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ABSTRACT

This study explores children and mothers’ perceptions of children’s experiences of
divorce in Botswana. To illuminate this complex topic, the study draws on two main

overlapping theoretical perspectives. These are the social constructionist approach
and the sociology of childhood approach. The concept of resilience as well as some

concepts of feminist theory, social network theory and family stress theory were also

used 1n the study.

The study is qualitative in nature. In-depth interviews were conducted with a total of
60 people from 235 families who had experienced separation four or less years from

the time of the interviews. One mother and one of her children were interviewed in
each family. In addition, a total of ten siblings from ten of the 25 families
participated in the study. The children were between the ages of ten and 21. Mothers
were selected through a search of the Lobatse high court and some Gaborone
customary courts separation and divorce records. Mothers were approached and told
about the study and if they agreed to participate, their permission to let children
participate was sought. In families where there was more than one child between the
ages of ten and 21, the older child was interviewed. This was in accordance with
mothers’ preferences. Most mothers suggested that interviews should be conducted
with older children because younger ones would either not be able to understand

some of the issues discussed as they were too young when the separation took place

or would not cope because the interview may make them sad.

Permission of ten of the 25 mothers was sought to interview two of their children.
These mothers pointed out from the onset that more than one of their children were
willing and available to participate in the interviews or who felt that it was in the best
interest of the child to participate in the interview. My approach to analysis was

guided by Marshall and Rossman (1989)’s ideas of data reduction and interpretation.

The study found that a majori:ty;. of*c;nldren perceived the effects of the divorce
process on them as mixed. In other words, positive experiences were often offset by
negative ones. A majority of children in this study witnessed parental violence for
many years prior to their parents’ divorce, and perceived it as the most stressful

€xperience. Economic hardships that accompanied the divorce were also perceived as

stressful by a large number of children. Other experiences that were perceived as



stressful by some children were the absence of fathers from homes, lack of
informational and emotional support, changes in relations with family and social

network members as well as changes of neighbourhoods and schools.

Although children felt that some of their experiences were distressing, they were not
passive subjects 1n the process of their parents’ separation, but were active agents.

They took measures to influence their experiences in ways that were favourable to
them. For example, some tried to convince their mothers to leave the marital homes
because of violence, some intervened in situations of parental violence and others
persistently asked their mothers questions about what was happening and its
implications. However, children’s efforts were not always successful. Sometimes
they were hindered by the beliefs and images that their parents (especially mothers)
had of childhood and which children themselves held of parents, as well as by their

inferior position and lack of power relative to adults. Evidence that children were

active agents in their parents’ separation is also shown by the way children were able
to articulate their experiences and how they believed they affected them. By and

large, children were able to provide more vivid and detailed accounts of the above

1ssues than their mothers. Most mothers were not fully aware of how separation and

its related experiences had affected children.

Despite children’s perceptions of some of their experiences as stressful, some
believed they coped well, and that the effects were short-term. In fact several children

believed they benefited from the divorce in that it made them more mature, it led to

some 1mprovements in their relationships with their mothers and also taught them

some lessons that would benefit them in future.

A few children believed their experiences had long-term effects on them. These were
matnly children who experienced multiple stressors. For example, they perceived:
their relations with mothers (who were their custodial parents) as negative, their
relations with fathers were not close, they believed they experienced severe economic
declines, they changed neighbourhoods and schools many times, witnessed and / or

were victims of parental violence either for many years prior to the separation or

continued to be exposed to violence even after the legal divorce.

This study has explored an issue that remains largely unexplored in developing



countries. Some of its findings are similar in broad terms to those of studies that have
been conducted in developed countries, but they manifest themselves differently. For
example, women in this study stayed in unhappy marriages for many years partly
because of lack of services for them, customary laws that make divorce more difficult

for women than for men, cultural expectations that require women to persevere In

order to preserve their marriages and fear of stigma as well as economic hardships.
Therefore when violence occurred, its impact on their children can be much more

severe compared to their counterparts in developed countries.

Findings of this study are also manifested differently from those of studies from

developed countries in relation to children’s experiences of economic hardship
during the post-divorce period. Studies from both developing and developed
countries attest to the low family income in maternal custody families following
divorce. However, children in developing countries such as Botswana experience
more severe economic hardships than their counterparts in developed countries
because welfare programmes in the countries are less generous and the criteria used
to determine eligibility exclude able-bodied unemployed mothers. The major policy
implications arising from this study that need close attention therefore are: the need
to improve the economic circumstances of children, the need to reduce if not
eliminate children’s exposure to parental violence, as well as the need to educate

parents about how they can help their children to cope with the divorce process.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

“When people think of developing countries, their image 1s
often of standards of living lower than Europe or the United

States, perhaps inadequate road systems, questionable water
supplies and the like. These stereotypes often result in people

losing sight of the human stories that come out of these
cultures. It is possible to focus on economic conditions and

miss the urgent social and interpersonal issues that are

present” (Wintersteen et al, 1997: 191).

Statement of the problem

This study aimed to explore children’s ! experiences of parental separation and
divorce ? from the viewpoints of children themselves and their custodial mothers.
Three main themes have permeated the development of this study. First, focus on
children’s experiences of divorce is justified by the reported increase in divorce in
Botswana (Murray, 1981; Ahmed and Letamo, 1989; Bhebhe and Mosha, 1996).
Second, the inspiration for this study came from a review of literature which shows
that no study has been done on children’s experiences of divorce in Botswana. Last,
findings from developed countries, especially America which show that divorce and
marital separation are second to the death of a parent as stressful events for

youngsters (Coddington, 1972; Goldman and King, 1985) have led to this study.

Questions which this study sought to answer

Using a social constructionist approach, the study seeks to answer the following

questions:

I Children in the context of this study refers to all young people who participated in the study. They
were between the ages of 10 and 21.

2 Divorce in the context of this study is conceptualised as a process which sets in motion other events
which are likely to affect children. It is a complex sequence of experiences, rather than a unitary
phenomenon. These experiences include: conflict and violence in the family, the departure of one
parent from the home, changes in schools and neigbourhoods, adaptation to life in either a single-

parent household or a stepfamily as well as adaptation to changes in relationships with family and
social network members (also see Felner et al, 1980; Wertlieb, 1997).
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1. What are the effects (both positive and negative) of separation, divorce and related

processes on children?

2. What is the role of children’s family and wider social network members in their

adjustment to divorce and separation?

3. How and for what reasons were children’s experiences of parental separation and

divorce perceived differently. (Concern here is with social, emotional and material

processes)

No formal hypothesis regarding the nature of children’s experiences was
preconceived. Rather the study aimed at capturing respondents’ accounts of

children’s experiences of divorce. My main interest was the meaning children

attached to their experiences.

In this chapter, 1 discuss the following issues: background information about
Botswana; why a study of divorce and children in a developing country is important;
family-related changes in Botswana and how they may affect the lives of children of
divorced parents, marriage and divorce procedures in Botswana. Finally, I highlight

theoretical and conceptual issues guiding the study and conclude the chapter with an

outline of the thesis.

Background information about Botswana

Country size and population

In order to understand the context in which this study took place, it is important to
discuss the country background as the study of children and divorce is embedded in
it. Botswana is located in the Southern part of Africa, sharing borders with South
Africa, Zambia, Namibia and Zimbabwe. The area of Botswana is about 582 000
square kilometers. Botswana is about the size of the state of Texas in the United
States or Kenya in Africa, but has a far smaller population compared to the above
two countries. Its population is approximately 1.4 million (Government of Botswana,
1991). Available figures show an annual population growth rate of 3.48% between
1981 and 1991. A large percentage of the population is children. In 1991, for

example, 43.6% of the population were between the ages of 0 and 14 years (Lesetedi
and Ngcongco, 1995),
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There are eight officially recognised ethnic groups in Botswana, all of which speak
the same language - Setswana. There are, however, a few tribes which have their own
languages, but in order for the members of such tribes to integrate well with the
mainstream society, they are required to speak the majority language (the one that is

spoken by most people in the country). Unlike other African countries where there
are often tribal conflicts / wars and animosities, the tribes in Botswana are free from

such circumstances (Thunberg, 1978).

Economic background of the country

Botswana was one of the poorest countries in the world when it achieved
independence in 1966. However, it has now been transformed into the richest

economy in Southern Africa (excluding South Africa) and is one of the few African

economies to be classified by the World Bank and the United Nations as an ‘upper-
middle-income’ country (Hope, 1996). The economic success of Botswana has been
attributed among other things, to the country’s resources and political stability. The
country exports minerals to other countries. Diamond-generated wealth has given
Botswana one of the highest foreign exchange reserves in the world. Botswana also

exports beef to European countries. Mining has to an extent reduced Botswana’s

dependency upon foreign financial assistance. Botswana has also made considerable

progress in the provision of social services since independence.

Problems of unemployment and poverty

Despite the country’s economic success, there are still problems of unemployment,
poverty and inequality. Unemployment in Botswana tends to be higher among
women than among men. The high unemployment rate among women results in more
women living in poverty than men, and this often leads to a high number of children
living in poverty since during divorce, most women are given custody of children. In
1981, the unemployment rate for females was 25.3%, while that of males was 7.8%.
In 1991, the gap between the female unemployment rate and that of males had
narrowed. For females, the rate was 17.3%, while for males, it increased to 11.3%
(Hope, 1996). Furthermore, men tend to dominate the higher-paid occupations. The
largest employment category for women is domestic work, which is associated with

little regulation / security and low wages (Lesetedi and Ngcongco, 1995). The above

figures showing the discrepancies between the unemployment rates of men and
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women have serious implications for the welfare of children, particularly in the
correlation of unemployment and poverty. More than half of the rural population, and
a considerable proportion of the urban population, have incomes, which are
inadequate to meet basic needs. More specifically, 64 % of people in rural areas live

below the poverty datum line, while 30% of those in urban areas live below the

poverty datum line (Republic of Botswana, 1991; Hope, 1996).

The large difference between the unemployment rate for men and women has been
attributed to the following factors: first, men have more job opportunities open to
them compared to women. This is particularly because of the heavy, construction

nature of some of the jobs. In addition, men are able to use skills from formal

employment in part-time work, e.g. builders, carpenters, mechanics and as drivers

(Cooper, 1979). Cooper therefore concluded that “women without any education
beyond primary school lived an even more insecure and marginal existence than the

lowest level of unskilled male worker in the multinational or state sectors™ (p29).

Secondly, differences in educational attainments between men and women have been
found to account for the gap. Generally more males in Botswana than females
manage to attain higher levels of education. For example, in 1991, there were 15, 037
male wage earners in the economically active population who had completed
secondary school compared to 8 717 females. Similarly, there were 11, 122 male
wage earners who had attained a tertiary education compared to 5 485 females (Hope,

1996). The difference in the numbers of females and males who attain higher

education is quite high. The figures are not consistent with the existing trend whereby
more girls than boys start secondary school. Research shows that although more girls
than boys start secondary school, more girls drop out before the examinations and
they perform poorly in the examinations. The low number of girls who complete
secondary school has been attributed to differences in socialisation practices of girls
and boys 1n Botswana (Enge, 1982). In her study of women in Botswana, Enge found
that girls are socialised to value marriage and childbearing more than education. She
however contends that “recently ideas of education and career have become part of

girls’ plans for the future” (p73). The high rate of teenage pregnancy in the country

also contributes to the low number of girls who complete secondary school.
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Is a study of children and divorce in a developing country
important?

Most research on divorce has been conducted in developed countries, partly because

it has been assumed that lower divorce rates prevail in developing countries because
women have limited opportunities outside the home, hence they are more likely to

stay in unhappy marriages (Amato, 1994). Recent evidence from some developing
countries (South Africa, Nigeria, Ghana, Lesotho and Botswana) indicates that the
divorce rate is increasing and that the marriage institution is now less stable than it
used to be (United Nations, 1967; Simon, 1968; Klingshirn, 1971; Iro, 1976;
Omideyi, 1986; Burman and Fuchs, 1986; Ahmed and Letamo, 1989; Solivetti, 1994;
Bhebhe and Mosha, 1996). It is however difficult for researchers to know the exact
divorce rates of most developing countries. There are several reasons for this. Firstly,

record keeping in developing countries is generally poor. Some courts do not keep
records of the number of divorce cases that they handle. In Botswana for example,
information on the total number of children affected by divorce is not readily
available from published sources. The central statistics office produces population
census reports every ten years, but the reports do not reveal information on the
number of children whose parents have divorced. The reports only provide
information on the number of adults who are divorced. The absence of children from
official statistics and social accounting methods shows that children are marginalised.
This is a function of their conceptual marginality in everyday life ( James and Prout,
1997). In addition, the reports are produced every ten years, therefore they do not
show up-to-date information / figures. Secondly, census data does not include
divorced persons who remarried. Thirdly, some people divorce using customary ways

of divorce, and such records are unreliable as not all divorces are recorded. Finally,

some people separate permanently without going through any legal channels. This is

partly because they cannot afford the financial costs involved.

The fact that some people do not go through the legal process of divorce has
implications for women because they may then get a very small share of the marital
property if any. A typical example is of a couple living in a rural area and owning
livestock. The couple also owns a house in the city that it has rented out. When this

couple separates permanently without utilising the legal system, the woman may end

up getting little or none of the livestock. The woman, rather than the man is the one

who is likely to get a smaller share of the joint property in this case for several
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reasons: first, in the Botswana culture, it is rare for women (probably because of
socialisation) to go frequently to the kraals ? to check on the livestock. It is regarded
as the duty of men to take care of livestock and in most cases, only men know how

many animals they own, how many have given birth, etc. Cattle in Botswana are a
measure of wealth and social status, and these qualities are associated with men.

Therefore women who show interest in cattle are perceived as invading the men’s
domain. As such most “women voluntarily relinquish their rights over cattle to their

male family members” ( Kidd et al, 1997: 72). This illustrates how gender based

economic and social conditions influence marriage and separation.

Second, the common law of marriage in Botswana places restrictions on the capacity
of women to acquire and control property. When women marry in community of

property, they are joint owners of the family property with their husbands and are

entitled to a half share of it at the end of the marriage. This type of marriage creates
problems because it makes the husband ‘senior partner’ in the marriage by giving
him what is known as the ‘marital power’ over the family property (Molokomme,

1987b). In the case discussed above, the house will be registered in the man’s name

because until 1997 the common law did not allow women to register immovable

property in their names. The deeds registry act required only the signature of the
husband for the registration of any dealing affecting the property and the consent of
the wife was not a requirement. The man could sell it without the woman’s consent.
Since women are given custody of children most of the time when divorce takes

place, children are likely to suffer economically, as they are left with parents
(women) without financial backing and then men walk away and yet they are the

ones with resources to help. The law regarding married women’s registration of
property in their names, however, was amended in 1997 (see, the Botswana Deeds
Registry Act), and now married women are allowed to register property in their
names. Despite this amendment, married women who want to change registration of
ownership of property such as plots from their husbands’ names encounter
difficulties in doing so because of the expenses involved. Women have to pay legal
fees, as well as incur administrative costs. The costs of the above exercise depend on

the value of the plot and house on it. But, generally it involves a lot of money,

considering the fact that more women than men earn low wages in Botswana.

_—
3 Places where livestock is kept.
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It should however be noted that there is a legal clinic of the University of Botswana
based in the capital city (Gaborone) which among other things offers legal services to

divorced people who cannot afford to pay for private attorneys. Since the legal clinic

is based in the capital city, people who live far from the capital city may not be able
to afford to travel to the capital city to utilise its services. As earlier indicated,

Botswana is a big country (582 000 square kilometers), therefore it can be expensive
for people to travel from a village as far as 400 kilometers away to Gaborone.
Furthermore, some people may not be aware of the services offered by the clinic. In

addition, some may not have relatives and friends in the capital city that can provide

them with accommodation.

Despite the lack of adequate record keeping procedures on divorce in Botswana,
there is general consensus among professionals working with families as well as
researchers that the number of people who divorce is increasing in the country. The
increase in the number of people who divorce in Botswana has also been noted by
Murray (1981: 112) who asserted that studies of small communities in Botswana and

Lesotho “show that there is high rates of individual mobility, conjugal instability,

illegitimacy, desertion and the break-up of families”.

Discussions by the author with several lawyers, social workers and district
commissioners as sources who provide this ‘missing’ information about divorce
cases in Botswana have revealed that not only is the number of people who are
divorcing increasing, but the number of children who witness parental conflicts and
violence associated with divorce is increasing as well. In addition, most children
experience a decline in the standard of living following parental divorce, partly
because of the leniency of the divorce system in ordering non-custodial parents

(mostly fathers) to pay adequate levels of child support and poor enforcement of

child support payments ( Maundeni, 2000a).

Children’s experiences of parental divorce are not known in Botswana, because little
research 1f not any has been conducted on the issue. One reason why the situation is
so may be that the cultural norm / assumption that children should be seen but not
heard prevails in Botswana as it does in other African countries (cf. Banda, 1994).

Adults (both the children’s parents and adults in general) may not be fully aware of

children’s feelings, needs and experiences. The present study seeks to give children a
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voice and to let their concerns and experiences be known.

Family-related changes that have taken place in Botswana

and some parts of Africa and how they can affect the lives of
children of divorced parents

A discussion of changes that have taken place in family life in Botswana is crucial in
order to understand children’s experiences of divorce, how divorce can affect
children as well as the role that network members can play in children’s adjustment.
In traditional African communities (prior to industrialisation and urbanisation),
societies were based on a subsistence economy, characterised by self-sufficient joint
family organisation. Several family members who were related to one another by
blood, marriage or adoption lived together in the same compound or in the same part
of the village. The needs of family members (e.g. food, shelter, clothing and
emotional support) were provided for by the extended family as a whole (Himonga,
19835). In fact, all household members were obliged to support and assist each other
in accordance with the roles expected from each family member (Schapera, 1984).
People complied with kinship obligations to a great extent because they feared social

rather than legal sanctions. African scholars such as Bilge and Kaufman, 1983;
Himonga, 1985, contend that When situations such as divorce occurred, divorced
women and their children were absorbed into their kinship group or self sufficient
joint family organisation and taken care of by their kinsmen in the same way as
before marriage. Kin members ensured that their needs were met. According to Bilge

and Kaufman, the divorce rate among communities such as the Hadza in Eastern
Africa was higher than in America, however children’s life experiences were not

affected as a result of divorce because the social structure of the Hadza people was
such that marital dissolution resulted in minimal disruption of the family’s material
resources and social support. This made the need for the women and their children to
seek support for themselves from their husbands or seek access to family property

after divorce less important if not unnecessary (Himonga, 1985). Himonga notes
however that:

“The above system of support and protection for women and children,

being characteristic of a single traditional society, no longer exists under

modern conditions”. (p. 256).
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The traditional system has been transformed by changes such as the money economy,

Christianity and colonialism, which brought with them different patterns of life and

values. A major change was the disintegration of the system of residence, where
members of the same family group do not always live close together in the same

household, ward or village. Some family members now work outside their own
villages or even outside the country and are beyond the reach of senior family
members who may want to enforce obligations of support (Molokomme, 1987c).

Furthermore, the high cost of living in towns and limited accommodation facilities

may restrict the extent to which people can help others. In his study of urbanisation

and kinship in Zambia, Epstein noted how kinsmen complained about the expenses

and difficulties of maintaining large groups of kin in urban situations. Himonga

(1985) presents several court cases that took place in Zimbabwe to illustrate the

changes in the responsibility of kin towards divorced kinswomen and their children.

The kinship system is no longer in a position to provide adequate support to its

members, including those displaced as a result of divorce ( Himonga, 1985).

Himonga cited Ndulo (1984: 22) who rightly pointed out that:

“The joint family is in a state of decline and Africans are now enmeshed

In an exchange economy. Development and industrialisation have caused

an unreasonable breakdown in the traditional African social order. The

society 1s now highly individualistic, competitive and acquisitive”.

More specific information on changes that took place as a result of industrialisation
and urbanisation in Botswana were noted by Kooijman (1978) who studied the social
and economic structure of the Bokaa * community. Kooijman found that kinship co-
operation has largely disappeared and people have become individualistic. In other
words, people are less interested in helping members of the extended family, but
Individuals tend to ‘make their own arrangements with the aim of realising the
greatest benefit to themselves® (pii). Kooijman relied on a wide range of methods (for
example, historical records, life histories and oral tradition to analyse the major
historical processes which have taken place since 1892, the date the village was

founded, and she used participant observation, questionnaires, interviews, case

———— e

4 Bokaa is a village in Botswana. It is located approximately 45 kilometers from the capital city.
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studies, genealogies and the consultation of relevant literature to study the
contemporary social and economic structure of Bokaa). Therefore her findings reflect
accurately the situation of the Bokaa community. It should be noted that Bokaa is a
relatively rural community, so the implication may be that the spirit of co-operation
among kin may be even weaker among people who live in urban areas. It has been

assumed that people who live in rural areas are more likely to have a strong spirit of

solidarity among relatives partly because they are not influenced by western values of

individualism and competition as much as those who live in towns. Kooijman’s
findings suggest this is not the case near Gaborone (the capital city), but further away

the spint of kinship may still be strong. This may be particularly so because people
living in villages, which are far from Gaborone, may not have been influenced by

western modern values of individualism and competition.

Taking the above evidence on the declining role of kin 1in supporting family members
in times of need, it is possible that divorced women and their children (especially
those who live in urban areas of Botswana) are likely to lack adequate support from
kin members during and after the period of separation and divorce. It should be noted

that kin members are not the only social network members ° for children involved in

divorce. Other network members include professionals, friends and neighbours.

There 1s however very little that has been written about the role played by other
networks of divorced women and children besides kin. This is not surprising because
in traditional societies, formal agencies and professionals were not well established if

not non-existent, This study therefore seeks to explore among other things, the role of

all social network members in children’s perceived adjustment to divorce, not only
that of kin.

One other change that has taken place that may influence children’s experiences of
divorce is the change in migration patterns. Starting from the early 1970s, the number
of Botswana men who migrated to South African mines declined partly because
Botswana began operating its own mines. Since then, the number of Botswana men
working in South African mines decreased to a great extent. This might imply that
more married men now than prior to the 1970s might be staying in Botswana and
having more contact with their families, and therefore parental separation may mean

—_— e

5 ch‘ial network members in the context of this thesis refers to people outside children’s nuclear
families that children have contact / relationships with.
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a lot to children. It should be noted however that not all married couples live 1n the
same places. Some are separated from each other because of employment demands.
While some parents who do not stay with their children due to employment demands

do maintain frequent contact with them, some may not. Furthermore, children’s

experiences of divorce can be influenced by their relationships with parents they were

not staying with prior to the marital rupture.

In addition to changes from extended to nuclear families, as well as changes 1n

migration patterns of men discussed in the previous paragraphs, other family related
changes that took place as a result of industrialisation, urbanisation and the

introduction of Christianity and the money economy are:

1) the decline of polygamy ( Simon, 1968; Schapera, 1970; Klingshirn, 1971; Brown,
1978). Schapera provided the following figures to substantiate his argument of the

decline in polygamy in one district in Botswana: 1850-43%: 1880-30%: 1932-4%. In

Brown’s 1978 sample, there were no polygamous marriages.

2) arranged marriages are also uncommon 1n most parts of Africa ( Simon, 1968;
Mair, 1969; Klingshirn, 1971).

3) the desire for many children has declined as children are now seen as liabilities,
especially in towns, not the assets they were prior to urbanisation and

industrialisation, when they worked on farms ( Simon, 1968; Klingshirn, 1971).

4) an increase in the number of people living in urban areas.

Marriage and divorce in Botswana

The previous section discussed how the increase in divorce in Botswana and the
changes that have taken place as a result of urbanisation and industrialisation
necessitated a study of children’s experiences of divorce. Now I will briefly discuss
marriage and divorce procedures and laws. In Botswana, two types of laws exist for
people who want to marry and / or divorce. These are the customary law ¢ and the
common law.” A customary marriage is a contract between families as opposed to

two individuals (Dow and Kidd, 1994). Customary law marriages in most tribes of

6 Fustomary law refers to ‘Traditional law that obtained before the Tswana tribes came into contact
with European missionaries, traders, colonialists and other foreigners’ (Molokomme, 1987¢:129).
Customary law is largely unwritten and is based on beliefs and customs of particular tribes.

7 Common laws are laws received in Botswana during the period when the country was under British
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Botswana are characterised by two essential requirements. First, the families of the
prospective spouses should reach an agreement and second, there should be a transter

of bride wealth by the groom’s family to that of the bride. The second requirement

however does not exist in all tribal groups. Some tribes such as the Bangwato no

longer practice it.

Scholars such as Molokomme (1990) have noted that the customary law of marriage
has serious consequences for women and children. Molokomme for example,

contends that customary marriage is potentially polygamous in nature; it requires the

payment of bride price that confers more control of men over their wives. For
example, a man who has paid bride price, 1s allowed to chastise his wife more freely
than one who has not. Lastly, this kind of marriage results quite often in the husband
controlling valuable property (e.g. cattle and land). When divorce takes place,

husbands generally end up with most of the valuable property thus putting women

and their children at a disadvantage.

Grounds for divorce under customary law vary for men and women. For example,
men may file for divorce under the following grounds: infidelity, barrenness,
repeated adultery, refusal to perform household chores and other traditionally viewed
forms of insubordination on the part of women, while the wife cannot divorce her
husband on the grounds of infidelity or cruelty unless his behaviour is excessive
(Schapera, 1970). Divorce 1s therefore more difficult for women to obtain under
customary law (Molokomme, 1990) and wives are generally required to persevere in
order to preserve their marriages. This has serious implications for the emotional,
physical and economic wellbeing of both women and their children. Some women

may stay in abusive and violent relationships just because they cannot get divorce

under customary law as easily as their husbands.

Under the common law, some of the essential conditions which people marrying
should meet include: the publication of banns three weeks before the intended
marriage, or a special license must be obtained; the marriage must be solemnised by a
marriage officer or minister of religion, both of whom must be appointed by the
Minister; and lastly, only people who are not insane and boys above the age of 16 and

girls above the age of 14 can marry under the common law (Molokomme, 1990).

protection. Unlike customary law, the common law has written sources.
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Minors below these ages may only marry with the consent of their parents.

According to the common law, the sole ground on which an action for divorce may
be based is that the marriage has broken down irretrievably. Four factors which the
plaintiff may invoke to prove such a breakdown are provided under section 15 of the
Matrimonial Causes Act of 1974 (Chapter 29:07). These are: the adultery of the

defendant which results in the plaintiff finding joint life intolerable; the behaviour of
the defendant which is such that the plaintiff cannot reasonably be expected to live
with the defendant; desertion by the defendant for at least two years immediately

preceding the action; and that the parties have lived apart for two years before the

action and the defendant consents to the decree being granted.

Summary of chapter

This chapter provided background information which helps readers to contextualise

findings of this study. It has highlighted among other things that gender inequalities
that prevail in legislation as well as in the economic and educational sectors can
shape children’s experiences of divorce. It has also shown that the changes that took
place as a result of urbanisation and industrialisation may lead divorced women and
their children to lack support from extended family members. The review of the
Botswana context indicated that although divorce can have some similar
consequences for children in Botswana as in developed countries, the different socio-

economic environment will also result in different implications for children. In the

rest of this thesis, I will highlight the similarities and differences.

Structure of the study

This study contains a total of ten chapters and is organised as follows:

Chapter one is this introductory chapter, which mainly describes the background and

Justification for the study. Chapter two presents a detailed discussion of the
theoretical frameworks that guided this study, while in chapter three, I review
existing literature on children’s experiences of divorce. In chapter four, I discuss the

research design and methodology of the study. Chapter five explores children’s

experiences before separation. Chapters six up to nine focus on perceptions of
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children’s post-divorce experiences, their effects on children as well as how they
coped. The last chapter summarises the study findings and outlines their implications

for theory, research, policy, and practice.
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CHAPTER 2

Theoretical Perspectives

The study explores children’s experiences of parental separation and divorce

processes in Botswana. It draws on two main overlapping theoretical perspectives:

These are: the social constructionist approach and the sociology of childhood

approach. The concept of resilience as well as some concepts of feminist, social

network and family stress theories guided the choice of certain specific topics

explored with families as well as the analysis of the findings of the study. The

chapter discusses each of these in turn.

The Social Constructivist Approach

Social constructivists believe that there is no objective reality for people, but “that
what is real is a construction in the minds of individuals” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985:
83). According to them, knowledge and truth are created, not discovered by mind
(Schwandt, 1998: 236). This is contrary to objectivists’ belief that “.....the world 1s
composed of facts and the goal of knowledge is to provide a literal account of what
the world is like” (Schwandt, 1994:125). Constructivists therefore contend that in
order for researchers to understand the complex world of lived experiences, they
should focus on the point of view of those who live it. Proponents of the social
constructivist paradigm believe that the world of lived reality and the meanings of
events and situations that researchers investigate are constructed by social actors 1n
particular places and at particular times. The constructions take place through

prolonged, complex processes of social interaction involving history, language and

action. They argue that to understand this world of meaning, one must interpret 1t
(Schwardt, 1994).

The social constructivist approach also assumes that realities are: multiple /
pluralistic, often conflicting, plastic, constructed, meaningful and can be studied

holistically (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Realities are pluralistic in the sense that they

are expressible in a variety of symbols and language systems; plastic in the sense that

they are stretched and shaped to fit purposeful acts of intentional human agents

(Schwandt, 1994:125); constructions in the sense that what is real is a construction

in the minds of individuals, in other words, what we take to be objective knowledge
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and truth is the result of perspective (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; James and Prout,
1997).

According to Lincoln and Guba (p.71) constructions are attempts to make sense of or

to interpret experience, and most are self-sustaining and self-renewing. These authors

contend that people create concepts, models and schemes to make sense of
experience and continually test and modify the constructions as they are exposed to
new experiences. This means that social actors have different perspectives about their
experiences. Relating the above assumption of social construction theory to the
present study, it follows that each child and each custodial mother’s perception may
be different, and that their perceptions may keep changing as they are exposed to new
experiences. For instance, a child may have negative attitudes towards the divorce
during the time immediately following parental physical separation, but as time goes
on and when the child is exposed to new experiences (for example when she / he
lives with a step parent who is loving to him / her and who caters for his / her

material, financial and emotional needs), the child may develop positive attitudes

towards the divorce.

The constructivist approach has been used in studies of family life such as the one
conducted by Peled (1998) who focused on pre-adolescent children’s experiences of
living with violence in America, as well as that conducted by Backett (1982) 1n

Scotland. Backett’s study focused mainly on how spouses defined their social worlds

and negotiated these definitions with other family members in order to achieve a

subjectively satisfactory construction of being a parent. According to Backett, each
family member had his / her own constructions of reality (individual level
constructions) which were different from those of other members and the family

members engaged in a continuous process of negotiation in order to achieve some

sense of acting 1n the same reality (family level constructions).

It should be noted at this point that there are three levels of constructions. These are:

individual level; the family level and the societal level. Individual level constructions
refer to constructions of reality as held by each individual. They are made up of

individuals® perceptions of reality (Backett, 1982). Other scholars (e.g. Lincoln and
Guba, 1985) contend that individual level constructions are made up of individuals’

Interpretation of the way things are and what has happened to them. Family level



28

constructions refer to the constructions of reality about family life that are held within
each family (Backett, 1982). Societal level constructions refer to constructions of

reality that everybody takes for granted or holds. Conceptions of childhood, for

example, are social constructions held at societal level.

The societal construction of childhood has been described by Mayall (1994: 2) who
asserts that “As developing people and as socialization objects, children have been
conceptualised as lesser than adults, in that they are progressing towards the goal of
mature adulthood; they are also the legitimate objects of adult attention, rather than
persons in their own right”. Proponents of the social constructivist approach have
however pointed out that children are active and creative in promoting their own

knowledge, development and social positioning.

Methodological implications of the social construction paradigm for studying
children and divorce

The main implication of the paradigm for this study is its emphasis on paying
attention to the point of view of people who have experienced a certain phenomenon.
The major emphasis of this study is on how children perceived and constructed their
experiences of divorce. This premise 1s the thrust of the current study and it prompted
a study of this nature. Relying on adults’ accounts to study children’s experiences
may not produce useful results as children’s constructions of their own experiences

are likely to differ from those of adults. The main focus of this study is on how

children make sense of their experiences. Eliciting information from children

themselves about their experiences of divorce will address a gap which has been

neglected by previous researchers on children in Botswana.

Other methodological implications of the social constructionist approach for this

study are that researchers:

a) who use the social constructivist paradigm select qualitative methods over
quantitative (although not exclusively) because they are more adaptable to dealing

with multiple (and less aggregatable) realities and because they are more sensitive

to and adaptable to the many mutually shaping influences and value patterns that
may be encountered :



29

b) carry out research in subjects’ natural settings, because realities are wholes that

cannot be understood in isolation from their context; use themselves as well as

other humans as the primary data-gathering instruments (as opposed to paper-and

pencil); and

c) and are likely to use purposive sampling rather than representative sampling

because purposive sampling increases the scope or range of data exposed

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 39/ 40).

Although purposive sampling relies on smaller samples, the samples are usually

diverse and researchers are able to collect a wide range of information. For other
implications of the social constructivist paradigm for doing research, see Lincoln and
Guba (1985: 40 /41). My study used the above guidelines of the constructivist
approach to a great extent in that it is qualitative in nature; face to face interviews

were used to collect data rather than questionnaires; the interviews were conducted in

the homes (a natural setting) of the respondents (except if the respondents objected);

and purposive sampling was used to locate respondents.

The Sociology of Childhood Paradigm

The sociology of childhood paradigm was strongly influenced by some concepts of

the social constructionist approach. In fact the sociology of childhood paradigm in
some ways is an applied branch of social construction theory. As such, the two

perspectives share some concepts in common. This will be shown in detail at the end

of the chapter when I discuss the relationship between all the theoretical perspectives

which have been used in this study.

The sociology of childhood emerged partly as a result of dissatisfaction among some
sociologists about the way in which children were portrayed in most of the social
science literature. According to Qvortrup (1991), social science research had largely
treated children as ‘objects of study’ to produce correlational results and inform
conceptual frameworks, rather than focusing on the subjective meanings of children’s
viewpoints. The former approach has also been criticised on the basis that the “types

of topic chosen and methods used reflect adults’ rather than children’s

concems....... " (Laybourn et al, 1996: 13). As a result of dissatisfaction such as the
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above, Prout and James (1990) proposed the ‘new paradigm’. Below are some of the

paradigm’s key features as listed by the above authors (p 8-9).

i) Childhood is socially constructed. What it is like to be a child is shaped by the

cultural and structural contexts in which children live.

i1) Children’s social relationships and cultures are worthy of study in their own right

and not just in respect to their social construction by adults.

iii) Children are not passive subjects of socialisation, but actively contribute to their

own social worlds, as well as the lives of those around them.

iv) Childhood is not a single and universal phenomenon, but there is a variety of
childhoods. Variables such as gender, class or ethnicity affect how children

experience their childhood in various societies.

v) Methods that allow children a more direct voice and participation in the

production of data such as ethnography are useful for the study of childhood.

vi) Proclaiming a new paradigm of childhood sociology also implies engaging in and

responding to the process of reconstructing childhood in society.

Since James and Prout’s work cited above, various scholars have written about the

sociology of childhood paradigm. For example, Qvortrup and colleagues (1994)
contend that children are marginalised in society, and this results in their access to
attention, places and resources being restricted. Adults quite often justify children’s
marginalisation on the basis that they are protecting them, however protection can
also have paternalist effects (James and Prout, 1997). Proponents of the sociology of
childhood paradigm also contend that children should be seen as active agents in

society as a whole, not simply as representing products of adult society.

Methodological implications of the sociology of childhood for this study

Children in the present study, as proponents of the sociology of childhood advocate,

were considered as active and capable individuals who, like adults could make sense

of their experiences. Therefore, interviews were conducted with them in their own




31

right. Although mothers were interviewed, the main emphasis was on the children’s
accounts. It was recognised before the collection of data that children’s accounts
might differ from those of adults. In addition, children’s competencies and views
were respected. For example, children were given the choice to refuse participation

or even withdraw during the course of the interview if they felt uncomfortable with

the issues discussed. I did not take for granted that because mothers had allowed
children to participate, this meant that children were willing to do so. They were also
asked to choose a place where they wanted the interviews to be conducted, as well as
what information they wanted to disclose. All the above options that were given to
children served to give children the message that they, just like adults, were viewed

as capable of identifying their preferences. The options also gave them a certain level

of control and as such also served to empower them.

The sociology of childhood acknowledges that each society has its own expectations
about adult-child relations, children’s behaviour, actions and appearance.
Interviewing children and mothers provided us with an opportunity to explore these
expectations and images. Both images that children hold of parents as well as those

which parents hold of children were explored in relation to how they influenced

children’s experiences of divorce.

Because the sociology of childhood paradigm treats children as active and competent
members of society whose relations with people around them can be reciprocal, not
one-sided, in this study I explored the ways through which children’s relations with
both their family and social network members were reciprocal. In addition, I explored
how children in general influenced their experiences of divorce. For example,
domestic violence literature points out that some children who witness parental

violence intervene to try to stop it. This was one issue that was looked into, to

explore whether children were active agents in the process of parental divorce.

Feminist Perspective

Feminist theory was used in this study because of its applicability to marital
separation. Gender relations are central to family life, so feminist theory is important

to an understanding of family issues such as separation. There are various types of

feminist perspectives, for example, radical, socialist and liberal. However they are all
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concerned about finding equality between men and women in all areas of society,
without women being seen as the weaker sex. Feminists such as Thorne (1992) assert
that gender plays a significant role in the organisation of both family and the state.
They contend that men dominate women in both the private and the public arenas. In

the family, the traditional division of responsibilities between spouses in most

societies, with the husband as provider and wife in the domestic roles results in
women’s economic dependence on men. Women also carry far greater responsibility
for domestic duties and children, whether or not they work outside the home.
Housework is not only unpaid, but also often burdensome and devalued. Feminists

argue that ‘constraints built into society limits women in their efforts to be successtul

providers for their families’ (Kamaruddin, 1995: 39).

Similarly, in the public sector, according to feminist theorists, women in general
remain in a secondary position. This is evidenced, for example, by the high numbers
of women in many societies who work 1n low paying jobs compared to men.

Feminists argue that gender inequalities in the family and those that prevail in the

public sector are related. For instance, Reskin and Roos (1990) contend that women’s
continuing economic, legal and political subordination outside the households affects
their ability to claim full equality within, while Kamaruddin (1995) contends that
women’s weak position in the labour market is a consequence of their domestic role.
This in turn reinforces their subordination in the home. Feminists argue that men
dominate high status jobs (Archer and Lloyd, 1982) such as those in policy and law

making arenas. They control the health, legal, welfare, educational, economic,

judicial, religious, and reproductive policies. In addition, they claim the way these

systems function is primarily determined by patriarchal beliefs and values (also see

Waldby et al, 1989: 98). Men make laws and policies that affect women and children.

Therefore the extent to which such policies adequately meet women and children’s

needs 1s questionable.

Feminists arguments discussed above have important implications for children’s

experiences of separation since women in many countries are given custody of

children. These implications can be direct or indirect. According to feminist scholars,
women'’s performance of the bulk of household work as well as their low economic

resources during the period when they are married are some of the major factors that

account for their worse off economic circumstances following divorce. This trend has
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been noted by among others Okin (1989) as cited by Kamaruddin (1995: 39) who
asserted that “although the economically subordinate situation of women frequently
remains concealed during marriage, it becomes instantly obvious on marriage
breakdown...”. Not only do women face economic distress following divorce, some

face social and psychological distress as a result of the economic distress. The

distress affects their children as well. It is clear therefore that the prospects of
divorcing women, especially if they are custodial parents, are in many ways much

bleaker than the prospects of divorcing men. This is because of the legacy of their

pre-separation economic circumstances.

Another indirect implication is that because men dominate policy making jobs,

policies they make to meet children and women’s needs such as laws governing
divorce, division of property, child custody, domestic violence and child support may
discriminate against women and children. Feminists such as Sapiro (1990) therefore
contend that families and households in patriarchal societies are not only affected by

the gender inequalities that are prevalent in families, but are also affected by those

that prevail at the state level. This study will emphasise this argument with

illustrations from Botswana.

Male domination over women also has indirect implications for children through

violence on women. Violence on mothers affects children’s emotions as well as their

mothers’ parenting skills (cf. Peled, 1998; Levendosky et al, 2000)

Not only does male domination have indirect implications for the lives of children of

divorced parents in maternal custody, it also has direct implications. One of the direct
implications is when children themselves are victims of paternal violence. Both child
abuse and women abuse are some ways by which men express and / or increase their
dominance over family members. According to feminist scholars (cf. Bowker et al,
1990: 166 ) “violent and previolent men have hi gh needs to dominate their wives and
children. They achieve and maintain the level of dominance they consider appropriate
by a variety of oppressive strategies, including wife beating, child abuse, marital
rape, psychological abuse, punitive economic deprivation, and coerced social
isolation”. Feminists also contend that the girl child is likely to become the second

victim of the battering husband (cf. Dobash and Dobash, 1977, Bowker et al, 1990).
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The Feminist perspective has several methodological implications for research. One
of them which was used in this study was that it favours qualitative methods.
Feminists such as Oakley (1994) contend that both women and children are capable
of contributing meaningful research data, and that in order for researchers to

adequately address children and women’s issues, they should focus on their view

points.

Social Network Theory

Soctal network theory has been largely used in anthropology and sociology. Recently,

some of its concepts have been applied to psychiatry, psychology and social work

(Lewis and Feiring, 1979; Turkat, 1980). According to Mitchell (1969:1), social
network theory was developed largely for two reasons: 1) as a result of growing
dissatisfaction with structural-functional analyses and the search for alternative ways
of interpreting social action; 2) so that non-quantitative mathematical ways of stating
the implications entailed in a set of relationships among a number of people could be
developed. It has largely been used in quantitative studies, as such, in this study, I

used concepts which are applicable to a qualitative study of this nature.

Over the past two decades, there has been an increased interest in conceptualising
human behaviour in the context of large family and social systems and the social

network model has begun to emerge as a useful theoretical model for the analysis and

description of complex social systems and interactions (Tolsdorf, 1976). The pioneer
of network theory is Bott (1957) in her study of conjugal roles in London families.
Her work showed how morphological characteristics of networks could be related to
marital role segregation, and since then, the importance of social networks as a
mediating factor in human behaviour has been studied with respect to mental health
1ssues such as personal crisis (Boswell, 1969): help-seeking behaviour (McKinlay,

1973); hospital and psychiatric admissions (Hammer, 1963; Tolsdorf, 1976) and
divorce ( Colletta, 1979; Wilcox, 1981).

Mitchell (1969: 2) defines a social network as “a specific set of linkages among a

defined set of persons, with the property that the characteristics of these linkages as a

Whole may be used to interpret the social behaviour of the persons involved”. More

simply, Bott (1957:320) defines a network as “all or some of the social units
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(individuals or groups) with whom a particular individual or group is in contact”.
Network analysis is therefore an approach that focuses on properties of individual

and group relationships to assess an individual’s social environment (Fischer, 1977).

The social network literature proposes many dimensions and concepts and usually
researchers employ variables that suit the research problems they are investigating

(Tolsdorf, 1980). Mitchell and Trikett (1980:31) listed the following as some of the

major dimensions or characteristics along which networks are described:
1. Structural characteristics of networks.

These include:

a) size or range, i.e. the number of people with whom a focal person has
contact; b) network density, which refers to the extent to which members of
an individual’s social network contact each other independently of the focal

person (Mitchell, 1969); c) degree of connection which refers to the average

number of relationships that each member has with other members of the

network.

2. Characteristics of component linkages.

These include:

a) intensity, which refers to the strength of the tie, as measured in terms of the
number of reciprocal functions or services which characterise the tie; b)
durability, referring to the degree of stability of the individual’s links with
his/her network members. ¢) multi dimensionality or multiplexity, referring to
the number of functions served by a relationship; d) directness and
reciprocity, referring to the degree to which affective and instrumental aid is
both given and received by the focal person; €) homogeneity, which refers to
the extent to which network members share common social attributes (e.g.
religious affiliation, socio-economic status, etc); f) frequency with which the

focal person makes contact with members of his / her network; and g)

dispersion.



36

3. Normative context of the relationship.

This dimension refers to a focal person’s network members. These could be:

primary kin, secondary kin or extended family, friends, neighbors and work

acquaintances.

Marsella and Snyder (1981) adds the dimension of function to the above list of
characteristics of social networks. This dimension describes the specific functions

served by network members. For example, the provision of goods and services; cash;
acting as channels of information; advice; reinforcement; intimacy; social
integration; establishing shared attitudes and patterns of behaviour; enhancing self-
esteem and offering opportunities for giving as well as receiving. These can be

grouped together, for example: 1) practical / task centred help; 2) emotional support;

3) cognitive and attitudinal guidance; and 4) social benefits.

According to proponents of social network theory, individuals and families interact
with various social networks, some of which are supportive, others are not, while still
others can be sources of stress. However, most literature on social networks has
focused on the supportive functions of networks only, rather than on both supportive
and non-supportive functions. A focus on both supportive and non-supportive
functions is crucial as it gives a balanced perspective of the role of social networks. It
must be remembered that while networks can provide support, they can also provide

wider social functions ranging from the socialisation of children to the generation of

delinquency (Hill, 1992).

Mitchell and Trickett (1980) have found that the ideas of network analysis are of
great relevance and assistance in the field of community mental health. From their
review of the literature on social networks, Mitchell and Trickett, concluded that
social network analysis has implications both for an understanding of community life
and for the design of intervention programmes. They assert that “ when viewed as a
way of thinking about people and programmes, social network analysis can inform a
number of the assessment, program development, and program evaluation functions

of community mental health centres”(p. 41). They however acknowledge that various

social forces and value choices in the immediate situation still mediates / influences

the translation of network concepts into intervention activities.
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Methodological implications of social network theory for the present study

Social network theory can be applied to both qualitative and quantitative studies,
therefore some of its concepts are less readily applicable to qualitative studies like
the present one. Those which were particularly valuable in this study are: function;

reciprocity; dispersion; accessibility, frequency; durability; and normative context of

the relationship.

The present study adopts the view that concepts about social networks form a useful
tool in examining both the functional and dysfunctional influences of significant
others in individual adaptation. Mitchell and Trickett (1980) also adopted this view
in their overview of literature on social networks. This study therefore not only
explored supportive functions of networks, but also non-supportive ones. For
example, questions such as members who caused stress to children, what they did or

did not do were covered and how their actions and behaviour affected children’s

perceived adjustment.

In addition to the concept of function, the other concept that was used 1n this study 1s
that of durability. Durability refers to the degree of stability of the individual’s links
with his / her network members (Mitchell and Trickett, 1980). Divorce 1s a family
transition that can create instability in the composition and functions of some
children’s social network members. The stability of an individual’s network in the
areas of structure, interaction and function is important to his / her adjustment to
stressful situations (Froland and colleagues, 1979:83). In the present study, as in
Froland and colleagues’ study, stability was examined by asking mothers and

children about moves (changes in neighbourhoods) and loss of contact or feelings of

loss of support in order to understand how stability or instability of a child’s network

affected children’s adjustment.

The concept of frequency was used to explore, for example, how often children had
contact with their network members. Dispersion was used to examine perceptions of

how close or far away children lived from their significant others, while and

accessibility examined the ease with which children made contact with their network
members.
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Family Stress theory

Family stress theory, particularly, the ABCX and the double ABCX models of family
stress have been developed from analysis of a wide range of stressful events and
circumstances (McCubbin and Patterson, 1983a, b; Walker, 1985; Krahn, 1993).
They have also been largely used in quantitative studies. Family stress theorists

propose that the definition of the situation interacts with the stressor event and the
family member’s resources to produce a crisis situation (McCubbin et al, 1930;
Peterson, 1984). Because this study is qualitative in nature, I have used concepts
which seemed applicable to it. These are stress, coping, supports / resources,
definition of the situation and adjustment / adaptation. When applied to children’s
experiences of divorce, family stress theory emphasises that whether children

perceive the various divorce related experiences as stressful, as well as how they

cope with them / adjust largely, depends on their definitions and perceptions of their

experiences, as well as personal, family and social network resources.

Methodological implications of family stress theory for the present study

Family stress theory depicts the complexities involved in the process of how divorce
affects children. It emphasises how the same or similar events can be defined very

differently by people affected. In the present study, each child’s definitions /

perceptions of the various divorce related experiences were solicited. Family stress

theory’s concepts of stress, coping and support were also used to guide the questions

in the interview schedule.

The Concept of Resilience

Resilience 1s a theoretical concept that loosely ties together a growing body of

knowledge on children’s positive coping under adverse circumstances (e.g. Garmezy,
1991). A number of scholars (cf. Garbarino et al, 1992; Peled, 1998) contend that not
all children exposed to powerful stressors sustain developmental damage. Some are
able to thrive in the face of adversity. Yet much of the research on children and
divorce had previously focused on their vulnerabilities and problems. According to

Rutter (1985), the person who is resilient has a) a sense of self-esteem and self-

confidence; b) a sense of self-efficacy (a belief in their capacity to make a difference,
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and c) a repertoire of social problem solving approaches. Children were asked several
questions to explore their perceptions of how they coped with divorce and related
stressors, as well as how they felt about themselves in relation to the vanous

circumstances they went through. These questions enabled children to identify

processes that enhanced their self-esteem as well as their overall adjustment to

divorce such as positive relationships with peers and performing well at school.

Relationship between the theoretical perspectives used In
this study

The theoretical approaches used in this study complement each other, but they

overlap in some respects. For example:

1) The sociology of childhood paradigm derives many of its principles from the

social construction approach. For instance, the two approaches challenge the
dominant conceptual views which regard children as passive incompetent beings.

They instead acknowledge that children are active and able to promote their own

knowledge and development.

2) The social construction and sociology of childhood perspectives as well as the

feminist theory emphasise the importance of paying attention to accounts of

people who go through a particular experience (in this case children). The three

perspectives view children as the best informants to be asked about their

experiences.

3) Both the sociology of childhood perspective and the feminist theory acknowledge
children’s lack of power.
4) Family stress theory shares with the social construction approach the concept of

people’s definitions of situations. How people perceive situations is the main

thrust of the social constructionist approach.

5) The sociology of childhood paradigm shares with family stress theory the concept
of “personal resources’. The sociology of childhood paradigm however calls these
‘competencies’. Children’s personal resources or competencies can be in the form
of high self-esteem, good health, intelligence, ability to seek social support, etc.

The concept of reciprocity in social network theory is also closely related to those

of personal resources and competencies. Some children, for example had
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reciprocal relations with social network members by helping with household

chores.

Summary of chapter

This chapter has outlined the theoretical framework of the present study. Drawing on
the vanious approaches and concepts outlined in the chapter, my analysis of
children’s experiences of divorce was guided by the following theoretical
observations: First, children are active agents who are capable of making sense of
their experiences. Second, they have competencies and their relationships with family
and social network members can be reciprocal. Third, their perceptions and
definitions of divorce and its related changes as well as the resources they have are
likely to influence how they cope / adjust to the divorce process. Fourth, both
children and women have a lower status relative to men in society, and they lack
resources and power. They are both vulnerable to domestic violence and economic
deprivation as a result of their weak position. Children’s experiences of divorce are
therefore likely to be affected by their subordinate position in society. Lastly, images

that parents and children hold of each other affect children’s experiences as well as

how they cope. The next chapter reviews existing literature on children and divorce.
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CHAPTER 3

Literature Review: Separation, Divorce and Children

In this chapter, I will show that most research on children and divorce has been
conducted in developed countries. As a result little is known about children’s
experiences of divorce in Botswana - a developing country. I discuss difficulties
associated with comparing literature from Botswana with that from other countries

and examine critically what the available literature has to tell us about the process of

divorce and separation in that country.

Botswana literature is compared with that from other countries for several reasons.
First, no study has been done in Botswana that specifically focuses on children’s
experiences of divorce. However some studies have been conducted on divorce-
related issues such as child custody and child support. Second, comparisons with
literature from other countries are important because they allow us to denive
questions and theories that might be applied to Botswana. Lastly, the comparisons
enable us to test the applicability of western-based theories in an African context.
Although it is important to adopt a comparative approach to the literature, we should
be wary of transferring material from one country to another because countries differ

in their socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. In other words, the comparative

approach has limitations. These will be apparent in the ensuing review.

A comparison of Botswana literature with that from other
countries

A majority of studies on children’s experiences of divorce have been done iIn
developed countries and are correlational and quantitative. Findings from
correlational studies only tell us about statistical associations and outcomes, not the
actual processes. This study attempts to redress the balance by looking at the

processes in a qualitative way and by its focus on children in a developing country.

Most scholars on children and divorce argue that the legal divorce itself does not
necessarily contribute to emotional and behavioural problems of children, but the

specific hardships and demands that result from parental separation account for
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children’s adjustment problems. These hardships include: poor communication about
divorce (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980; Walczak and Burns, 1984; Owusu Bempah,
1995), conflicts and violence between parents ( Ahrons, 1983; Johnston et al, 1989;
Emery, 1999), lower family income that sometimes leads to changes of
neighbourhoods and loss of important support networks (Amato and Keith, 1991;

Duncan, 1994), negative changes in relationships with parents (Hetherington, 1993;
Emery, 1999) and step-family life. This argument is relevant to this chapter, and as

such, I will review literature that follows this line of thinking.

Literature that focused on custody

Maternal custody is the common arrangement in Botswana (UNICEF and

Government of Botswana, 1989). Botswana is not the only country where maternal
custody is common, it is also popular in countries such as Britain (cf. Eekelaar and
Clive, 1977) and North America (cf. Rowe, 1991). Matemnal, rather than paternal
custody is popular in Botswana where young children are involved or where former
husbands were violent (UNICEF and Government of Botswana, 1989; Maundeni,
2000a). Taking into account research findings (for example, Molokomme, 1990) that

show that most women who file divorce cases in Botswana have experienced

violence, it is not surprising that a majority of women get custody of children.
Besides the reasons mentioned above that account for the prevalence of maternal
custody in Botswana, custody of minor children is awarded to mothers because it is

assumed that a mother’s affection is better adapted to the care of a young child than a

father. This belief is justified on psychological rather than material grounds (Mpelega
et al, 1996). Guardianship of children in Botswana, however, is usually retained by
their fathers (UNICEF and Government of Botswana, 1989: 209). The words custody
and guardianship are often confused, so it is important to clarify the difference
between them. A custodial parent is one who is entrusted to nurture and bring up the
minor child. She / he is responsible for the daily life of the child, by providing
shelter, nourishment and the training of the child (Mpelega et al, 1996). The guardian

parent on the other hand ‘continues to function as the child’s legal representative and

the administrator of his property’ (Ibid: 1).

It is striking that the above definition of the guardian parent does not place any
obligation on him to support the child financially, but only attests to the custodial

parent’s responsibility for the daily needs of the child. Here we see yet another
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example of gender discrimination. It is disturbing that although men in Botswana
generally have more resources than women, they are only given the guardianship

role, which does not oblige them to support their off-spring materially, but only to

oversee their legal rights and administer their property.

Although maternal custody is the popular arrangement in Botswana, studies from

neighbouring countries of Zimbabwe and South-Africa show that paternal custody is

the common arrangement. In a study which sought, among other things, to find out

how custody allocations were determined in divorce cases, Burman and Fuchs (1986)
found that it was common for men to be granted custody of children. Their study
revealed that custody allocations in South Africa depend on what arrangements are
made for children’s care after divorce, incomes available and family patterns.
According to Burman and Fuchs, in South Africa, it is common for fathers to apply
for child custody unlike in the U.K and U.S. For example, almost half of fathers in
their sample obtained custody of their children. These authors associated the
prevalence of fathers obtaining custody with the following factors: a) Child care is
relatively cheap in South Africa, as most white people hire domestic workers at low

wages. b) Islamic laws that permit fathers of Asian origin to retain custody of

children after divorce. ¢) Customary law considerations as well as the results of

apartheid legislation (for Africans).

According to Burman and Fuchs, some mothers, on the other hand, do not contest for
custody because of: a) Views that adultery would prevent a mother from obtaining
custody. b) Many poor women cannot afford to support their children on their own
partly because the welfare system provides ‘very little assistance for divorced African
mothers, and none where the mother is able-bodied, but unemployed’ (p 131) and
low maintenance payments from husbands, where awarded. Lastly, African women’s
desire to preserve their children’s rights to urban residence, taking into account the
widespread malnutrition, high unemployment and high child mortality in many rural
areas also contributes to the low number of women applying for custody. Burman
and Fuchs assert that ‘Given all these considerations, it seems likely that the high
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