007). 
95 This recording was made by the Tolokesi family themselves. English has been marked with bold. 
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9. Roy [to Alfred]:  Amutwaambile lwiindano. Mwaanzya mukuwa masyikati ati, ‘Good evening’. Teem- 

  wabona? Mponya ati Mwalubizya ati nimwaamba kuti, ‘Good afternoon’.  
Tell us the difference. You greeted the White lady in the afternoon by saying ‘Good evening’. 
Have you seen? Then she told you that since it was still afternoon you should say ‘Good after-
noon’. 
 

        [the family members all remain quiet for a while after this, after which the conversation moves on to other topics] 
 
This extract illustrates how members might tease and challenge each other during relaxed family gatherings, 

especially if a member is considered ostentatious or cocky, pretending to know things which he clearly does 

not96. Assisted by his grandfather Milo, Alfred challenges Roy on his understanding of the English term ‘in-

fect’ above (2, 4), suggesting that it would be more accurate to use the term ‘affect’ (6). Roy answers by 

claiming that the two terms ‘mean the same’ (7), and when Alfred denies this claim (8), Roy reminds Alfred 

of how he himself had his English corrected by ‘the White lady’ earlier that day97 (9) – a remark which 

seems to end the discussion above. Although no direct references to schooling or education are made, this 

interaction can be seen as a negotiation of power and status between two family members, based on their 

respective mastery of school-related knowledge. Roy’s reference to ‘the White lady’ in his last assertion of 

Alfred (9) indicates how notions of ‘educatedness’ and ‘Whiteness’ or life in the West are closely inter-

linked. The extract also shows how English and other school-related practices may take on different 

meanings and purposes in the daily interactions among members. Roy could equally have applied the chi-

Tonga term nyonganyi (affect) in order to get his message across in the first part of the interaction above (1), 

but then he might not have appeared as knowledgeable and convincing as when using an English term. As 

with other school-related practices and references, English thus often comes to serve as a powerful performa-

tive tool among families, even during interactions and situations which on the surface may have little to do 

with school.  

 

Overall, the conception of schooling as a symbolic locus of power and formality in the lives of community 

members thus often comes to exceed the more tangible routines associated with children’s acquisition of 

school-related competencies. The practices, regulations and knowledge traditions prevailing at the school 

may appear alluring, but they also remain relatively detached from the practices and concerns of daily life in 

the community – especially since the school’s promises of providing students and their families with a 

wealthy and secure life have shown to have relatively limited substance. However, the symbolic realm of 

schooling has maintained its significant status, and in line with notions of proper personhood, concepts of the 

educated or ‘learnt person’ (muntu bayiide) are often negotiated implicitly or explicitly in the ongoing dis-

                                                 
96 As a reflection of this, a favorite story among members, often told to young children around the fire at night, was the renowned 
fable of ‘The Turtle and the Hare’, in which the cocky hare ends up losing to the turtle, who may be slow but also persistent. Older 
members told me how they, like other Tongas, identified themselves with the turtle in this story, seeing themselves as calm, humble, 
and somewhat slow, for example when compared to the Bemba tribe – but also as wise and diligent people whose persistency would 
eventually pay off, like it does for the turtle. 
97 On the day of recording the conversation above, Khama and I had visited the family’s homestead, conducting interviews and re-
questing the family to record themselves that same night. When we first arrived around 2 pm, I greeted the family members present 
by saying Mwalibizya buti, the chiTonga phrase for ’Good afternoon’. Alfred answered me in English, saying ’Good evening’, as 
noted by Roy above (9). Having been subject to members’ linguistic corrections of my chiTonga numerous times, I jokingly told 
Alfred that he ought to say ’Good afternoon’, rather than ’Good evening’.   
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cussions between community members. As in the extracts depicted above, children are often present during 

such discussions, exposing them to the various concerns and ambivalences associated with the enterprise of 

schooling from the perspective of the village. In the sections below I investigate how concepts of schooling 

may reverberate in interactions among Hang’ombe children.  

 

Concepts of school among children 
During their homely interactions of play and work, school-aged children in Hang’ombe frequently use songs, 

rhymes and proverbs taught at school, sharing and experimenting with the practices and decora of school. 

Sometimes they ‘play school’ with each other, writing signs and words with a stick in the sand, and trying to 

impress or mock each other with the use of English or English-sounding words. Both young and older child-

ren generally display enthusiasm about school, particularly about the prospect of spending time with friends 

during recess, and of acquiring valuable items like books and pens. Walking through the township and along 

the fields in an ironed uniform is the source of great pride to many children, some of whom have experienced 

peers from the township mocking them for their ‘traditional’ (bwansiku) dialect and lifestyle. Like parents 

and elders, most children in Hang’ombe thus experience the school as a kind of magical realm, representing 

other practices, artefacts and identities than that of the village. Many children seem to share their parents’ 

conception of schooling as a pathway to formal employment and material wealth for themselves and their 

families, a view that became apparent in a small writing assignment I gave to a class of twenty Grade 8 stu-

dents at Bwasanu Basic in the fall of 2008 in collaboration with their English teacher. The assignment was 

entitled ‘My childhood and my dreams’, and one question was, ‘What would you like to do when you 

grow up?’. Practically all the students’ answers to this question indicated aspirations towards prestigious 

employment, financial wealth and physical comfort, most of them making direct links between schooling, 

employment and the sustenance of themselves and their families: 
 

14-year old Editor (M):  I want to be a teacher so that I [can] help my mother and my father. 

13-year old Lovely (F):  I want to be a teacher. I [would] like a family after [I] finish school and find a job. 

14-year old Boyd (M):  I would like to be a doctor or whatever job it will be found at that time [when I  

  grow up], so that I will help my family, other people or my relatives. 

13-year old Eunice (F):  I want three or four houses at South Africa.  

13-year old Lushomo (F):  If I pass my grade 12 exam I want to be an accountant.  

14-year old Choolwe (M):  When I grow up I would like to be a teacher. 

13-year old Esther (F): I want to finish school and help my family when I get work.  

 

As appears here, many of these students perceive their own schooling as a collective enterprise, imbuing 

them with both the possibility and responsibility of eventually returning their parents’ investments in school 

fees and encouragement for school by obtaining paid employment and supplying both their parents and other 

family members with financial help. Even if many of the practices and orientations of the school appear ra-

ther separate from daily community life, children and their families seem to apply principles of reciprocity 
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and social responsibility to their hopes of the school leading them to a prosperous existence98. Interestingly, 

there appears to be little difference between the aspirations of male and female students, both regarding the 

support of family members and the obtainment of prestigious employment e. g. as teachers, doctors, account-

ants and engineers – most likely inspired by the prevalence of such professions in the pictures, stories and 

text books employed at Bwasanu Basic School. Like their parents, children might see the school as a path-

way to formal employment and material wealth for themselves and their families – but with the scope of 

tangible household chores, responsibilities and concerns taking up most children’s everyday lives, the chal-

lenge of abiding the instructions of teachers at home is often neglected. Although both boys and girls would 

express dreams of ‘completing school’, even older children spend notably little time pursuing these dreams 

in line with teachers’ instructions, e. g. by reading, writing or exercising English and other school-related 

practices alone or with peers. As among adults, children thus tend to invest more energy in the symbolic role 

of schooling than in its tangible chores and demands.   

 

Children also associate schooling with the experience and gradual acquisition of English, which they rarely 

hear outside of the township and the church. When chatting or playing by themselves, children frequently 

use English or English-sounding words, even if few of them are able to have an actual conversation in Eng-

lish. Rather than strict communicative purposes, these words and expressions seem to serve mainly as 

performative tools, demonstrating the level of education and intellectual competence of the speaker to co-

participants. This appears in the following interaction among five children seated around the kitchen fire, 

chatting and cooking dinner while their mother/aunt is out in the field. One of the girls, 8-year old Vera, has 

just finished preparing a fish for the family supper, while her cousin, 13-year old Mutinta, and her sister, 12-

year old Maegrin, have chopped greens. The girls’ 15-year old male cousin Sinyimbwe is also present, as is 

Vera and Maegrin’s 3-year old brother Jahman99: 
 

1. Mutinta [to Vera, mockingly]: Ino Vera walijikide. [to Maegrin] Na, naitwa kuti ndish nzi eyi, Maegrin?  
  Vera, you have cooked so nicely. What dish is this, Maegrin?  
 

2. Maegrin [in low voice]:   Ccita naitwa kuti ni dish nzi eyi.  
 I don’t know what this dish is. 
 

3. Mutinta [laughing]:   Boiling system stroke frying.  
 Boiling system stroke frying. 
 

4. Vera [to Mutinta]:   Ino ndime ndali kujika na yawe?  
 Is it my cooking [you’re referring to]?  
 
 

5. Sinyimbwe [to all]:  Taifuya buya, kwiina naifulaya buya boiling ndebe.  
 She [Vera] did not fry it, she was just boiling it. 
 

                                                 
98 This is in line with Jacobsen’s observations among rural families in the Gambia in the 1990s, where Western education seemed to 
have “contributed to the reproduction, even the re-enforcement, of certain pivotal forms of kinship solidarity” (Jacobsen, 1998: 2), in 
spite of pervasive political and theoretical discourses predicting the opposite (ibid: 1-2). 
99 The recorder was placed on a stool near the children, and no adults were present during this interaction. All the children had chi-
Tonga as their first language and a limited command of English, including Sinyimbwe who left school after Grade 6. English has 
been transcribed in bold.  
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6. Mutinta:   Ndaamba buya mboibede. Boiling system stroke frying. 
 I’m just saying how it is. Boiling system stroke frying.  

 
7. Maegrin:   Inga mbuli kuti saladi yavwula.  

 There was too much cooking-oil. 
 

8. Sinyimbwe:   Yabila maningi.  
 It boiled for a long time. 
 

9. Maegrin:   Inga mbuli kuti saladi yavwula.  
 There was too much cooking-oil. 

 
10. Jahman:   Mutinta, Mutinta!  

 Mutinta, Mutinta! 
 

11. Mutinta:   Vera, kuti babuzyigwa kuti ni method nzi eyi, inga waamba kuti nzi?  
 Vera, If you are asked about the method you used to cook, what will  

  you say?  
 

12. Vera:    Nkuti ‘kwiina’.  
 I will say ’nothing’.  
 

13. Sinyimbwe:   Nkwaamba kuti ’ndijika cikuwa-kuwa’.  
 You can simply say ’I cook like a town person’. 

 
14. Vera:    Nkuti ni ‘design’.  

 I can say it is a ’design’. 
 

15. Maegrin [to Mutinta]:   Ino kujika kuli ‘design’?  
 Is there any ’design’ in cooking? 

 
16. Mutinta [to Maegrin]:   Kuti ’design’?  

 She said it is a ’design’? 
 

17. Maegrin:   Iiyi.  
 Yes.  
 

18. Mutinta [to Maegrin, mockingly]: Zyacikuwa-cikuwa ezyi nzyizyakwe. Nzyakuli zyacikuwa-cikuwa ezyi? 
   Hee?  
    This town way of cooking of hers. Where is that town way of cooking  
   from? Huh? 

 

This interaction centres on the cooking job of Vera, whom Mutinta is mocking for having accidentally ‘fried’ 

the fish by adding too much cooking oil to the boiling water. As earlier described, children would often dis-

cuss the conduct of different social and work-related practices, observing each other’s speech, actions, and 

personal appearance, and evaluating these against the social practices and decora prevailing among members 

around them. The extract above can be seen as an investigation and negotiation among the children, not only 

of the practice of cooking, but also of how to talk about such a practice, and, more broadly, of how to posi-

tion oneself through speech, drawing on particular registers and discourses. The children’s interaction is lead 

by 13-year old Mutinta, who appears both linguistically and socially more confident than the others – most 

likely due to her age, her status as the most highly educated (Grade 8), and the fact that she has grown up in 

the large town of Livingstone, giving her a much more consistent exposure to English and other town-like 

practices and lifestyles than her cousins. Having arrived recently in Hang’ombe after the death of her par-
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ents, Mutinta’s urban background and exposure give her a special status in the group, which seems to perme-

ate her own and the other children’s behaviour in the interaction above. Mutinta starts off with making a 

sarcastic comment to Vera – and her peers – of how Vera has ‘cooked so nicely’, and asking Vera’s 11-year 

old sister Maegrin for the name of this unconventional dish (1). Maegrin appears unsure of how to respond 

and tells Mutinta that she does not ‘know what this dish is’ (2), implicitly acknowledging her cousin’s ridi-

cule of Vera. Mutinta then employs the English expression, ‘boiling system stroke frying’ (3), which can be 

seen as reference to an academic or scientific discourse broadly associated with schooling. I frequently heard 

the English term ‘system’ applied among teachers and other educated people in the area, like the local veter-

inarian talking about the ‘farming system’, or a social worker telling me about the ‘family system’ 

prevailing in the community. In the extract above, Mutinta adds even more complexity to her description of 

Vera’s cooking by comparing the ‘system of boiling’ with the ‘system of frying’, using the English term 

‘stroke’ to show the incompatibility between the two cooking practices or ‘systems’. 8-year old Vera ap-

pears familiar with this expression, asking Mutinta (in chiTonga), if she is referring to Vera’s cooking (4). 

15-year old Sinyimbwe then steps in and defends his young cousin, telling Mutinta – and the others – how 

Vera ‘did not fry it, she was just boiling it’ (5). As an early school-leaver with a limited proficiency in Eng-

lish, Sinyimbwe might experience Mutinta’s mocking of Vera’s cooking as targeted more broadly towards 

‘uneducated people’ like himself. 11-year old Maegrin makes a more matter-of-fact evaluation of Vera’s 

cooking job, stating how ‘there was too much cooking-oil’ (7) – again implicitly aligning herself with her 

older cousin. Mutinta carries on mocking Vera, repeating her declaration of ‘boiling system stroke frying’ 

(6), and later posing the sarcastic question: ‘Vera, if you are asked about the method you used to cook, what 

will you say?’, (11), again evoking a scientific or school-like discourse, this time by using the English term 

‘method’. Sinyimbwe suggests Vera to answer ‘I cook like a town person’ (13), reflecting the social distinc-

tion between ‘town persons’ (cikuwa-kuwa) and ‘villagers’ (basiminzi) commonly drawn among members. 

Even if this distinction may sometimes be drawn in order to criticise the (im)moral practices of people in the 

township, being referred to as a ‘cikuwa-kuwa’ (literally, a ‘towns-man’ or ‘urbaner’) is usually regarded as a 

compliment, pointing to the person’s wealth and ‘modern’ manners, e. g. in terms of clothes, shoes, speech, 

and the possession of modern items like a cell phone or TV. In line with this, applying cooking-oil to one’s 

cooking is generally seen as a sign of wealth and sophistication, and although Vera might have added too 

much cooking-oil to the fish pot, compared to prevailing standards, Sinyimbwe reminds his peers of how this 

might be perceived as better than adding little or no cooking oil at all. Interestingly, both Mutinta and 

Sinyimbwe thus draw on connotations of urbanity, modernity and ‘educatedness’ in their respective attempts 

to assert both the quality of Vera’s cooking and, implicitly, their own status in the group. Vera joins them in 

this negotiation, suggesting that her cooking is a ‘design’ (14) – an English term which might appear in a 

casual (chiTonga) conversation among adults, but is unlikely to be used ‘neutrally’ by a young girl like Vera. 

Rather than elaborating on her cooking job, Vera seems interested in displaying her own proficiency in Eng-

lish, thereby implicitly challenging Mutinta’s critique. As a response to this, Maegrin questions Vera’s use of 

this term, asking ‘Is there any design in cooking?’ (15). This question is left unanswered, but Mutinta seems 
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to regain her position at the end of the extract by challenging Sinyimbwe’s classification of the cooking as a 

‘town way’ (18).  

 

Interactions like this one reveal how concepts of ‘educatedness’ and ‘modernity’ may make up significant 

social orientation points among children, also in their out-of-school lives. Even if they make no direct refer-

ence to school, the children above seem to ascribe great significance to English expressions like ‘boiling 

system stroke frying’, ‘method’ and ‘design’, all of which may be associated with the speech and lifestyle of 

educated people. Like among adult members, the children employ a distinction between ‘town persons’ and 

‘villagers’, a distinction which may be used to (re)define the social meaning of particular practices, like the 

adding of extra cooking oil to one’s cooking. As I elaborate further in chapter six, children generally use 

their interactions with peers to investigate the various social, moral and linguistic practices and orientations 

exposed to them in their daily lives, negotiating their meaning and testing their social impact in different 

situations. This includes practices which may be broadly or specifically associated with schooling and ‘edu-

catedness’, like reading, writing, singing school-related songs, or using scientific English terms, which 

children may employ to display their own level of ‘educatedness’, perhaps while trying to ridicule others’ 

lack of such educatedness, like above. In line with most older community members, children in Hang’ombe 

thus seem highly concerned with the symbolic significance of schooling and its practices in their out-of-

school lives, whereas more tangible school-related tasks of reading books or writing exercises may receive 

less priority in the face of household-related chores and concerns.  

 

Conclusion 

With its formalised practices and connotations to modernity and the West, the institution of school carries 

great symbolic power among members of Hang’ombe and surrounding villages. The prevalence of English, 

of abstract knowledge, and of scientific books and concepts from faraway places, together ascribe the school 

with an almost magical status in a society dominated by poverty, hard manual labour, and an urgent, collec-

tively shared dream of obtaining a better life. People may have seen too many youngsters return empty-

handed from college and secondary school to fully believe in the school’s ability to fulfil this dream, leaving 

parents somewhat disinterested in the tangible enterprise of their children’s schooling – but on the ontologi-

cal level, most members are strongly invested in the idea of school and education, taking pride in their 

children’s acquisition of books and uniforms, and talking eagerly about ‘the goodness of school’ and the 

unseemly behaviour of mothers who don’t seem to share their enthusiasm. The disparity between members’ 

seeming investment in the myth of education, on one hand, and their disinterest in the daily practicalities of 

school, on the other, may appear paradoxical to the outside observer, as it does to many teachers, policymak-

ers and other educational stakeholders. If people are so captivated by the notion of schooling, why don’t they 

spend more energy on helping out with the building of classrooms, on stimulating their children for reading 

and writing, and on making sure they show up clean and fed and ready for lessons every day? One way of 

interpreting this widespread ambivalence towards schooling is to see it as a social strategy – as a way of 

dealing with the tangible risk of disillusionment and of preserving one’s dignity and sense of profit in a 
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game, which the majority of members are very likely to lose. In other words, if the only visible path out of 

poverty, namely the school, cannot be trusted for its long-term reward, people must find alternative ways of 

benefitting from this symbolically powerful institution. As we have seen in this chapter, such ways may in-

clude the strategic use of English for obtaining status among fellow members, both among children and 

adults, signalling to the others that ‘I am an educated person’. It may also include the use of writing and con-

ceptual language, like talking about the ‘method’ or ‘design of cooking’, the ‘science of a bicycle’, or the 

‘system of farming’, positioning both oneself and fellow participants against social parameters of education, 

‘modernity’ and social success. Although most people maintain a hope of their own children succeeding in 

school and eventually gaining paid employment, the immediately applicable use of education thus often sur-

passes its long-term and rather abstract acquisitional value – and this may explain why many people are 

much more concerned with associating themselves with the idea of school through speech, dress and other 

ways of embodiment than with the meeting of everyday demands like the building of bricks and the checking 

of textbooks. Such ways of utilising the realm of school for other, more ‘contextually fit’ purposes than its 

initially intended role, have been described by educational anthropologists in a wide spectrum of postcolonial 

societies, particularly in communities dominated by oral practices of knowledge exchange and hard manual 

labour100. In a discussion of her observations among the Mende people in Sierra Leone in the early 1990s, 

anthropologist Carolyn Bledsoe points to the importance of agency in understanding people’s ways of react-

ing to sources of knowledge, including formal institutions of school: 

 
“Rather than asking the usual questions about Western education, such as how it can be more effectively spread 

or what harm it causes, the present study treats Western education like any new source of knowledge as a com-

ponent of a theory of agency (e. g., Giddens, 1979): as a potential resource that people may use to achieve 

contextually specific goals... This helps explain why actors have not only reinterpreted or improvised new educa-

tional forms, but used them as tools for their own ends such as succession to chieftaincy and claims to economic 

resources”.  

(Bledsoe, 1992: 184) 

 

Children like the ones in Hang’ombe may aim for more moderate kinds of recognition than chieftaincy and 

economic resources, but as we have seen in this chapter, children’s ways of using school-related styles and 

discourses ‘for their own ends’ are just as common as among adults. By observing adults and older children 

employ English words and abstract concepts in their everyday speech, younger children learn that being edu-

cated, or rather, acting educated, is a legitimate and often very successful strategy for obtaining recognition 

and power in social situations, both inside and outside of school. Children may share their parents’ enthusi-

asm for the idea of school, but in their tangible actions, orientations and ways of spending their time, they 

generally seem more concerned with building a place for themselves within the immediate social realm of 

the family and peer group than within the educational system. One illustration of this is the continuously 

high number of young girls, both from villages and the township, who become pregnant before finishing 

their Grade 9 exams, in spite of persistent campaigns on behalf of both the school and local clinics. A 14-
                                                 
100 (E. g. Bledsoe, 1992; Meinert, 2009; Rival, 2000; Stambach, 2000) 
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year old girl might fantasise about completing Grade 12 and eventually becoming a teacher or nurse – but in 

her real-life existence, having a child and getting married before turning twenty is much more likely to grant 

her the status and security she longs for within the community than the unreliable enterprise of school. A 

similar tendency appears among many teenage boys, who leave school to cultivate their own fields and gar-

dens – the most reliable source of income for the large majority of families – or who spend their time in the 

township taverns rather than in classrooms, disillusioned by the ‘promises of school’ and opting for more 

tangible pleasures than may be provided through studying and taking exams. Children and youngsters might 

spend more time reading, writing, drawing, counting, and doing other ‘school-advancing’ activities if they 

would observe parents and other family members do so. They might also participate more eagerly in class-

room interactions if these were more inclusive of children’s social life worlds, chores and concerns as 

displayed outside of school. However, with the general insecurity around schooling in terms of providing a 

“good life” for oneself, and with the pressure on satisfying the social, moral and physical demands of both 

one’s family and the wider community, schoolwork often ends up on the lower part of the priority list among 

children and youngsters. As we will see in the following chapter, although children will often ‘play school’, 

imitating teachers and writing letters in the sand while playing with peers, these games seem primarily ori-

ented towards the sanctioning of power and of social and moral norms, rather than towards e. g. enhancing 

one’s proficiency in writing or building identities as ‘students’. All of this does not imply that the entire en-

terprise of formal education is meaningless in the lives of rural Africans, or that children and youngsters 

might be better off if they were left without having to go to school. But in order to understand people’s ways 

of dealing with the everyday tasks and challenges of education, we must encompass their general social and 

physical circumstances, including the social risks and promises attached to schooling. This obviously also 

goes for children, who – like their parents – are bound to employ the most reliable and socially viable strate-

gies in their everyday actions and realms, rather than what some teacher or policymaker might tell them to 

do.  
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Chapter 6 

 

Investigating ambiguous realms.  
Peer interactions among Hang’ombe children 
 

 

 

“When I talk to my friends I think about what to say and how I speak.  

I try not to boast, because boastful language is bad. It makes us fight”.   

Ines, 7-year old girl 

 

“The children in the township are worse than us [children living in the village].  

They lie and curse, and sometimes they fight even if their parents are there.“ 

Edwin, 9-year old boy 
 

 

Children making sense 
Children in Hang’ombe grow up in a society cultivating strong mythologies around schooling, wealth, and 

proper personhood, on one hand, and sustained by pragmatic concerns of survival, on the other. They are 

raised in accordance with strict moral principles of diligence and respect, but they are frequently exposed to 

the deviation or practical accommodation of such principles in daily life. Basic practices and orientations 

may vary e. g. between homes and classrooms, and the same principles may be interpreted by different peo-

ple in different ways, as children move across the community and into the local township. In some respects, 

children’s actions are clearly regulated, like in terms of the chores ascribed to them in homes, fields, class-

rooms, and church halls, where they must remain obedient towards the implicit and explicit directions of 

adult authorities. The sustenance of Hang’ombe families relies on the steady contributions of all members, 

and children are required to learn the basic procedures of farming and housekeeping from an early age. 

Teachers may not rely on students to the same degree as parents, but they meet children with similar de-

mands of diligence and obedience at school, impelling them to sit, stand, speak, and write in strictly 

prescribed ways. In other respects, however, much of what it implies to be a ‘proper person’ in the shifting 

circumstances of daily life is left for children to figure out on their own. With the lack of physical boundaries 

marking the activities of different family members, children generally have access to largely the same do-

mains and arenas as adults, as long as they know when to speak and, especially, when to remain quiet. This 

allows children to eavesdrop on discussions among older members, exposing them to the many social and 

moral controversies prevailing in the community. It also enables children to observe the tangible actions of 

adults – for instance in the township, where men and women can be seen flirting, drinking, cursing, and lis-

tening to loud music – and to realise how these actions may not always concur with the moral doctrines 

presented by teachers or at church. As we have seen, concepts of proper personhood undergo continuous 

negotiation in the community, indicating a widespread need among many members for the establishment and 

sanctioning of basic social and moral decora. By participating in such negotiations, either as speakers or can-
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did listeners, children may learn how the implementation of moral decora in one’s own life is central to the 

attainment of respect and recognition from others. They may also learn how schooling forms a central ele-

ment in this enterprise, sustaining widespread social distinctions between the ‘educated’ and the 

‘uneducated’, and enabling one’s access to prestigious employment and a luxurious lifestyle in a setting far 

removed from the constraints of the village life. However, by observing the tangible actions of adults, child-

ren are likely to learn how talking about moral decora may be more important than following them 

meticulously in daily life – and how displaying signs of ‘educatedness’ in social interactions may grant one 

with more immediate rewards than following the strenuous prescriptions of the school.  

 

In this chapter, I investigate the lessons which children may learn from growing up in a community like 

Hang’ombe, with all the social and moral complexities that this process entails. As I have described, chil-

dren’s central social relationships mostly pertain to the homestead and the surrounding fields and gardens, 

where they spend large parts of their days in the company of peers, parents, grandparents or all of these at the 

same time, contributing to the daily sustenance of the household. Children also enter more or less intimate 

relationships with teachers, classmates, church elders, neighbours and extended relatives, with whom they 

may interact in different social domains, like the church, the classroom, the township and the homestead, 

each presenting children with slightly different manifestations of prevailing decora. In line with language 

socialisation studies (e. g. Duff & Hornberger, 2008) and studies of the cultural production of the educated 

person (e. g. Levinson, et al., 1996), I assume all of these relationships and domains to hold potential influen-

ce on children’s socialisation and basic experience of the world, including children’s own role(s) and ways of 

navigating in that world. I further assume that children take on varying subject positions, enabling them to 

reinterpret the various practices and ideologies exposed to them in accordance with their personal interests 

and concerns (e.g. Corsaro, 1996). As noted earlier, this assumption departs from previous understandings of 

children’s socialisation, many of which approached children as a kind of ‘miniature adults’ and assumed 

children’s socialisation to be a linear and predictable process, tied to the practices and ideals of older mem-

bers. Anthropologist Christina Toren has argued how such understandings have failed to account for the 

ways in which children manipulate the symbolic categories and practices prevailing around them for their 

own purposes: 

 
”It makes no sense to dismiss children's ideas as immature, or to argue that they do not understand what is really 

going on. Children have to live their lives in terms of their understandings, just as adults do; their ideas are 

grounded in their experience and thus equally valid. The challenge for the anthropologist is to analyse the pro-

cesses that make it possible for children to lead effective lives in terms of ideas that are an inversion of those 

held by their parents and other adults”.         

(Toren, 1993: 463) 

 

Like Toren, I hold that to make qualified assumptions about children’s experiences of the world around 

them, we must investigate their conduct on the social premises of the children themselves – that is, their per-

sonal experiences, relationships, desires and fears. The actions and orientations of parents and other adult 
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figures obviously affect children’s lives, enhancing particular experiences while restricting others – perhaps 

especially in a society like Hang’ombe, where children’s lives are so closely intertwined with the activities of 

their family members. Children have fewer life experiences to rely on than adults, and so they follow the 

different routines of older, more experienced members, while learning about the realms around them and 

establishing their own roles in these realms. They notice the validity ascribed to different kinds of conduct, 

seeing how certain behaviours evoke positive or negative, strong or indifferent reactions, and they try out 

some of these behaviours and their social impact in their own interactions with peers. Children in 

Hang’ombe are generally placed at the lower end of the social hierarchy prevailing in their homes, as well as 

at school and at church, and so their experience and interpretation of the world around them is marked by 

this subordinate position, ascribing them with particular restrictions and duties, many of which are ”boring, 

burdensome, or unpleasant”, as observed among Beti children in Southern Cameroon (Johnson-Hanks, 2006: 

54). But as I have shown, children’s subordinate position in the generational hierarchy also provides them 

with certain privileges, allowing them to pass relatively unnoticed through the arenas and interactions of 

older members, exposing them to a vast array of social information. Among Hang’ombe families, much of 

children’s time is spent in the absence or ’occupied presence’ of adults, with children working, playing or 

relaxing either alone or in the company of their older and younger peers. As we have seen, the peer group 

allows children to experiment with the various practices and discourses exposed to them on their daily trajec-

tories, testing the social validity and boundaries of particular kinds of conduct, without risking the rebuke of 

parents or other adults.   

 

In this chapter, I thus turn to school-aged children’s interactions with peers, looking for their ways of orient-

ing and positioning themselves in the physical absence of adults, and investigating how they ascribe different 

aspects of the social order presented to them with particular meanings: What social and linguistic strategies 

do children employ when interacting with peers? What are their interests and concerns? How do they inter-

pret the various practices and discourses presented to them? And how do they seek to position themselves 

vis-à-vis these practices and discourses, including the conflicts and ambiguities they may hold when em-

ployed in everyday life? The data underlying this part of my investigation consist of numerous brief or 

longer observations and recordings of school-aged children playing, working, chatting, and quarrelling with 

their peers; mostly siblings and cousins, constituting the main peer group for the majority of Hang’ombe 

children, and mostly played out within or in the near vicinity of their homesteads – court yards, kitchens, 

fields, gardens and bush areas – where both boys and girls spend most of their out-of-school time. Through 

analyses of such peer interactions, I discuss how the participating children seem to interpret and organise the 

social and moral order exposed to them on their daily trajectories, while gradually developing positions, 

identities and communicative competencies of their own.  

 

Managing the domain of the household 
Children in Hang’ombe spend most of their out-of-school time within or in near proximity of their home, and 

many of their interactions centre around basic concerns of the household. If they are not busy working, they 
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argue about the distribution and performance of chores, and even when playing or relaxing, children contin-

uously address household-related topics and practices, talking about crops, animals, foods, and weather 

conditions, gossiping about fellow family or community members, evaluating their own and each other’s 

work performances, or mimicking a mother’s stern rebukes of her children or a father’s whipping of the bull. 

As described in the previous chapter, the school holds an important role in most children’s lives, introducing 

them to new and somewhat exotic practices, roles, discourses and artefacts, and providing them with a lee-

way out of their chores and restrictions at home. However, once arriving at home after lessons, usually 

around twelve or one o’clock in the afternoon for the ones attending the lower school grades, most children 

display little concern with the tangible tasks and matters of the school. Except in the weeks preceding the 

annual exams in mid October, children below the ages of 11-12 generally spend little time reading or writing 

outside of classrooms, and I rarely heard children discuss practices or topics addressed at school with their 

homely peers. Like older members, children thus seem to maintain a clear boundary between the domains of 

the home and the school, each holding different sets of tasks, practices, and orientation points. As we have 

seen, children are introduced to the basic procedures and responsibilities of farming and housekeeping early 

on, accompanying their parents and older siblings to the fields, gardens and the marketplace – and by the age 

of five, children gradually take on the roles of farmers, cattle herders and housewives themselves, looking 

after their younger siblings and contributing to the sustenance of their families. These roles and responsibili-

ties are widely reflected in children’s interactions, chatting, joking, arguing or playing with their peers. As an 

example of this, the extract below depicts nine siblings and cousins between the ages of 2 and 11, chatting 

and joking with each other while relaxing in the court yard of their mutual grandparents one afternoon by the 

end of 2008. No adults are present, except for the children’s 83-year old grandfather Nelson, who is resting 

in the cikuta nearby. Three of the children live with their grandparents at the moment, following their moth-

er’s return to her parents’ home after a recent divorce. The others live with their parents in homesteads close 

by, allowing them to visit each other frequently, playing or assisting each other’s chores. As usual, 8-year old 

Gloria is looking after her 2-year old twin brothers, Herbert and Mudenda, while her mother is busy in the 

fields. The three have been joined by their cousins, 11-year old Milika, her sisters, 8-year old Durine and 9-

year old Constance, and their three cousins, 10-year old Herbick, 9-year old Gladice, and 6-year old Hedge: 
 

1. Herbick:   Eyi nkoli njetema, ndiyanda kuumya mubwa. Ndaibeza.  
 The stick I’m cutting, I want to use it to beat a dog. I’ll make it fine. 

 
2. Milika:    Uyanda kuumya ni?  

 Who do you want to beat? 
 

3. Herbick:   Mubwa.  
 A dog. 

 
4. Milika:    Uya uulya maji?  

 The one that eats eggs? 
 

5. Herbick:   Iiyi, mucikuta.  
 Yes, in the kitchen. 

 
               [A local woman walks by on the road nearby]. 
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6. Constance:   Mbabaya Bamuka Hachoose.  
 There is Hachoose’s wife [walking on the road]. 

 
7. Milika:    Alimwi kuzwa waalya kusika waalya acibbula baboola kuya mpoonya  

   bazyooinda walya mpoonya banyona.  
She was coming right here, she just made a turn when she reached that mubula 
tree. 

 
8. Constance [to Herbick]:  Herbick uyanda kuumya nkuku na?  

 Herbick, you want to beat chickens [with your stick]?. 
 

[Herbert, one of the twins, makes a crying sound]. 
 

9. Durine:    Hi! Milika mwana wakwiita ati ‘Milika’.  
 Hey! Milika, the child [Herbert] tried calling you, saying ‘Milika’.  

 
10. Milika [to Durine, sternly]: Usambe, ede? 

           You’re going to bathe, right? 
 
              [Gloria is giving nsima to Herbert] 
 

11. Herbick [to Herbert]:  Kamulya kamulya, taata, kamulya.  
 Eat, eat, father [young man], eat. 

 
12. Milika [sighing]:   Aba basankwa.  

 These boys. 
 

Interactions like this one frequently occurred among the children I observed, centering around issues and 

concerns pertaining to the family and the immediate household. During such interactions, children would 

often try to impress each other with their possession of adult-like qualities and skills, like the courage to 

chase away a wild dog (Herbick 1, 3, 5), the insight to identify a bypassing neighbour (Constance, Milika 6, 

7), or the authority to regulate younger children (Milika, Herbick 10-12). As we have seen, much of chil-

dren’s lives is shaped by the basic chores and practicalities of the homestead: Water must be fetched and 

court yards swept in the morning, cattle must be lead to the grass fields and driven back into the stable later 

in the day; the maize must be tended to, fertilised, weeded, and ploughed throughout the year, and the end-

less stream of household chores take up much of children’s energy and attention, especially among girls. 

Like among adults, the ability to conduct these chores in a skilful manner, or knowledge about how or why 

they must be done, usually evokes respect and recognition in children’s peer groups. However, although 

children in Hang’ombe generally share their parents’ and grandparents’ concern with the household, they 

cannot be said to merely reproduce the orientations of older members. As I elaborate further below, many of 

children’s peer interactions are targeted at the challenging or mocking of social and moral decora prevailing 

around them, establishing social alliances of their own. I discuss children’s ongoing negotiations of power 

and meaning in the section below.  

 

Negotiating lines of power 
While observing the daily practices and orientations around them, children are also exposed to the more sub-

tle mechanisms regulating the activities and members of the household. They learn how certain privileges are 

assigned to some members rather than others, e. g. of eating certain foods, sitting in certain chairs, speaking 
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in certain manners, or making certain decisions over others, and they gradually discern the implicit lines of 

power along which such privileges are usually assigned. As I have shown, most homes are marked by a rela-

tively steep generational hierarchy, ascribing respect and power to elders, and leaving children with limited 

influence on both their own and the lives of others. Parents will rarely inform children e. g. about the sick-

ness of a family member or the prospects of hunger during periods of drought, and children are left to learn 

about major social events largely through their candid eavesdropping on the conversations of older members. 

In the social matrix of the household, the peer group thus comes to serve as an important centre of 

knowledge exchange, allowing children to gossip and inform each other about what they have heard. This 

does not imply that the peer group is less regulated, however, or that the distribution of power is more even 

here than in other parts of the household or wider community. As among adults, children’s interactions can 

be seen as continuous negotiations of power and acknowledgement, with actors trying to legitimise their 

knowledge and right to influence on the ongoing activity among them101.  

 

One of the most prominent features I observed among children’s peer groups in Hang’ombe was the social 

significance ascribed to age. Whether or not any adults were present, children’s peer interactions would al-

most always be dominated by the oldest girl or boy in the group, and children seemed well aware of their 

position within the age-related hierarchy of a particular peer group. As earlier described, children are given 

increasing responsibilities in the family as they grow up, thereby acquiring an equivalent rise in status from 

‘child’ (bana) to ‘a person growing up’ (mukubusyi) – and when interacting with their younger siblings and 

cousins, older children often capitalise on this status, rebuking their younger siblings in stern voices, ridicu-

ling them, and perhaps forcing them to take over parts of their own chores. Adults mostly leave children to 

solve such conflicts on their own, encouraging older children to be stern on their younger peers and, thereby, 

ascribing them with both the privileges and the duties embedded in the generational hierarchy. I sometimes 

overheard children telling their younger peers ‘I am old’ (Ndimupati), as a means of legitimising their bossy 

behaviour or their attainment of a particularly nice dress, toy, or piece of meat. Most of the time, however, 

there seemed to exist an implicit contract between children around the social significance of age, both allow-

ing and requiring older children to act as substitute authorities towards younger children, whenever parents 

or other adults were not around. Older children, both boys and girls, would thus frequently regulate the con-

duct of their younger peers, telling them, ‘Speak properly’ (Amabaula kabotu), ‘You are being foolish’ (Uli 

mbuyanga), ‘Don’t fight like that’ (Mutalwani nywebo), or ’Don’t laugh like that’ (Kutali kusekelela pe), 

imitating the pungent rebukes of parents. Younger children might protest against this treatment, e. g. by run-

ning away or threatening to beat an older peer – but they rarely managed to maintain power for very long. As 

an example of how children might negotiate and sanction positions of power in the peer group, the extract 

below depicts a group of five siblings and cousins, playing and talking in the grass fields while looking after 

the cattle of their respective families. The three oldest boys in the group, 9-year old Brian, his 6-year old 

brother Edson and their 8-year old cousin Hantete, are in charge of the cattle, and Hantete’s siblings, 5-year 

                                                 
101 A number of language socialisation studies have investigated the subtle mechanics underlying children’s negotiations of power 
and acknowledgment with peers, as played out in a variety of sociocultural and institutional settings. For a recent overview, see 
(Goodwin & Kyratzis, 2011).  
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old John and 7-year old Miyoba, have accompanied them to the fields, escaping their household chores for 

few hours. For a while, the group has been playing several rounds of kupwa, a common game where one has 

to throw and catch a small rock in the air with one hand while removing other rocks from a small hole in the 

ground with the other102. As we enter the interaction, Edson is upset from just having lost another round of 

kupwa to his cousin Hantete. Edson kicks Hantete’s collection of stones and scatters them around, leading 

Hantete to call him Bausyi Dumbo (‘Grandfather of Dumbo’), a common nickname associated with being fat 

or stupid. This rouses the laughter of the other children, infuriating Edson even more103:  
 

1. Hantete [mockingly, to Edson]: Bausyi Dumbo!  
    Grandfather of Dumbo!  
 

[The other children laugh. Edson is upset and starts beating both Brian and Hantete]. 
 

2. Brian [laughing, to Edson]:  Koya uume wakwiita kuti ‘Bausyi Dumbo’ utaumi ndime. 
Go beat the one calling you ‘Bausyi Dumbo’, don’t beat me. 

 
3. Brian [to all]:   Ndaleka kusobana Edson tacizyi kusobana.  

I have stopped playing because Edson doesn’t know how to play. 
 

[Edson is infuriated by this and continues to punch both Brian and Hantete].  
 

4. Brian [to Edson, angrily]:  Nseyandi yawe. Edson nhi! Nhi! 
I don’t want you [to do this]. Edson, no! No! 

 
5. John [laughing]:  Edson tacizyi kusobana...  

Edson doesn’t know how to play... 
 

6. Hantete [to Edson]:  Hei! Edson...  
Hey! Edson... 

 
[Edson screams, while beating both Hantete and John].  

 
7. John [to Edson, jokingly]:  Yebo cinya cako...  

You piece of shit... 
  

8. Brian [to John, in adult-like voice]; Mbomutukana nkomuzwa?  
               Is that how you insult in your house? 

 
[The children laugh at Brian’s remark. Hantete starts beating back on Edson]. 

 
9. Brian [to Hantete and Edson]:  Kwiina kulwana, kamwaambaula buyo.  

You shouldn’t fight, just speak. 
 

10. Miyoba [agreeing with this]: Tukkopwa buya.  
We are being recorded. 

 
[Some seconds pass. Edson stops beating Hantete and sits by himself for a while. Hantete and Brian begin writing with sticks on 
the ground in front of the children, using humorously exaggerated movements]. 

 
11. Hantete [to the others]:  Sena wabona bwakulemba? 

Have you seen how we write? 

                                                 
102 Kupwa is usually played by two players at a time, but other children will often watch, waiting for their turn to join. Ten or more 
small stones are put in a hole, each player holding one additional stone in their hand. At his or her turn, the player must throw the 
stone in the air and catch it again, while removing the stones from the hole, one with each throw. If the flying stone falls to the 
ground, the player looses this turn. The player who first manages to empty the hole wins.  
103 I observed the children from about ten metres away while the recorder sat on the ground right next to them. 
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12. Brian [holding a stick]:  Basa ndiyanda kulemba zyina lya chiDumbo. 

Friends, I want to write the name chiDumbo [‘the Dumbo’]. 
 

[Edson remains seated but is upset by the writing. John and Miyoba are laughing, while Brian and Hantete continue                  
writing in the sand]. 

 
13. Edson [angrily, to Brian]: Ndamuuma umwi! 

I will beat you! 
 

14. Brian [while writing in the sand]: Ngooyu ‘Dumbo’. 
Here is [the name] ‘Dumbo’. 
 

15. Edson [to Brian, angrily]:  Fuseke!   
   Go away! 

  
       [Edson is about to cry and runs off, while Brian and Hantete continue writing with sticks in the sand] 
 

This interaction centres around the mocking of 6-year old Edson, lead by his older brother Brian and their 

mutual cousin Hantete, and supported by the laughing and cheering of Hantete’s siblings, Miyoba and John. 

Edson tries to challenge the older boys by beating and screaming at them, but he fails to do so and eventually 

runs off crying. As appears, rather than entering a fight with Edson, Brian maintains his position in the peer 

group through social and linguistic means, repeating the nickname ‘Bausyi Dumbo’ (2) and telling the others 

how ‘Edson doesn’t know how to play’ (3). This expression, ‘not knowing how to play’ (tacizyi kusobana), 

recalls the moral discourses frequently evoked in the discussions of older family members. An adult might 

criticise a loud or impudent child for not knowing how to play, either to other members or in a direct rebuke 

of the child, thus insinuating his or her general lack of social adaptability. As we have seen, moral qualities 

of diligence and respect are valued in the community, and criticism of acting disrespectfully towards others 

is usually delivered – and received – with much gravity both by younger and older members. Insults, either 

verbal or physical, are a common topic of discussion in many households, and a member’s coarse, disputing 

or slanderous speech – especially if this member is a woman or young girl – may be read as indicators of 

more general moral flaws, e. g. in terms of her sexual behaviour and her (un)suitability for marriage. In line 

with their testing and imitation of the conduct of older members, children thus often draw on the moral dis-

courses prevailing among adults in their interactions with peers. Having observed the social momentum of 

such discourses among older members, children test if they might achieve a similar effect if employing them 

among their peers. Like adults, they risk being scorned, e. g. for being cocky or acting in conflict with their 

age, reflecting the strong age-related hierarchy prevailing among children. I hardly ever heard younger chil-

dren employing moral discourses towards their older peers, whereas older children would often sanction their 

younger peers against moral codices, like ‘proper speech’ and ‘proper play’, ‘insults’ (tukana) and ‘bad be-

haviours’ (kubula ciimo). By telling Edson and his peers how Edson ‘doesn’t know how to play’ in the 

extract above, 8-year old Brian, the oldest member of the group, thus positions himself as both an age-wise 

and morally superior person who, contrary to Edson, does not need to use physical power to assert himself. 

The same pattern is visible in Brian’s later reproof of Hantete and Edson, ‘You shouldn’t fight, just speak’ 

(9), again evoking a common rebuke among parents. Both attempts seem to enhance Brian’s dominant status 

in the group, evoking the laughter and cheering of his bystanding peers, and the alignment of 8-year old 
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Miyoba, reminding the others that ‘We are being recorded’ (10). Drawing on prevalent moral discourses, e. 

g. about the deeds of ‘knowing how to play’ and of ‘speaking’ rather than ‘fighting’, thus often serves as an 

efficient social strategy for obtaining power and recognition in the peer group, particular for older children 

who may underline or enhance their age-based authority through their use of such discourses.  

 

Contrary to most moral discussions among adults, however, children’s negotiations are often humorous and 

playful, mocking the grave voices of elders, exaggerating their moral accusations, and testing the boundaries 

of ‘proper speech’. In the extract above, this appears in 3-year old John’s calling Edson ‘You piece of shit’ 

(7) and Brian’s subsequent question ‘Is that how you insult in your house’ (8), both delivered with laughter 

and in dramatic voices, mocking the speech of angry adults. While children often employ the moral registers 

of adults to rebuke their younger peers, they can also be heard mocking or dramatising these same registers, 

deepening their voices and exaggerating their gestures like an overly stern father or elder, or putting their 

hands on their hips while screaming sexual allegations at their peers like a furious mother, usually evoking 

the hysterical laughter of their peers. In line with this, I once watched a group of 5- and 6-year old girls call-

ing each other ‘You shit of my father’s hen’ (Mazi aankuku yabataata) over and over for several minutes, 

after which they would break into laughter. This practice of turning prohibited language into means of enter-

tainment and self-demonstration has been observed in other studies of children’s peer interactions. Building 

on earlier sociolinguistic studies of ritual insults as observed among underprivileged groups of young Black 

male Americans in the 1970s104, language socialisation scholar Ann-Carita Evaldsson describes a similar 

practice which she denotes staging insults (Evaldsson, 2005) occurring among a group of Swedish school 

boys with immigrant – and thus socially marginalised – backgrounds. Observing the boys’ attempts to estab-

lish and re-organise powerful, masculine identities between them by using insulting language in humorous 

and inventive ways, she describes how, 
 

”… a variety of negative descriptions are mobilized in the process of insulting, making relevant and reorganizing 

local norms of conduct, membership categories and institutional frameworks.”  

(Evaldsson, 2005: 783) 

 
Whereas Evaldsson concludes the practice of staging insults to be particularly outspoken among boys, I ob-

served a similar tendency both across genders and among girls, some of whom would use explicit sexual 

terms during role plays with their female peers. In line with Evaldsson’s observations, children in 

Hang’ombe often ‘stage’ insults during their peer interactions with the purpose of challenging or ‘reorgani-

zing local norms of conduct’ (ibid.), perhaps particularly those inscribed in the strict generational hierarchy 

prevailing across households. By mocking the speech of older members and deliberately breaking their social 

and linguistic decora, children seek to challenge the generational hierarchy prevailing around them, obtaining 

a temporary escape from their usual subdued position in this hierarchy. Such playing or manipulating with 

adult decora may also reflect children’s intimate familiarity with the social practices of younger men and 

women in the local township, many of which often challenge or contradict the moral decora prevailing in 
                                                 
104 (E. g. Abrahams, 1974; Kochman, 1983; Labov, 1972). 
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most community homes. Gaining power and recognition in the peer group may thus rely not only on one’s 

mastery of prevailing practices and decora, but also on the courage and ability to challenge the boundaries of 

these.  

 

However, children’s games of inverting adult practices, e. g. by ‘staging insults’ or mocking the voices of 

parents and other authorities, entail social hierarchies of their own, with some children mastering the specific 

practices and rules of these games better than others. In the extract above, Edson maintains his subordinate 

position in the peer group, in spite of his frequent attempts to defend himself, whereas Brian – the oldest and, 

seemingly, most proficient speaker in the group – remains in the leader position, constantly staying ahead in 

the altering exchanges and negotiations marking the interaction. This is also visible in the last part of the 

extract, where Brian and Hantete start making letter-like symbols with sticks in the sand while announcing, 

‘Have you seen how we write?’ (11), ‘Friends, I want to write the name ‘chiDumbo’’ (12) and ‘Here is the 

name ‘Dumbo’’ (14), still in humorously mocking voices and exaggerated gestures. Although this ‘writing’ 

might have little actual resemblance with the expression ‘Bausyi Dumbo’, it appears to infuriate and humili-

ate Edson even further, now seeing his nickname outlined on the ground. As discussed earlier, children 

observe how the display of ‘educatedness’, e. g. through writing or the use of English terms, may provide 

members around them with recognition and respect from others, and like with the moral discourses and other 

socially recognised means in their immediate realms, children use school-associated practices to position 

themselves among their peers. In line with their candid mocking of parents, children might also use their peer 

interactions to ridicule the authority of teachers, imitating their chanting speech or their proud display of 

their educational skills, like Brian and Hantete above. Even if it remains unspoken in the extract above, the 

fact that Brian and Hantete have both started school is likely to play a role in their positioning among their 

peers, who, apart from Miyoba, are not yet in school. Contrary to the younger children, including Edson, this 

provides Brian and Hantete with the privilege of both mimicking and mocking the practices of ‘educated 

persons’ among their peers, simultaneously positioning themselves as holders of ‘educatedness’, ascribing 

them with status within the larger domain of the household, and as proficient contesters of ‘educatedness’ as 

a social parameter of respect, granting them a powerful position in the peer group. Children thus remain alert 

towards both the overt and more subtle mechanisms regulating social life around them, continuously seeking 

to position themselves among their peers. This also appears in the section below, where I discuss children’s 

concern with personal appearance and its implicit moral connotations.  

 

Investigating concepts of dignity and shame 
Along with the significance of age, morality and schooling, children observe how different aspects of per-

sonal appearance are charged with great importance across households. If for instance a child consistently 

shows up barefoot at the marketplace or wearing dirty or shabby clothes, members are likely to start gossip-

ing, insinuating a lack of moral on behalf of both the child and his or her family. Young mothers told me 

how they put money aside to keep their children wearing ‘proper shoes’ – that is closed leather shoes or san-

dals, rather than simple flip-flops – so that other people would not think of their family as poor or 
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uncivilised105. At the weekly church services, even women who I knew had few financial means would dress 

up their children in jeans and sneakers, nylon dresses, white socks and glossy sandals, resembling the images 

appearing on commercial adds and billboards in the local township. Women themselves might go to church 

wearing colourful gowns, braids and perhaps small pieces of jewellery if they could afford it, and most men 

would show up in white shirts, polished shoes, and expensive-looking suits. These garments were also worn 

on other formal occasions, like funerals, family gatherings and Christmas celebrations in the township, and I 

often observed women carefully mending pants and dresses to extend the durability of these. During the 

week, people mostly put on more simple clothes, especially when working in the fields and gardens where 

they are likely to get dirt and scraps on themselves; but whenever they have visitors or went to the township, 

both men and women mostly put on clean and more neatly looking clothes. Although it is rarely addressed 

directly, a relatively clear distinction thus prevails between ways of presenting oneself to close family mem-

bers, on one hand, and more extended neighbours, relatives and other members, on the other. Apart from 

clothes and personal hygiene, most members seek to maintain their homesteads immaculate, keeping curtains 

and carpets neatly washed, and having tea or maize beer in stock if neighbours or extended relatives should 

show up unexpectedly. Girls are required to sweep the court yard carefully every morning and to keep the 

kitchen, cikuta and other buildings free from dust and dirt. During my stay, a 41-year old woman named Iris, 

who had been very successful cultivating cabbages and tomatoes in her garden and selling these at the local 

marketplace, invited a group of neighbouring women to her house to show them the new bed, sofa, and cord-

less television which she had bought. I did not attend this gathering, but some of the women who did told me 

later how they were very impressed, even if they found it somewhat repellent of Iris to ‘show off her wealth’ 

in this blunt manner. These examples illustrate the social significance of personal appearance in the commu-

nity, and how such appearance is intimately linked with notions of power and respect. Few people can afford 

a bed of solid wood or buying new clothes for themselves and their children more than once a year; but most 

spend the means they do have on appearing as if they could.  

 

Like with other decora e. g. around age or formal education, children acquire the significance ascribed to 

personal appearance mainly by observing and imitating their older family members. A mother may scold her 

son for tearing a hole in his pants or urge her daughters to wash their clothes and keep the household tidy; 

but the subtle association between personal appearance and notions of ‘proper personhood’ generally re-

mains implicit, except perhaps during moral discussions among adults, criticising the dress, hygiene or 

household of a particular person or family. As in other concerns, adults may not always follow their own 

prescriptions on cleanliness and personal appearance in daily life, given their dire financial situation and the 

physical conditions characterising most people’s work days. Moreover, practices of dress tend to vary across 

households and between the village and the township, and so children learn how different interpretations of 

‘proper appearance’ exist in different domains, prescribing certain customs at home, and others in the town-

ship, at school or at church. They learn how personal appearance – like speech and other kinds of social 

                                                 
105 This may explain why the large majority of families invested in school uniforms for their children, even if these were relatively 
costful and were no longer obligatory on behalf of the school.  
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conduct – may be associated with particular social and moral traits, and how the keeping of a run-down or 

untidy homestead is likely to cause the tacit judgements of fellow members. The children I observed general-

ly showed great concern with both their own and the personal appearance of others. Young girls would spend 

hours braiding their hair and trying on each other’s chitenge, and boys would often be seen wearing their 

school uniforms to the cattle fields, preferring that over their normal clothes. As with other prevailing cate-

gories, children would also use notions of personal appearance as a means to create subtle lines of distinction 

among their peers. One example of this is an incident occurring in the late morning of Christmas Day in 

2008, where 10-year old Ines and her two sisters, 7-year old Mila and 8-year old Kaliba, are sitting in the 

kitchen talking among themselves. Even if the family as Seventh Day Adventists do not celebrate Christmas 

themselves, the girls have been allowed to put on their best dresses and join their friends for the celebrations 

going on in Bwasanu Township. All the girls have gotten new shoes from their uncle who is visiting from 

Livingstone, but Mila’s shoes have turned out to be too small for her to wear, and so she only has simple 

flip-flops to wear. Ines comments on how Mila ‘would have looked nice going for Christmas’ if she could 

have worn the shoes, to which Mila responds that she will go to the township, even if she is ‘dirty’106: 
 

1. Ines [to Mila]:  Kuti nitwali kumukkwana kabotu-kabotu mwana, noobota kuya ku Christmas.   
  If those [shoes] fit you well, you would have looked nice going for Christmas. 

 
2. Kaliba:  Inzi?  

  What? 
 

3. Ines:   Otu tubbusu. Naalikukwana kabotu-kabotu nikwali kunga ntwaanjila kuya ku Christmas.  
  This pair of shoes. If they fit her [Mila] well, she would have put them on going for  
  Christmas.  

 
4. Mila:   Aya inga ndeenda, adooti inga ndainka.  

  I can walk there, even if I am dirty I can go. 
 

5. Ines:   Me nkukutanda.  
  I’ll chase you away. 
 

6. Mila:   Kuti mwanditanda... munditandila yi? Munditandila yi?  
  If you chase me... where can you chase me to? Where can you chase me to? 
 

7. Ines:   Me munsilyangu nkuzwa we kutegwa uusile mpawo.  
  Me, you should not come near me looking like a crazy person. 
 
[Mila pretends to be grabbing Ines, acting as a crazy person. Ines and Kaliba both start laughing]. 
 

8. Mila:   Alimwi ndijata nduwe buya, jata so.  
  I’ll hold you, I’ll hold you like this. 
 

Ines and Mila here both make connotations between Mila’s simple shoes, being ‘dirty’ (4), ‘looking like a 

fool’ (7), and being someone who should be avoided (7) or ‘chased away’ (5, 6). Judgements of being ‘cra-

zy’ (mpawo), ‘foolish’ (mbuyanga) or ‘mad’ (cikwene) were common among children, who would use these 

both as means of insulting and joking with their peers. While Ines imitates prevailing judgements of being 

‘dirty’ and ‘crazy’ if one does not wear ‘proper shoes’ above, Mila contests these judgments by stating how 

                                                 
106 I made this recording while sitting by the kitchen fire next to the three girls. 
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she can walk into the township ‘even if I am dirty’ (4), after which she starts acting like a crazy person, jok-

ingly pretending to be attacking and holding on to her older sister (8), which makes Ines and her sister Kaliba 

break into laughter. Mila thus manages to turn a potential humiliation – the fact that she has no shoes to wear 

into the township – into a small victory by challenging prevailing judgements of ‘dirtiness’ and ‘craziness’, 

and, thereby, gaining the recognition of her older sisters. A similar pattern appears in the extract below, 

where 10-year old Talala is sitting by the kitchen fire holding her 3-year old brother Habeenzu, who has just 

returned after playing with his friends in the nearby fields. Habeenzu has mud all over his legs and feet, and 

Talala is scolding her two younger sisters, 9-year old Mududu and 7-year old Tekila, who are sitting next to 

them, for not giving Habeenzu a bath (1)107:  
 
1. Talala [to the girls]:   Habe taasamba? 

 Hasn’t Habe been bathed? 
 

[Talala starts taking off Habeenzu’s clothes, checking his legs and feet which are covered with mud]. 
 

2.  Talala [to Habeenzu, affectionately]: Habe. Yebo uyandika buyo kunookwabbaula kutoba ako kutuba. Akoya 
   citakwene. Kwa!  

                     Habe. You should be beaten, being white [muddy] like that. As if you  
   are mad. Kwa!  

 
3. Talala [to the girls]:   Kutuba kutuba mwana wabantu kutuba. Mumaulu, kumesyo.  

 He is dirty, dirty this son. On the feet, on the face. 
 

Talala here imitates the discourse of a mother simultaneously scolding and caressing her young son, telling 

Habeenzu how he ‘should be beaten’ for ‘being white like that’, a condition she compares with being ‘mad’ 

(cikwene, 2). Rather than actually scolding Habeenzu or threatening to beat him, Talala seems to be explor-

ing the role of ‘motherhood’, mimicking the effect of adult-like expressions like ‘akoya citakwene’ (‘as if 

you’re mad, 2) and ‘kutuba kutuba mwana’ (dirty, dirty this son, 3). As noted further above, I frequently 

heard 8-10 old girls speak to their young siblings in this way, employing parental discourses to assert them-

selves while mocking or joking with these discourses at the same time. While imitating prevailing decora e. 

g. around cleanliness and personal presentability, children simultaneously contest the social validity of these, 

positioning themselves among their peers. As a last example of how children might approach concepts of 

personal appearance and presentability, four siblings, 7-year old Maegrin, 9-year old Juulu, 11-year old 

Obrian and 8-year old Namwiinga, are sitting by themselves in the court yard outside their family kitchen in 

the extract below, chatting and discussing different events of the day. At one point in the conversation, the 

children start talking about the digging of a new ditch for the family to use as provisional toilet, since the 

children’s father has not yet dug a new pit latrine. Most families hold a small separate toilet building on top 

of a deep hole, placed on the outskirts of the homestead, and once every few years, this hole has to be re-

placed by a new one. This requires great work efforts, along with money for bricks and tin plates. A family’s 

lack of a proper toilet may cause the judgments of neighbours, associating it with poverty and an according 

lack of ‘proper manners’. As we enter the children’s interaction below, Juulu tries to make his younger sister 

                                                 
107 I made this recording, sitting next to the children.  
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Maegrin do the digging of the new ditch, even though he himself has actually been assigned with this job by 

his mother108: 
 
 
 

1. Juulu:    Maegrin, ati kumbo kusya dindi. 
   Maegrin, she [our mother] told us to dig the ditch far away.  
 

2. Obrian:   Nguni uusya oyo? Iiyi, takusyigwi awo alimwi takusyigwi munsi aakazila 
   kaya ku toilet. 
   Who is that one digging? Yes, don’t dig near the home or near the path  
   to the [old] toilet.  

 
       [Maegrin walks off with a shovel in her hand]. 
 

3. Juulu [loudly]:   Kumbo kwini not oku. 
   Do it in the Western direction.  

 
4. Obrian [annoyed, to Juulu]: Aaaah. 

     Come on.  
 

5. Namwiinga [to Juulu]:   Ede bantu boonse balazyiba. 
   All the people will know. 
   

6. Juulu [cockily]:   Balikuzyi kwaakusyida. 
   They will know where to dig. 

 
In this extract, the negative reactions of Obrian and Namwiinga to Juulu’s loud instruction to Maegrin of 

digging the toilet ‘in the Western direction’ (3-5), both indicate a concern with the moral judgements gener-

ally associated with the lack of a basic sanitary item like a toilet. As the oldest children in the peer group, 

Obrian and Namwiinga might see it as their responsibility to protect the reputation of their family, abiding by 

prevailing decora around cleanliness and personal representation. As we have seen in other examples, the 

older children also underline their authoritative status towards Juulu by drawing on the power widely as-

cribed to such decora. When Juulu states how his announcement of a good location for the digging of a toilet 

will simply help other members in their own placing of a toilet (6), he thus not only rejects prevailing decora 

around personal appearance, but also the authority of his older siblings. In line with other social decora, chil-

dren thus negotiate the social meaning of cleanliness and discretion, of dress and personal appearance, using 

the arena of the peer group to explore the boundaries of prevailing decora, and to contest or manipulate 

these. Certain actions may be considered appropriate in some settings, like talking about the digging of a 

lavatory within the walls of the kitchen, or having dirt on one’s legs and clothes while working in the field – 

whereas other settings may prescribe other decora, requiring one to act and present oneself in more ‘present-

able’ ways. As we have seen, different interpretations of such ‘presentable ways’ co-exist across the 

community, and so children, in line with adults, spend much of their time asserting or negotiating concepts 

of proper personhood. In the section below, I discuss children’s experiments with prevailing categories of 

gender and the roles and practices they entail – particularly among school-aged girls, whose mocking imita-

                                                 
108 The four children recorded themselves.  
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tions of stern motherly characters may reveal their interpretations of basic categories around gender, mother-

hood and sexuality.  

 

 

 

Investigating gendered roles 
Although siblings and cousins often spend time together across gender and age, much of children’s homely 

socialisation occurs along relatively strict gendered lines, with parents, grandparents and older siblings di-

recting girls and boys towards a life respectively as housewives and mothers, farmers and fathers. Children 

are familiarised with the distinct meanings and responsibilities assigned to women and men from an early 

age, especially after the age of five when girls begin helping their mother with basic household chores like 

sweeping, peeling vegetables, and nursing younger siblings, and boys start herding cattle and following the 

ploughing of their father or older brothers. Apart from the social implications of age, many of children’s peer 

interactions approach concepts of gender, trying on different social and linguistic expressions of the different 

family roles presented to them, and testing the boundaries of ‘proper manhood’ and ‘womanhood’. As we 

have seen, especially the latter is surrounded by a series of moral decora in the general community, prescrib-

ing a woman to guard her sexual virtue and to abstain from swearing, gossiping, flirting, and contesting the 

commands of her father, husband, and other authorities. Boys are subject to similar decora, as often pre-

scribed by church elders and grandparents, but as women are far more likely than men to become targets of 

collective denouncements of ‘prostitution’ and ‘talkativeness’, most parents place particular emphasis on the 

moral socialisation and surveillance of girls, restricting both their physical, social and linguistic leeway. Per-

haps reflecting such restrictions, I observed a tendency among girls to experiment with different female roles 

during peer play, mocking the voice of a stern mother rebuking her children, or making sexy dance move-

ments with each other, pretending to be flirting with boys. Among the boys I observed, many of them 

seemed equally interested in exploring the social realms of their fathers and older brothers, and I frequently 

overheard boys discussing the basic tenets of cultivating maize, or imitating the ploughing and stern com-

mands of their fathers. An older boy might bring his younger brothers to assist him in the maize fields, 

imitating the sparse orders and directions of his father, like ‘get going!’ (fwambaana!), ‘keep working!’ 

(kamuya mubeleke!) ‘bring it! (sowa!), and ‘don’t drop it!’ (utabbunki), while monitoring their gradual ac-

quisition of chores. However, I rarely experienced boys mocking the voices and gestures associated with a 

‘stern parent’ with the seeming purpose of impressing their peers, as their sisters and female cousins might 

do.  

 

In this section, I focus on the investigation of ‘womanhood’ and female family roles among school-aged 

girls, drawing on a particularly expressive interaction which I observed and recorded one afternoon in May 

2009, during the month-long school break marking the final part of the harvesting season. 8-year old Flora 

and her 6-year old cousin Senefa are playing in their mutual play field (cibuwa cakusobanina), a small piece 

of dried-up land designated by families for the play and early farming practice of young children. The girls 
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have been busy helping Flora’s mother with the peeling of maize in the previous hours and have now been 

dismissed for the afternoon, on condition that they take along Senefa’s baby sister, 9 month-old Vera, who is 

now hanging on Senefa’s back. Although the soil is arid and has not produced crops for long, the girls are 

eagerly hacking with small sticks in the ground, pretending to be searching for and digging up sweet pota-

toes, just as they have seen their mothers and older siblings do many times in the fields around them. After a 

while, Flora’s 3-year old brother Nelson joins in, grapping a stick and trying to keep up with the girls’ con-

versation, which has now moved on to other aspects of farming, like the risk of enraging dangerous insects if 

hitting a wrong spot with one’s hoe, and the general hardships of manual labour. Gradually, without any 

explicit coordination, the children’s conversation evolves into a kind of family role play, with Flora taking 

the self-designated role of the mother, and Senefa and Nelson acting as her young daughters. Flora acts ra-

ther bossily, ordering her peers to ‘dig harder into the ground’ (kusyisya) and warning Senefa against 

‘dropping the child’ (kuunsya mwana), still sitting on her back. At one point in the conversation, when Nel-

son has drifted off to dig by himself, Flora evokes the issue of ‘boyfriends’ (basankwa), half-jokingly 

accusing Senefa of ‘moving with boys’ (kweenda aankako), that is, secretly experimenting with sexual and 

romantic relationships:  
 

1. Flora [calling Senefa, sternly]: Mamii mo! 
   Hey, Mama! 
 

2. Senefa:   Hee? 
   What? 
 

3. Flora [in low voice]:   Ntwaanzi tusankwa ntomweeteeta? 
 What do you do with the boys you bring?  

 
4. Senefa [hesitant]:  Kwiina... 

 Nothing... 
 

5. Flora [in low voice]:   Mbuyanga mani. ‘Kwiina’ kuli?... Ndiyookuuma kuti nkakujane aaka 
   sankwa... Nkaakaya kana Sinambili. Mwaali kweenda aankako.  

 You fool. ‘Nothing’, you say?... I will beat you if i find you with that boy. 
 It is that boy from Sinambili [Village]. You were moving with him. 

 
6. Senefa [insecure]:  Peepe. Naamulayanda mumubuzye Nelson. Nseendi aanguwe. 

 No. If you want, you can ask Nelson. I don’t go out with him. 
 

7. Flora [sternly]:  Zyakuubiila yana kumulu ccindi mubuzyizye nzi!... Koti ndilamubuzye  
   asika.  

 I will beat you, you are lying!... I will ask him when he comes back. 
 

8. Senefa [hesitant]:   Niini oyo... niini oyo... 
 This one… this one… [trying to remember a boy’s name]  

 
9. Flora:    Borne? [the name of a boy who recently visited from another village]. 

   Borne? 
 

10. Senefa [low voice]:   Borne. Wainkide kokuya.  
 Borne. He went [back] there [to his village]. 
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11. Flora:   Ndamubuzya buya. Kuti ‘Weenda aani? Weenda aani?’ Ndamubuzya  
   kuti ‘Weendaani?’ Ndamubuzya. Beenzyinyoko balandaambila kuti inga 
   ulilide kucikolo nainga mali. Waajana kuli?  

I will ask him [Nelson]. I’ll say, ‘Who does she move with? Who does  she 
move with?’ I’ll ask him ‘Who does she move with?’ I will ask him. Your 
friends tell me that you eat a lot at school. Where do you get the money?  

 
       [Senefa does not respond. Flora turns towards to Nelson, who is playing on the grass nearby]. 
 

12. Flora:    Nelson!   
   Nelson! 
 

13. Nelson:   Hee?  
 What? 

 
14. Flora:   Oyu weendaani oyu?  

 Who does this one [Senefa] move with? 
 

15. Nelson:   Hee? 
   What?   
 

16. Flora:   Oyu, Mama. Wendaani? Musankwa wakwe? Huh?  
 This one, Mama. Who does she move with? Who is her boyfriend? 

  Huh? 
 

17. Nelson [low voice]:  Ccita.  
 I don’t know.  

 
18. Flora [to Nelson]:   Akaya ndakabona kaya!  

   I saw her and you with that boy! 
 

19. Flora [to Senefa, sternly]: Mwakali kweenda eliya buzuba ankako. Ati naa, nda... ati ati...ati  
   ncomunga, ati ncomunga, ati ncomunga nywe mulakaka-kaka kakwiita  
   kasankwa... ati tamukaki, umwi one day kazyoomutolela limwi. Nciindi 
   cenu we kamweebelezya. 

You were moving [with him] that day. This manner... I... this this.. this  man-
ner in which...this manner in which you don’t say no to calls from boys... this 
... one day he will take you [with him]. That is your own fault. 

 
[The girls remain quiet for a while after this, still working in the play field]. 

 

This interaction illustrates how children may not only pick up on adults’ rebukes and directions to them, but 

also at the ways in which such rebukes are delivered – voices, gestures, and linguistic registers – and how 

children may employ such voices and registers to position themselves, manipulating and joking with their 

peers while mocking the power sanctions of parents and older siblings. Flora here poses as a stern mother 

trying to set her disobedient daughter straight, accusing her of lying (7) and of ‘bringing’ or ‘moving with 

boys’ (3, 5, 11, 14, 16, 19). Although I rarely overheard a mother scolding her daughters this fiercefully, the 

interaction above carries clear references to the hierarchical relationship usually prevailing between parents 

and children, as well as the moral concerns underlying most mothers’ attempts to socialise their young 

daughters. Flora evokes a widespread discourse among adults on the ’moral feebleness’ of young girls, point-

ing to the early sexual experiments which teenage girls are suspected of having prior to entering marriage. 

Subtle expressions like ’bringing boys’ (3), ’moving with boys’ (5), ’eating a lot’ (11), ’moving around’, ’not 

saying no to calls from boys’ and ‘taking you’ (19) – that is, eloping and being forced into marriage – all 
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recall the metaphorical speech of mothers and grandmothers, e. g. while rebuking their young daughters for 

misbehaving, or while discussing the sexual looseness of young women in the township. Senefa appears 

slightly puzzled by these accusations, perhaps unfamiliar with their exact connotations. Still, she tries to 

defend herself, denying Flora’s charges (4), aligning herself with 3-year old Nelson (6), and suggesting that a 

boy named Borne, who recently visited the girls’ families from a neighbouring village, has now ’gone back 

there’ (10). Flora then moves on to interrogate Nelson about Senefa’s misdeeds – a move which is seemingly 

difficult because of Nelson’s lack of familiarity with an expression like ’moving with boys’ (12-18). Unable 

to fully participate, Nelson assumes a kind of dummy role in the discussion among the girls, who both try to 

align him with their respective positions (6, 14, 16, 18). Although Flora might not be familiar with all the 

subtleties embedded in this moral discourse, she clearly recognises it as an effective performative tool, which 

– in line with other parental registers – may serve to position herself as an authority in the group. Along with 

maintaining power, however, Flora also appears interested in exploring the social identity associated with 

authority and ‘motherhood’, allowing her to ridicule the authority of older members and to speak, act and 

express herself in other ways than she might usually do in the company of parents or older peers109. In their 

young age, none of the children above are likely to have made sexual experiments themselves, nor to have 

experienced the kind of ‘moral rebukes’ recalled by Flora on their own person, as few women will start 

warning their daughters and granddaughters about the dangers of premarital sex and romance until they reach 

puberty. Instead, interactions like this one may point us to children’s ways of interpreting practices and dis-

courses around them, exploring and negotiating not only what constitutes social ideologies of ’right’ and 

’wrong’, ’proper’ and ’improper’, on the ideational level, but what, in interactions with others, may count as 

legitimate social and linguistic strategies. Having observed the moral discussions of their older family mem-

bers, as well as the flirtatious conduct of young women in the local township, both Flora and Senefa are 

likely to have noticed the existence of varying representations of ‘womanhood’, and the fact that moral dis-

courses as presented by parents and other authorities may not always correlate with prevailing practices. The 

interaction above can thus be read as an investigation of female roles, involving different stereotypes of fem-

ininity, sexuality, and parental authority. Rather than wanting to assert herself as an ’honourable woman’ or a 

’strict mother’ to her peers, Flora seems somewhat enchanted by the discourse of ’moving with boys’ and 

’eating a lot’, most likely because of the forbidden images of romance and sex connoted with these expres-

sions. In a society where sex and romance among men and women is simultaneously considered a strong 

taboo and an integral and powerful element of social life, and where children are exposed to many arrays of 

social behaviour, including the flirtation and sexual jeering exchanged by men and women e. g. in the town-

ship, sex is likely to have an alluring impact on children.   

 

In line with the previous sections, we see here how children’s peer interactions may allow them to experi-

ment with different practices and discourses exposed to them in their daily lives, including those pertaining 

                                                 
109 As a similar example, although I did not observe this myself, Khama told me how a popular song among 8-10 year old children 
goes like this: ’Elders are very clever, they stop us from eating meat, [but] then they eat meat [themselves]’ (Bapati kucenjela, ba-
tukasya kulya nyama, balo balalya nyama). The term ’eating meat’ (kulya nyama) may sometimes be replaced by the term ’having 
sex’ (kukundaana) when children are playing by themselves. 
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to romance, sex, and other morally sensitive issues like theft, alcohol, witchcraft, polygyny and HIV/aids, all 

of which are vehemently discussed across community homes. Children are exposed to varying interpretations 

of such issues on their daily trajectories across different relationships and domains, and definitions of a 

‘proper man’ or ‘proper woman’ may not be entirely clear to them – especially as parents or other adults will 

rarely sit down and talk elaborately with children about such issues, at least not until they reach a certain age. 

Perhaps as a response to this, children negotiate their own models of power and respectability, drawing on 

the categories and discourses prevailing around them, but also reworking these to their own advantages. 

They may not understand all the social and moral implications associated e. g. with women’s sexual conduct 

and ways of presenting themselves, but they observe the strong emotions surrounding such issues, and the 

possibilities of social sanctioning and control which such issues may allow. Although children in Hang’ombe 

are subject to severe regulation by different authorities, especially girls whose social conduct is guarded from 

various sides, they observe little flaws and inconsistencies in the conduct of these authorities, which they 

utilise to assert themselves among their peers. This is also the case in terms of institutional authorities like 

teachers and church elders, whose role in the peer interactions among children I discuss in the final section 

below.  

 

Investigating formal authority 
As we have seen in earlier chapters, representatives of formal institutions like the school, the church and the 

clinic generally enjoy a high status in Hang’ombe, respected and feared for their access to powerful 

knowledge. Teachers may be suspected of laziness, and clinical officers criticised for promoting birth con-

trol, but they remain social role models due to their high level of education, their holding of paid 

employment, and their sophisticated ways of expressing themselves in speech, dress and their general life 

styles110. On several occasions, I observed how teachers would be asked to speak at funerals and community 

hearings, and the advice of the local veterinarian, e. g. on the vaccination of cows, would be discussed with 

great gravity among local men. To some degree, the status ascribed to formal education and employment can 

be said to challenge or even surpass the status traditionally ascribed to elders, allowing a young teacher, so-

cial worker or NGO representative to address older members in ways that otherwise might be perceived as 

inappropriate. Few members have had more than seven years of schooling, especially among older members, 

and as people have become increasingly dependent on formal knowledge e. g. around medication, nutrition, 

agriculture, and public administration, people possessing such knowledge have assumed a high status in so-

ciety, relatively independently of their age and gender. A similar pattern pertains to representatives of the 

local church, like priests, choir leaders and members of the board. Even if many of them are local farmers 

without high levels of schooling, their association with the church and the words of God ascribe them with a 

high level of respect. During sermons, preachers will mostly speak in loud, solemn voices, reminding the 

congregation of the importance of serving God and following the prescriptions of the Bible. A preacher may 

be admired for his stern delivery of God’s words, whether in English or chiTonga, and extracts of a particu-

                                                 
110 However, as both teachers and educational officers told me, the decreasing salaries of public employees in Zambia seem to have 
had a negative influence on this perception in the past decade. 
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larly striking sermon will often be subject to discussion during family gatherings at night. While attending 

the weekly church services with their families, or listening to Biblical references exchanged among older 

members at home, children experience how religious discourses and the holders of these are ascribed with 

powerful social value in their immediate environment. They notice how preachers and church elders, like 

teachers, can retain a room of up to 60 or 70 people in silence, and how a reference to God or the Bible may 

serve to finish – and win – a vehement argument among family members. Overall, they learn how the church 

figures as a significant institution in their own and the lives of people around them, gathering people across 

the community and making up a favoured social space among these.  

 

As with other practices and orientations prevailing around them, children explore the meanings of the church 

and its practices in their interactions with peers. I often heard children using expressions like ‘you people of 

God’ (bamwami ulamuuma) when rebuking toddlers, or calling each other a ‘dirty sinner’, e. g. when 

fighting about whether or not someone had been cheating during play. Likewise, it was common for school-

aged children to talk about the impending arrival of ‘the last day’ and about the importance of remaining 

‘good in the eyes of God’ in order to ‘reach Heaven’, all resembling expressions frequently occurring in the 

local church. As we have seen with other powerful discourses, e. g. around sexuality, respect, and personal 

appearance, children use their peer interactions to both assert and challenge the elevated status of the church 

and its practices. On more than one occasion I observed children – both boys and girls – mocking the thun-

dering rebukes of an angry preacher in front of their peers, imitating his fierce voice and dramatic gestures 

and making him into a somewhat ridiculous, but also very impressive character. One example of this appears 

in the extract below, where 8-year old Lushomo is sitting with her six month-old sister Lweendo on a mat on 

the floor in the cikuta or visitors’ hall, while her two cousins, 9-year old Daala and 7-year old Chester, are 

relaxing in the court yard nearby. As the extract below begins, Lushomo is trying to give Lweendo a luke-

warm cup of tea, holding the cup to her mouth while securing her head and playfully rebuking her for 

pushing the tea away111: 
 
1. Lushomo:  Yoonse eyi njootila yalinji awa njootila. Nkooko. Nceeci cikapu we nauyanda kuti  

ndicite buti nsyii!... Nsyi, nsyi, nsyi, hehehe! [laughing demonstratively]. Ci tea camana, 
yawe cana. Mboopya utalike kulila… Kutegwa upye? 
There is no more [tea], look. Take it [the cup]. You have poured down a lot of tea, that’s 
okay!... Take it, take it, take it, hehehe! [laughing demonstratively]. The tea has finished, you 
bad baby. She has burnt herself…. You start crying now?   

 
2. [sternly] Yebo. Mpotikkale awa utete tubone utete unywaame. Unywaame. Mpoyanda kulala  

awa abbuda. Walitesya caali.  
You. This is where you will have to sit [on the wet mat], I want you to get soaked.  You get 
soaked. We shall sit on this wet mat. You made it wet on purpose. 

 
              [Lushomo whisks away the flies that have been attracted by the spilled tea] 
 

3. [screaming] Nzinini azyalo zyatalika!  

                                                 
111 This extract forms part of a three-hour long recording which I made of Lushomo and her family members one day in January 
2009, leaving the recorder in the cikuta. Lushomo, like the others, had agreed to my recording, but she might have forgotten the 
presence of the recorder by the time of the interaction above. The use of English and ’English-like’ words and phrases is marked with 
bold. 
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The flies have come!  
 

4.  [screaming] He! Hey! Hey! Hey! What about this? Huh?  
Hi! Hey! Hey! Hey! What about this? Huh? 

 
               [Mimicking English-like sounds in dramatic tone] 

 
5. [loudly]  Hamashmlamshla mshla brrrrrrrlllsbrrrr hahe!  Una! Together! From here. In  

  one poem I take all the people had…. had minee!  
Hamashmlamshla mshla brrrrrrrlllsbrrrr hahe!  Oops! Together! From here. In one poem I 
take all the people had…. had mine! 
 

6. [‘preaching’] Bomboyamba? Caamba kuti, “kokkalikila mwana yebo!’ Ulyanzi kale? Matwi ayo.  
Kunoopailila. Zikinya matwi. Azyoomugali-gali. Azyoomugali-gali mutwe so. Kuzyoo mu-
jwa! Kumujwa nyemu mumutwe. Ulanditonka. Unditonkelanzi? 
Are you listening? That means, ‘behave, you baby’! Are you eating again? I will pray for 
you. I will shake your ears. Shaking the ears, shaking the ears like this. Pulling them out. You 
are pushing me! Why are you pushing me? 

 
              [Lushomo gently pulls Lweendo’s ears, then lets her go as she starts singing] 
 

7. [singing]  Pele bulowa bwa Jeesu. 
                   Only the blood of Jesus. 

 
8. [‘preaching’]  Zyimane zyibi zyako zyili mumutwe omo. Zyimane zyoonse tukupailile. Yebo mwana  

yebo. Nzinini zyandisyupa! So, musaangune kundipailila, mebo. Mutaangune yooyu uu-
galangene, uusyupide kulila koonse-koonse-koonse.   
All the sins in your head shall finish. All the sins in you will finish when we pray for you. The 
flies are annoying me, so you should pray for me! But first, pray for this one [Lweendo] who 
is ugly and crying-crying-crying. 

 
9. [screaming] And my skirt!!! Huh! Has a people if he can’t me!!… Has a people, people to- 

  gether! I want to gather my meee..  
And my skirt!!! Huh! Has a people if he can’t me!!… Has a people, people together! I want 
to gather my meee..  

 
10. [singing] My talk to meee, my follow people, my churchie, my daddyni, my follow people...    

Huti meeeeee! Huti can’t me...  by talking! For the poem! For the poem titled 
 ‘Tola, mutolo, mutolo tayelede kulya pe’. 

‘My talk to meee, my follow people, my churchie, my daddyni, my follow people...’ Huti 
meeeeee! Huti can’t me...  by talking! For the poem! For the poem titled ‘Lazy, a lazy, lazy 
person should not eat’. 

 
11. [yelling]  Yebo! Nhi! nhi! nhi! nhi! Mutolo, oyu mwana mutolo, mutolo oyu mwana tuyanda kuti  

abe muyumu. Abe muyumu tumukambaukile, tubaite bapasita bamuka. Yebo, yebo, yebo, 
yebo. 
You! My, my, my, my! This baby is lazy. This baby is lazy, now we want her to be strong. She 
should be strong so we shall preach to her. We shall call the pastor to preach for her. You, 
you, you. 

 
12. [singing] Doote… koo….deee… Dootee, kaa… Ma jongo chaalaaa… Ma dokacha, my people, 

  my day to me, people polo, people polo my jen to me, my people polo…  
Doote... koo....deee... Dootee, kaa... My people tend to me... My people, my people, my day to 
me, people follow, people follow, my tend to me, my people follow... 
 

13. [speaking angrily] Bona mbeeba kumaanza mebo! Bona mbeeba kumaanza ndanadabbana ci tea  
cako! Nkunanika na kumasusu?... Hee?! Nkunanika na kumasusu? Moo, wakatila bulowa 
aciingano...  
See what has happened to my hands! Look, my hands have been messed up by your tea! 
Should I brush my hands with your hair?... Huh?! Should I brush my hands with your hair? 
Because he shed his blood on Golgata... 
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            [Lushomo continues like this for several minutes] 

 

8-year old Lushomo here employs a number of performative features characteristic of sermons in the local 

SDA church, as well as in the other churches I attended. Her use of a deep, oratorical voice, shifting between 

whispering, chanting, screaming, and singing, recalls the dramatic speech of local preachers, whose sermons 

are followed closely by church attendees, nodding and repeating their words in consent. Apart from voice 

and gestures, Lushomo also draws on some of the linguistic features common to preachers, like the use of 

code-switching back and forth between English and chiTonga (10, 12), rhetorical questions, like ‘Are you 

listening?’ (6), desires of wanting ‘to pray for this one who is ugly and crying’ (8), and other religious ex-

pressions, like ‘the blood of Jesus’ (7) ‘finishing the sins in your head’ (8), ‘a people together!’ (9) and ‘my 

follow people’ (10), both in chiTonga and English. As a second grader, Lushomo has only recently been 

introduced to English at school, and she is unlikely to master more than a few English phrases and fixed 

expressions. This is visible e. g. in her gibberish expressions, like ‘In one poem I take all the people had…. 

had minee!’ (5), and ‘Has a people if he can’t me!’ (9), uttered in a screaming, highly dramatic voice. In 

spite of her limited proficiency, Lushomo has obviously realised the performative value of English and the 

practice of code-switching, both widely acknowledged signs of educatedness among formal authorities like 

teachers, doctors, public administrators and local preachers. Adopting the full register commonly associated 

with preachers, including a solemn voice, dramatic gestures and rhetorical rebukes, she turns the discourse of 

a formal, authoritative figure like a preaching into a highly entertaining performance for her peers, challeng-

ing the status normally ascribed to such figures. Lushomo combines her preacher-like character with the role 

of an angry parent, scolding her baby sister Lweendo for spilling tea all over the floor (1). This parent is sub-

ject to an equal dramatisation, using sarcasm, like ‘You start crying now?’ (1), pejoratives, like ‘bad child’ 

(1) ‘ugly’ (8), and ‘lazy’ (11), and threats, like ‘I want you to get soaked’ (2), ‘we shall sit on this wet mat’ 

(2), and ‘Should I brush my hands with your hair?’ (13). As we have seen, the use of rebukes and pejoratives 

are common in parents’ regulation of children, sanctioning the generational hierarchy prevailing between 

them. In the incident above, Lushomo seems to have little direct contact with her peers, apart from Lweendo 

who is too young to understand the subtle connotations implied in her sister’s speech, and her older cousins, 

who may be sitting too far away to pay attention. Mocking performances like the one above may be equally 

targeted at children’s own investigation of adult-like practices, rehearsing and playing with different social 

and linguistic expressions. On a wider level, children’s mocking of the moral(ising) discourses of preachers, 

parents, teachers and other authorities indicate a growing realisation of the contradictory nature of such dis-

courses. As we have seen, adults do not always follow religious prescriptions e. g. of sexual moderation, 

sobriety, and continuous prayer in everyday life, even if they continue using such prescriptions in rebukes of 

children or as efficient arguments during family talks. Watching the ‘deviant actions’ of their family mem-

bers and other adults, like an uncle frequenting the township taverns or an older sister turning pregnant prior 

to marriage, and observing how such actions may remain socially legitimate as long as one keeps promoting 

the moral discourses condemning them, children acquire the subtleties and ambiguities underlying daily 

community life.  
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Conclusion 

As this chapter has shown, children in Hang’ombe – like children in other places112 – use their peer interac-

tions to practice and take a personal stand towards the social ways exposed to them in their daily lives. In the 

steep generational hierarchy of the household and wider community, the peer groups forms a relatively safe 

arena for children, allowing them to test prevailing decora and create their own meanings and interpretations 

of these. However, the peer group also retains its own social order, ranking some contributions more highly 

than others. Like older members, children draw on the significant values and discourses appearing in their 

surroundings, e. g. around age, morality and formal education, to negotiate and place themselves in favoura-

ble positions among their peers, aligning themselves with certain actors and ideas, while disaligning 

themselves from others. Some children are more successful in positioning themselves than others, depending 

on their ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1977), that is their social sensitivity and ability to legitimise their 

actions in alternating settings and social constellations. In a society like Hang’ombe, where much social in-

formation remains implicit and children are expected to learn about the ways of the world around them 

largely through observation and imitation, the peer group holds a significant role in children’s lives, central 

to their exchange of knowledge e. g. about their family members and people in the village, as well as to their 

basic linguistic, moral and ‘practical’ socialisation. As we have seen, much of children’s out-of-school time 

is occupied by household-related chores and concerns, like farming, cooking, cleaning, and nursing, practic-

ing the roles and responsibilities of mothers and husbands, housewives and farmers, to which they are 

constantly induced by their parents and other adults. The school maintains an important social domain in 

children’s lives, exposing them to the somewhat alluring promises of becoming educated persons with good 

incomes and prestigious jobs. However, apart from exam periods where children may go for extra lessons or 

sit hunched over their textbooks around the fire at night, the school and its practices take up limited space in 

children’s daily lives. Rather than following teachers’ prescriptions of reading and doing homework exercis-

es, children employ the institution of school mainly as a symbolic means of interaction, displaying their 

mastery of English, of writing and other school-related practices to their peers. Like among adults, this con-

duct may indicate a budding realisation among children of the relative insecurity embedded in the promises 

of schooling. Even if they do not understand the full implications of unemployment or restrained access to 

secondary and tertiary levels of schooling, children experience how the dropping out of older children is met 

with relative acceptance in local society, and how schooling may hold a relatively minor significance in the 

all-important enterprise of sustaining the household. We cannot know this for sure, but we can see how the 

children pick up the orientations prevailing among older members around them, exploring and interpreting 

on these orientations in their own interactions with peers. This also goes for other concerns appearing around 

them: Concepts of cleanliness, personal appearance, sexual discretion and ‘proper language’ are continuous-

ly discussed in the peer group, evaluating each other’s conduct on the basis of widespread moral decora. 

They explore the dominant discourses, registers and roles appearing around them, mocking the stern voices 

of parents and preachers, and finding out how these roles and registers may ‘work’ in the setting of the peer 
                                                 
112 (E. g. Briggs, 1992; Goodwin, 2006; Goodwin & Kyratzis, 2011; Gulløv, 1999; Hoyle & Adger, 1998; Maybin, 2006).  
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group, perhaps giving one power and recognition among the others. The same pattern is visible in children’s 

demonstrative crossings of prevailing decora, e. g. by cursing and staging insults (Evaldsson, 2005), impress-

ing each other with their courage to go against the strict authorities of adults. With relatively unrestricted 

access to the conduct of adults, both in the community and the township, children are exposed to the ambigu-

ities marking the lives of older members, including the fact that prevailing moral doctrines are rarely 

followed meticulously in daily life. Altogether, the peer group may allow children to gradually build efficient 

positions and social strategies for themselves, in a society exposing them to various restrictions and de-

mands, but which rarely provides them with unequivocal guidelines on how to lead their daily lives.   
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Conclusive remarks 

As I have shown, children in Hang’ombe grow up in an environment marked by profound ambiguity around 

the moral ideals and hopes of the future towards which many people strive. In their interactions, adults con-

tinuously underline the importance of remaining a good or ’proper person’ (muntu uukkwene), praising the 

virtues of sobriety, cleanliness, Christianity, and respect, and asserting their beliefs in the long-term blessings 

of school. These ideals are enhanced in local churches, where preachers speak passionately about humility, 

diligence and virtuousness, while warning about the dangers of idleness and moral decay. At school, teachers 

present children with similar ideals of discipline and respect, inducing them to strive towards the blessings of 

an educated life. Outside of classrooms, church halls and the edifying speech of older members, however, 

life in the community is marked by more tangible concerns, centering on personal and material profit and the 

day-to-day sustenance of households. In many ways, members live in what anthropologist Elizabeth Colson 

and her colleagues have called ”chronic uncertainty and momentary opportunity” in their review of more 

than fifty years of research among Tongas in the Gwembe Valley, following the forced relocation of villages 

after the building of the Kariba Dam in the 1950s: 

 
”Faced with this [relocation] and continuous failed interventions, exacerbated by increasing frequency of 

drought cycles for the region, the Tonga people have learned to anticipate difficulties initiated from the outside 

and beyond local control… Over time we have seen Tonga people make use of whatever opportunities present 

themselves, and the uncertainty of the duration of those opportunities, in order to grasp what security they can at 

a given moment in time. The outcomes of this strategy of "make use of opportunities while they exist" include 

new opportunities that arise, volatile social dynamics, predictable patterns of "domesticating" regions in which 

they live, and negative impacts on the environment”. 

(Cliggett, et al., 2007: 19-20) 

 

Although Tongas in the Plateau Area may have obtained slightly better living conditions than those living in 

the Gwembe Valley, the basic principles of uncertainty and momentary opportunity also apply to a commu-

nity like Hang’ombe Village. Faced by poverty, illness and hard physical labour, people establish a sense of 

dignity and pride by maintaining elevated discourses in their interactions with neighbours and family mem-

bers, and by admonishing their children to remain respectful in their interactions with others. They gossip 

about the ’bad behaviours’ of youngsters or local women in the township, distancing themselves from such 

behaviours while asserting themselves as respectable persons. As we have seen, however, daily life may 

offer equivocal events and opportunities, placing people in dilemmas which may not always concur with the 

doctrines delivered at church or at school. Parents may address the virtues of monogamy and sobriety in their 

speech, but in their daily actions, these same or other adults might be seen courting another woman in a 

neighbouring homestead, or getting drunk in one of the local bars. If a local woman is caught stealing in the 

nearby town, it is likely to cause loud shame and indignation among fellow members – but these reactions 
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might change as the woman returns, recalling how she was neglected by her husband, forcing her to steal 

clothes and other necessities to provide for her children.  

 

The general lack of physical boundaries within and between households ensures children a broad exposure to 

the speech and actions of adults, giving them mixed messages of what ’proper’ conduct or personhood might 

imply. Observing such speech and actions among adults, children learn how talking about moral decora in 

certain ways, drawing on particular discourses and registers, may often be more important than following 

these decora meticulously in daily life. Such conflict between prevailing discourses and the tangible actions 

of members exists in all societies – most parents recognise the challenge of abiding by their own demands to 

children, and social scientists have observed how people frequently present themselves in flattering, but in-

consistent ways (e. g. Kvale, 2007). In a society like Hang’ombe, however, where adults will rarely sit down 

with children and discuss the social and moral complexities of life, children are left to deal with such con-

flicts and ambiguities largely on their own. Teachers, parents and older siblings may give children plenty of 

directives, telling them how or how not to speak, act, and move their hands and bodies while performing 

school tasks or household chores – but few of these directives address the deeper challenges of remaining a 

proper person while facing the dilemmas and uncertainties of daily life. Following the steep generational 

hierarchy across households, the relationship between parents and children limits the exchange of more sen-

sitive issues, like sex, alcohol or problems with friends at school. Besides, parents might not know how to 

address the social challenges faced by their children, whose exposure to Western pop culture and the marks 

of globalisation, e. g. at school or in the township, may differ radically from their own. As we have seen, 

most parents waver between supporting their children’s schooling and preparing them for the roles of farm-

ers and housewives at home, reflecting a widespread insecurity among parents of how to assure a prosperous 

future for their children and, through that, oneself. Grandparents, especially grandmothers, tend to have more 

intimate relationships with children than parents, allowing the sharing of personal problems and concerns. 

Like parents, however, grandparents mostly feel unsympathetic towards the ‘bad behaviours’ prevailing in 

the township, not knowing how to perform as the moral role models to children and youngsters expected of 

them. Teachers might speak openly with students about social issues, addressing ways of dealing with 

HIV/aids, pregnancy, school problems etc – but these ways, mostly conceived by teachers or national NGO 

representatives, may not always concur with the hierarchies and decora of respect and discretion prevailing 

in children’s homes.  

 

Rather than by getting elaborate advice from adults, children tend to use their peers – especially their siblings 

and cousins with whom they often spend most of their out-of-school time – to process the various kinds of 

information exposed to them on their daily trajectories across the community and the township. Compared 

with the stern regulations of parents and other authorities, the peer group provides children with a relative 

social and linguistic leeway, allowing them explore the social order around them, and to test the boundaries 

of this order. While playing, working, chatting or arguing with their peers, children try out different practic-

es, roles and registers presented to them by adults, scolding their younger siblings with the words and 
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expressions of a stern parent or mimicking the gossipy exchanges of women at the township market. Chil-

dren are well-aware of the ambiguities permeating the discourses of adults, an awareness which is 

particularly clear in their mocking imitations of parents, teachers, preachers and other authoritative figures, 

exaggerating their moral rebukes and admonitions in humorous ways. From a language socialisation perspec-

tive, such performances can be seen as markers of a skilful communicative competence among the children, 

decoding the ambiguous meanings of the moral discourses and authoritative registers appearing around them, 

and using this ambiguity to assert themselves among their peers. Through observations, eavesdropping and 

interactions with varying members, they learn how particular social and linguistic rules apply to particular 

domains and not in others, and how the strict regulation of adult authorities contains plenty of cracks and 

openings for them to explore. Children thus acquire the subtle layers of significance embedded in the social 

and discursive realms around them, while gradually establishing efficient social strategies and positions for 

themselves within these realms.  

 

From the perspective of the cultural production-framework, we have seen how diverging models of ‘educat-

edness’ are produced respectively in classrooms and local homes, with the former pointing towards exams 

and further education, and the latter, roughly put, orienting itself towards more immediate returns of school-

ing. I elaborate below how the investigation of such diverging models may contribute to our understanding 

of children’s schooling, including questions around classrooms and educational policies like the ones driving 

my initial observations.  

 

Contextualising the concept of ’school’ 
The course of this work has been marked by a series of focal turns, both empirically and in terms of the ques-

tions and theories orienting my analyses: Starting from an interest in language and early schooling, I have 

ended up investigating social, moral and generational matters of family and community life, which on the 

surface may appear to have only peripheral relevance to discussions of schooling and classroom interaction. 

From examining the impacts of language-in-education policies and reading programmes on a broad national 

scale across Zambia, I have centered my study on daily life in a small rural community as lived and experi-

enced by a group of 30-40 people, many of whom hardly ever come near the local school. And while playing 

a relatively minor role in my initial research design, the experiences of children have come to the very fore 

of the study, figuring as the social lense through which I have sought to examine elements of socialisation, 

schooling, and the ongoing production of social and moral order in daily community life. In line with these 

gradual turns in empirical and analytical focus, I have expanded my initial focus on classroom discourse as 

produced by teachers and students, to include various kinds of social and linguistic interaction appearing 

among and around children on their daily trajectories through homes, gardens, church halls etc, including but 

also extending far beyond the domain of the classroom. Realising the centrality of behavioural decora in such 

interactions, I have investigated children’s moral socialisation, both as an (anticipated) outcome of the ex-

plicit and implicit regulation of teachers, church elders and different family members, and as insights gained 

through children’s candid eavesdropping and observations of the (im)moral speech and actions of these 
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members. As part of this investigation, I have examined the institution of school as it might appear from the 

perspectives of children, both as a tangible frame around a series of practices and decora aiming to socialise 

children’s into knowledgeable, educated persons, and as a more abstract symbol of ’educatedness’, surroun-

ded by mythologies of wealth and power and employed as a strong means of social stratification in daily 

community life. Concordantly, I have moved from a conceptual understanding of education as something 

pertaining more or less exclusively to institutional domains of ministries and classrooms, to associating it 

with an extensive and ongoing cultural production (Levinson, et al., 1996), played out and negotiated among 

different actors across social domains. Finally, in the light of the complex and often ambiguous social mean-

ings exposed to children on their daily trajectories, both in terms of schooling and other parameters of 

’proper personhood’, I have investigated children’s ways of employing and (re)producing such meanings in 

their interactions with peers, investigating the social and moral order prevailing around them, and establish-

ing their own voices and positions within this order.  

 

These focal turns have happened largely in recognition of a gap existing between my early preconceptions of 

teachers’ and parents’ attitudes towards schooling and national policies, on one hand, and the reality I was 

facing in Zambia, on the other. Prior to my departure in 2008, I had followed the vehement debates on lan-

guage-in-education policies and literacy programmes across Africa, as played out within the international 

research community and, although more hesitantly, among international development stakeholders. Central 

to these scholarly debates was, and continues be, a concern with neocolonial ideologies prevailing in African 

educational systems, as well as with the combined political and educational value of imbuing children with a 

critical, reflective approach to school knowledge in a language they are already familiar with prior to enter-

ing school113. Although applying a more moderate rhetoric, the pamphlets and reports of development 

stakeholders follow largely the same lines, arguing for the unequivocal benefits of implementing familiar 

languages in children’s early schooling114. Based on these debates, I assumed that Zambian parents and 

teachers would be equally involved in matters of mother tongue education and the hegemonic position of 

English in the national school system, wanting to assure a reflective, contextually adjusted education for their 

children, and to assert themselves against a neocolonial political order by retrieving their own languages in 

official spheres. While visiting a series of basic schools in Zambia’s Eastern Province, and later while spend-

ing time among families and local teachers in Hang’ombe Village, I realised that such assumptions might 

apply to privileged middle-class communities in the West, where parents are often personally involved in the 

procedures underlying their children’s schooling115, and where teachers may have strong opinions about 

prevailing policies – but that it was somewhat naïve of me to expect the teachers and especially the parents 

living in the rural areas I was visiting, to share equal concerns with the political procedures of schooling, not 

to mention the wider ideological questions evoked in the language-in-education debates. Most of the teachers 

                                                 
113 (E. g. Alidou, et al., 2006; Bamgbose, 2000; Banda, 1996; Brock-Utne, 1997, 2000, 2002; Brock-Utne & Hopson, 2005; Heugh, 
2003; Heugh, Siegrühn, & Plüddemann, 1995; Prah, 2005). 
114 (E. g. Bühmann & Trudell, 2008; Colclough, et al., 2005; Haddad, 2008; Nielsen, et al., 2006; Trudell, 2008). Although repre-
sented by international development institutions like Unesco and the World Bank, most of these reports have been written or 
consulted by language-in-education researchers.  
115 (E. g. Crozier & Reay, 2005; Dannesboe, in press; Lareau, 2003). 
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I talked to had been trained in the combined use of English and local languages in class, and they readily 

gave me their personal viewpoints on these teaching procedures and the long-term effects they might have on 

students in this particular setting. However, after having interviewed about a dozen teachers, first in Eastern 

and later in Southern Province, I began noticing a certain monotony in their replies, resembling the persua-

sive discourses prevailing in teacher’s guides and national curricula – most likely reflecting teachers’ ideas 

about what I, a Western scholar of African education, was expecting to hear. In the classroom, and in their 

conversations with colleagues outside of the interview room, teachers generally seemed to invest their energy 

on ’getting students through the curriculum’ without failing the annual national exam, rather than on making 

critical reflections on the format of such curricula or exams. Teachers might express frustration on having to 

adjust a nationally set curriculum to groups of students with highly varying linguistic prerequisites116, but in 

their daily practices, most of them chose – or were compelled – to abide by prevailing procedures.  

 

A similar pattern appeared among the parents and grandparents I talked to in Hang’ombe Village. On my 

requests, they would patiently try to give me their views on current language-of-instruction policies and 

teaching methodologies, telling me about their own school experiences and how they thought children were 

learning better today – or, contrarily, how teachers were ’much more serious back in our time’, reflecting a 

widespread nostalgia not only about teachers but about general life during Zambia’s prosperous era in the 

1960s and 70s (Ferguson, 1999). People in their late thirties and forties had generally been taught almost 

entirely in chiTonga during their own school years117, and although some of them regretted not being very 

proficient in English – a state which they ascribed to being dow (unintelligent) or having been exposed to too 

little English at school – most welcomed the implementation of local languages in their children’s early 

schooling. Younger members tended to be more in favour of an ’English-only’ policy, arguing that children 

ought to learn English as quickly as possible in order to succeed in higher levels of education, as well as in 

getting a job. Like teachers, however, both younger and older members seemed relatively unconcerned with 

such political or ’technical’ aspects of children’s schooling, directing their attention towards more urgent 

matters of the sustenance of themselves and their households. I realised I had to ask other questions, if I 

wanted to know more about the relationship between school and the people I was working among. 

 

Although it might appear so, these observations did not lead me to dismiss the issues of mother tongue edu-

cation and language-in-education policy altogether. Extensive demographic research has shown how even a 

limited amount of formal schooling may have major positive impacts on people’s lives in rural African 

communities like Hang’ombe, e. g. in terms of health awareness, life expectancy, employment and general 

quality of life118, and in line with leading language educationalists working in Africa (e. g. Alidou, et al., 

2006), I believe that these impacts may be further increased by having basic school knowledge and practices 

communicated to children – and their families – in a language which they understand. Even from the begin-

                                                 
116 See (Clemensen, 2010), where I discuss the implementation of mother tongue education from teachers’ perspectives.  
117 For a historical perspective on alternating medium-of-instruction policies in Zambian education, see (Manchisi, 2004).   
118 (E. g. Bajaj, 2010; Bledsoe, 1999; Bloch, Beoku-Betts, & Tabachnick, 1998; Bruns, Mingat, & Rakotomalala, 2003; Johnson-
Hanks, 2006; Katahoire, 1998; Meinert, 2009; Schultz, 1999; Stambach, 2000; Stambach & Malekela, 2006). 
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ning of this work, however, my overall aim was not to assess the tangible impacts of mother tongue educa-

tion and the current language-in-education policy in Zambia – especially as several other scholars have 

already made contributions to this purpose119. Instead, I have sought to investigate issues of language and 

schooling as appearing from the perspectives of the ’local actors’ possibly affected by such programmes and 

policies, including teachers, students and, in a wider perspective, the parents and family members of these 

students. As I have shown, my work gradually evolved into a study of the basic social, moral and linguistic 

practices permeating children’s lives while growing up in a rural Zambian community. On the surface, many 

of these daily practices may appear to have little to do with schooling, centering around the sustenance of 

households and social relationships between family and community members. The local basic school holds a 

peripheral position in the everyday lives of most adults, and once exiting classrooms after lessons, children 

spend limited time on homework or other matters of the school, turning their attention towards the chores 

and concerns of the household. Except perhaps during the annual information meeting between teachers and 

parents – which during my stay in Hang’ombe had been suspended in the preceding three years, due to the 

lack of a permanent headmaster – the school remains a clearly separate domain, whose long-term rationales 

may be widely respected, but are thought to have limited value in terms of providing for immediate family 

needs. Having seen many youngsters return empty-handed after finishing secondary or higher levels of 

schooling, parents regard children’s schooling as a relatively risky investment, especially after Grade Seven 

when schools start collecting fees and children become old enough to take on major household responsibili-

ties of their own. For children themselves, the magical allure of the school might begin to fade after a few 

years, as they gain increasing recognition as young farmers and household assistants at home, and as they 

start having romantic and sexual relationships, perhaps building families of their own. However, as I have 

shown, the school maintains a central symbolic position in people’s lives, sustaining their dreams of a better 

life for themselves and their children, giving them a sense of ’law and order’ in contrast to the lenient moral 

attitudes prevailing in the township, and serving as a powerful means of social stratification between mem-

bers in daily community life. When asked about children’s schooling, members often recall the ‘goodness of 

school’ (bubotu bwa cicikolo), and even though they might rarely come near the school buildings or spend 

time assisting their children’s school assignments, most of them maintain strong beliefs in the idea of school.  

 

These observations all point to the general value of studying schooling from a broader social perspective, 

including children’s lifeworlds and daily trajectories outside the school grounds. Unlike the assumptions of 

many educational development stakeholders, the school may not always figure as the privileged locus of 

children’s learning and socialisation. In a society like Hang’ombe, where life is centered around the estab-

lishment of physical and social security, and where the more abstract practices and orientations of school 

remain largely separate from those prevailing in local homes, children’s lives are informed by several, some-

times conflicting rationales. After passing their mornings at school, taking on the roles and prescribed 

practices of students and orienting themselves towards a lifestyle quite distinct from that of their parents and 

                                                 
119 (E. g. Alidou, 2006; Banda, 1996, 2000; Linehan, 2004; Manchisi, 2004; Mubanga, 2010; Muyeeba, 2004; Sampa, 2003, 2005; 
Simwinga, 2006, 2008; Tambulukani & Bus, in press; Williams, 1998). For broader critiques of language policy and politics in post-
colonial Zambia, see also (Kashoki, 1989, 1990). 
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grandparents, children spend most of their time contributing to the sustenance of their families, maintaining 

the household or assisting parents in the fields. Although teachers, in line with prevailing policies, seek to 

’bridge the gap’ between children’s homes and the school in early grades, e. g. by allowing the use of chi-

Tonga and by bringing up familiar topics like trees, animals, crops and household-related chores, children 

are met by a prominent absence of the school and its practices in their homely domains. Parents do not tend 

to ask children about classroom events, or how their learning is coming along – and except perhaps when 

reading the Bible or seeking to impress each other with their use of English, adults may rarely use school-

related practices themselves or speak in the technical, decontextualised categories promoted by teachers, like 

’living things’ and ’non-living things’. Instead, adults tend to orient themselves towards the roles and respon-

sibilities of the household, abiding by widespread decora around gender, generation and age. Both teachers 

and parents tend to lecture children on the ‘goodness of school’, ordering them to study hard and scolding 

them for failing or scoring bad marks on their exams. However, from watching an older sister or neigh-

bouring girl leave school due to her pregnancy, or a boy taking over some of the cattle and fields of his father 

– both common and widely accepted events occurring in young people’s lives – children learn how schooling 

does not constitute the only pathway towards a tenable adult life. As in other social concerns, children are 

thus given mixed messages about the adult life they might be expected to lead themselves, and about the 

possible ‘significance of schooling’ (Serpell, 1993) in that life. 
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English abstract 
This dissertation explores the basic social, moral and linguistic practices and orientations informing chil-

dren’s socialisation while growing up in a rural community in Southern Zambia. Based on nine months of 

linguistic anthropological fieldwork, including extensive observations and sound recordings of children’s 

everyday interactions with peers, parents, grandparents, teachers and church elders, the study examines the 

different practices and orientations exposed to children on their daily trajectories, as they move between 

homes, classrooms, the church and the nearby township. Strong notions of moral and proper personhood 

prevail across the community, evident in the discussions among older members and in the weekly sermons at 

the local church. Parents tend to reproduce these notions in their rebukes and admonitions to children, pre-

scribing them to speak and act respectfully towards others, to engage in their school work, and to abstain 

from alcohol, sex, and other temptations of the township. In their actions, however, parents and other adults 

may not always follow such social and moral prescriptions themselves. Life in the community is marked by 

uncertainty and ongoing change, and rather than abiding by prevailing decora, people often find more prag-

matic solutions to their daily needs and desires. Incidents of theft, impudence and adultery are vehemently 

discussed around family fires, and especially in the township, adults may be observed drinking, cursing or 

exposing their extramarital relationships. The general lack of physical boundaries between the activities of 

family and community members allows children to observe both the actions and discussions of adults, 

providing them with an intimate exposure to the social and moral ambiguities permeating daily community 

life. This also goes for the institution of school, which is surrounded by strong mythologies of wealth and 

power, but remains detached from the daily concerns of local homes. Parents may speak passionately about 

the ’goodness of school’, but in daily life, most of them give a higher priority to children’s participation in 

the sustenance of households than on their solving of homework or their acquisition of literary skills. Chil-

dren display a similar fascination with the somewhat ’magical’ realm of school, but once exiting classrooms 

after lessons, the school takes up a relatively peripheral role in their lives. In line with adults, however, chil-

dren often employ English words, writing and other school-associated practices in their interactions with 

peers, asserting themselves as educated persons while seeking power and recognition in the peer group. As 

with other social and moral concerns, the school thus takes up an ambiguous role in society, imbuing people 

with the powers of ’educatedness’ in their everyday interactions, but appearing as a somewhat dubious in-

vestment in terms of sustaining the lives of children and their families. Analysing children’s interactions with 

their homely peers, the study shows how children interpret the various practices and orientations around 

them in the relative safety of the peer group, including the equivocal speech and behaviours of older mem-

bers. Testing and challenging the boundaries of prevailing decora, children seek to establish effective social 

strategies and positions for themselves, in an environment leaving them to do so largely on their own.  
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Dansk resumé 
Denne afhandling udforsker de grundlæggende sociale, moralske og sproglige praksisser og orienteringer, 

der præger børns socialisering og opvækst i et landsbysamfund i det sydlige Zambia. Med udgangspunkt i ni 

måneders sprogligt antropologisk feltarbejde, inklusiv omfattende observationer og lydoptagelser af børns 

hverdagsinteraktioner med deres jævnaldrende, forældre, bedsteforældre og lærere, undersøger studiet børns 

daglige vekslen mellem hjemmet, skolen, kirken og det lokale township. Stærke forestillinger om moral og 

’det ordentlige menneske’ hersker på tværs af landsbyen, for eksempel i diskussioner mellem ældre med-

lemmer og i gudstjenester i den lokale kirke. Forældre trækker på disse forestillinger, når de formaner og 

irettesætter deres børn, idet de lærer dem at tale og opføre sig respektfuldt over for andre, bruge tid på deres 

lektier og afholde sig fra alkohol, sex og andre fristelser, der florerer i townshippet. I deres egne handlinger 

følger forældre og andre voksne imidlertid ikke altid sådanne moralske forskrifter selv. Landsbylivet er præ-

get af usikkerhed og løbende forandring, og frem for at overholde gældende forskrifter finder folk ofte mere 

pragmatiske løsninger på deres daglige problemer og behov. Tilfælde af tyveri, utroskab og uforskammethe-

der diskuteres ivrigt omkring familiebålene, og navnlig i townshippet ses voksne som drikker, bander eller 

fremviser deres udenomsægteskabelige forhold. Den manglende adskillelse mellem familiemedlemmernes 

daglige aktiviteter giver børn adgang til mange af de voksnes handlinger og samtaler, hvilket igen eksponerer 

dem for de sociale og moralske tvetydigheder der præger dagliglivet i landsbyen. Det gælder også for betyd-

ningen af skolen, som er omgærdet af stærke mytologier omkring rigdom og magt, men som forbliver 

afsondret fra hverdagens gøremål i de fleste hjem. Forældre taler ofte om ’skolens vigtighed’, men mange af 

dem prioriterer børns daglige bidrag til husholdningsarbejdet højere end lektielæsning og skrivekundskaber. 

På samme måde virker børn fascineret af den ’magiske’ skoleverden, men når de forlader klasselokalet, opta-

ger skolen en forholdsvis perifær rolle i deres liv. Ligesom voksne anvender børn dog ofte engelske ord, 

skrift og andre skolerelaterede praksisser i deres interaktioner med jævnaldrende, hvorved de fremstiller sig 

selv som ’uddannede personer’ i deres forsøg på at opnå magt og anerkendelse i børnegruppen. Som andre 

sociale og moralske anliggender indtager skolen således en tvetydig rolle i samfundet, som kan tilføre én 

kraften af ’uddannethed’ i hverdagens interaktioner, men som udgør en usikker investering i forhold til bør-

nenes og deres familiers videre overlevelse. Gennem analyser af børnenes interaktioner med hinanden i 

hjemmet viser studiet, hvordan børn fortolker forskellige praksisser og orienteringer omkring sig, heriblandt 

de tvetydige udsagn og handlinger som præger mange voksne. Ved at afprøve grænser for gældende sociale, 

sproglige og moralske forskrifter søger børnene at opbygge effektive sociale strategier for sig selv i et miljø, 

som overlader dem til at gøre dette stort set på egen hånd.  
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Citumbo and his 7-year old son Cheelo working in the fields 
 
 

 
 
8-year old Wendy looking after her brother, 1½ year old Mudenda 
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On the way to school 
 
 

 
 
In the Language and literacy Classroom, Grade 3 
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Playing with peers by the river 
 
 

 
 
Minivah killing a chicken while Habeenzu and Ines watch 
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Khama and his father Ben posing in the fields 
 
 

 
 
Khama, Minivah, Lweendo, Habeenzu and me in the court yard 
 
 


