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Child Fostering Chains Among Ovambo
Families in Namibia, Southern Africa*

JiLL BRowN
(Creighton University, Omaha)

Childcare across sub-Saharan Africa is often socially distributed among adults, with care by
the biological mother being one of several options available for children. Children typically
move within and outside of large extended kin networks. Based on an ethnographic study
of four Ovambo families in Namibia, this article seeks to understand the cultural logic of
fostering. Several themes that emerged from the stucy are discussed here, including the
varied motivations of fostering, the cultural scripts of equality, and the rules of reciprocity
in exchange, which are involved. Education shapes a mother’s choices of care-giving and
creates both a supply of children and a demand on households. The implications for
HIV/AIDS orphans are discussed.

Introduction

Much of contemporary thinking in evolutionary and developmental psychology about child
development has been heavily influenced by John Bowlby who was the mind behind current
‘attachment theory’." Through his studies of children, as well as non-human primates like
gorillas and rhesus monkeys (all of who happen to be cared for almost exclusively by their
mothers), he concluded that from an evolutionary perspective, the mother~child dyad was
probably the "safest’ place for the infant within the family of mother, father and baby. While
this has been an enormous contribution to understandings of evolution and caretaking, other
scholars working primarily with hunters and gatherers in sub-Saharan Africa, challenged the
exclusivity of the mother~infant bond and widened understandings of how mothers are
embedded in broader social networks of care.

Most scholars agree that our altricial young need a lot of care. Kaplan calculated that it
takes around 13 million calories to rear an immature human infant to the point at which he
or she is producing as much as he/she consumes.” As this consists of more calories than a
mother, herself, is able to produce, other caregivers (alloparents) are needed. Fathers are one
possibility, but evidence suggests that the calories provided by fathers do not contribute
enough to sustain the young, and that father support in humans is highly variable, especially
when support from alloparents is available.® The ‘cooperative breeding’ hypothesis contends
that the role of mothers and ‘motherhood” evolved in groups where a variety of people — not
Just the father — aided the genetic mother in the care of her offspring. By helping mothers

“L would like w acknowledge and thank James Sorrell, Cecelia and Likius Nakamwe and Monica Nehemiah for
support with all the field work in Namibia.
b3 Bowiby. Ancchmen (Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1971).
2 H. Kaplan, “Evolusionary and Wealth Flows Theories of Fertility: Empirical Tests and New Models’, Population
and Developinent Review, 20 (19943, pp. 753-91.
3 K. Hawkes. ‘Showing Off: Test of an Hypothesis About Men’s Foraging Goals”, Ethology and Socivhiology, 12
(19915, pp. 29-54,
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carry, feed, protect, and (in my opinion) educate offspring, mothers are able produce
. o . E
costlier, slower to mature offspring than they could ever do alone.

children.

“Hamilton’s rule” helps to explain how genetic relatives might help mothers care for their

¥ Individuals help when the cost to them does not outwei gh the benefit as calculated

by the degree of ‘relatedness’. Therefore sisters, grandmothers, and aunts are likely
caregivers. But ‘relatedness’ is not the only motivation for such help, and helpers may also
benefit from learning to care for an infant, waiting to mature, thus increasing their own social
status. The focus of this article is alloparents who help care for both kin and non-kin in the
practice of child fosterage in Namibia,

Childcare across sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere has been often been thought of by

scholars as a socially distributed task. Prominent anthropologists and psychologists working
in a host of different cultural contexts have documented care by older siblings, cousins, and
other family members.® This has been coined ‘child fosterage™ and is defined as care by
someone other than the biological mother. In her work on Ghana, Goody defined it as the
“institutional delegation of the nurturance and/or educational elements of the parental role.
Fosterage does not affect the status identity of the child, nor the legal rights and obligations
this entails. Fosterage concerns the process of rearing’.’ Biological parents still hold legal
rights to the children they foster out and most continue relationships with their children
throughout the time of their fostering arrangements with another family. Other definitions do
exist but most agree that fosterage is the rearing of a child by someone other than the
biological parent. Unlike adoption in the Western sense, fostering involves no permanent
change in kinship or status and no permanent forfeiting of rights. It is an additive, not a
substitutive model of child rearing that allows for biological and social parenting.® What
makes fosterage unique is the semi-permanent yet adjustable nature of such relationships,
which is a common feature of extended kin relationships across different cultural contexts in
sub-Saharan Africa.

The study of child fosterage bridges the disciplines of anthropology and developmental

psychology. Anthropologists have long documented child rearing in diverse cultures and
described childcare patterns in sub-Saharan Africa.® Developmental psychologists have
stressed the importance of how we are raised, moving in and out of paradigms that stress
biological or social influences. "’ Ethnographers such as Herskovitz. working in Haiti, began
documenting the use of fosterage as early as 1937."" Later influential work by Africanists
such as Goody in Ghana, and Bledsoe in Sierra Leone shed light on variations of fosterage

4
5
[

S.H. Hrdy. Mothers and Others {Cambridge. Harvard University Press, 2009).
W.D. Hamilton, “The Evolution of Social Behavior', Journal of Theoretical Biology, 7, 1 (1964), pp. 17-52,
T. Weisner and R, Gallimore, "My Brother’s Keeper: Child and Sibling Caretaking’, Cultural Anthropology, 18
(977}, pp. 16990, E.Z. Tronick. G. Morelli and §. Winn. “Multiple Caretaking of Efe (Pyemy) Infants’,
American Anthropologist, 89 (19871, pp. 96-106; R. Hames, “The Allocation of Parental > Among the
Ye'kwana', in L. Betrzig, M.B. Mulder, and P. Turke leds), Human Reproductive Behavior: A Darwinian
Perspecrive (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 19883, pp. 237-31; R.A. Levine, S. Dixon. S. Levine.
A. Richman, P.H. Leiderman, C.H. Keefer and TR, Brazelton. Childeare and Culture: Lessons from Africa
(Cambridge. Cambridge University Press, 1996); P. Draper and R, Hames. ‘Birth Order, Sibling Investment, and
Fertility Among Ju/"hounsi (!Kung)’, Humean Narure, 11 (20003, pp. 11756,
EN. Goody, Contexts of Kinship: An Essay in the Family Sociology of the Gonja of Northern Ghane (Cambridge,
Cambridge L ess. 1973y, p. 23,

vie, € ! Approaches 1o Adoprion (London, Routledge, 20045,
RA Levine eral., Childcare and Culture, BB, Whiting (ed.). Six Culrures: Studies of Child Rearing (New York,
John Wiley, 1963). B.B. Whiting and JW.M. Whiting, Children of Six Cultares: A Psychocultural Analysis
(Cambridge, Harvard Univ ersity Press, 1973,
1.P. Shonkoff and D A, Philli om Newrons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Developnent
(Washington D.C.. National 2 cademy Press, 2000).
M. Herskovitz, Life in a Haitian Valley (New York, AA. Knopft, 1937,
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in West Africa.'? Since then, scholars working across the region have studied the motivations
and predictors of fostering. but fewer studies have examined outcomes of fosterage."” While
those that have, often produced contradictory research findings about the effects of fostering
and care by extended family structures on orphans. Some scholars have reported uniformly
negative effects of fostering, finding that fostered children experience less education, more
work and less “well being’, whilst others regard existing fostering systems as stressed beyond
repair.'” But some scholars hold that fostering s culturally appropriate with built-in
protective factors, and argue that orphans and non-orphans do not show significant disparity
in developmental outcomes. "’

What scholars do agree on is that the changing nature of household structures is a
common element of family life in much of sub-Saharan Africa, and has become much more
prevalent in the midst of the HIV/AIDS crisis. Researchers interested in household structures
often use large quantitative databases and have therefore, and correspondingly, often
struggled to pin down a ‘benchmark household structure’ against which to explore such
changes. The ‘household” as a unit of analysis is just one of several that may be appropriate
for the study of fosterage in diverse African societies. A ‘*household’ is often defined in the
literature as a unit that controls resources and makes joint decisions about their allocation. "¢
‘Lineage’ on the other hand, implies a larger unit with collective ownership of resources,
collective responsibility in law, and collective representation in wider political arenas.
‘Lineage’ may in some contexts be a more meaningful unit of analysis; however, almost all
large scale survey research carried out across the continent and elsewhere remains focused at
the household level.'”

The overlapping of kin networks over households requires researchers to explore
subsequent, and sometimes recurring, movements in, out of and across households, and not
simply look at the household as the exclusive and singular unit of analysis.'® The adaptive
relocation of individuals across households linked by kinship and other networks is common

12 Goody, Contexts of Kinship: C. Bledsoe, “The Politics of Children: Fosterage and Social Management of Fertility
Among the Mende of Sierra Leone’. in W.P, Handwerker (ed., Births and Power: Social Change und the Politics
of Reproduciion (Boulder, CO, Westview Press, 1990, pp. 81-100.

13 UL.C. Isiugo-Abanihe. “Child Fosterage in West Africa’, Population and Development Review. 11, 1 (1985),
pp. 53-73; A.C. Payne-Price, “Etic Variations on Fosterage and Adoption’, Anthropological Quarterly. 54, 3
(1981, pp. 134-43; R Pennington, ‘Child Fostering as a Reproductive Strategy Among Southern African
Pastoralists”. Ethology and Sociobiology, 12, 2 (1991), pp. 83-104: A. McDaniel and E, Zuly, Mothers, Fathers,
and Children: Regional Patterns in Child-Parent Residence in Sub-Saharan Africa (The World Bank, Working
Paper 1, 19963 C. Vandermeersch, “Child Fostering Under Six in Senegal in 19921993, Popularion, 57, 415
(2002}, pp. 659-85; J.B. Oni, “Fostered Children Perception of their Health Care and Hiness Treatment in Ekiti
Yoruba Houscholds, Nigeria', Health Transitions Review. 5, 1 {1995). pp. 21-34; H. Verhoft and G, Morelli,
‘A Child is a Child: Fostering Experiences in Northwestern Cameroon’. Ethos, 35, 2 €2007). pp. 3364,

14 G. Bicego, 8. Rutstein, and K. Johnson, “Dimensions of the Emerging Orphan Crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa’,
Social Science & Medicine, 36 (2003). pp. 1.235-7; C. Bledsoe. D). Ewban and U.C. Isiugo-Abanihe, "The Effect
of Child Fostering on Feeding Practices and Access to Health Services in Sierra cial Science &
Medicine. 27, 6 (1988}, pp. 627~ 36; G. Foster, "The Capacity of the Extended Family Safety Net for Orphans in
Africa’, Psychology, Healih & Medicine, 5, 1 (20005, pp. 35-62.

15 EM. Ankrah, “The Impact of HIV/AIDS on the Family and Other Significant Relationships: The African
Clan Revisited’. AIDS Care. 5 (1993}, pp. 5-22; R. Monasch and 1T, Boerma, *Orphanbood and Childeare
Patterns in Sub-Saharan Africa: An Analysis of National Surveys from 40 Countries’, AJDS, 18, 2 (2004),
S35-863.

16 PF Bartlett, *Adaptive Strategies in Peasant Agricultural Production”, Al Review af Anthropology, 9 (19803,
pp. 54573,

17 31 Guyer, ‘Houschold and Community in African Studies’, African Smudies Review, 24, 2/3 (1981, pp. 87137,
LL Guyer, "Intra-Household Processes and Farming Systems Research: Pesspectives from Anthropology™, in L.
Moock ted.), Understanding Africa’s Rural Households and Farming Systems (Boulder. CO., Westview Press,
1986}, pp, 92104,

18 N.W. Townsend, "Men Migration and Households in Botwsana: An Exploration on Connections Over Time and
Space’, Journal of Southesn African Studies (JSAS). 23,3 (1997, pp. 405-20,
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and may, some suggest, diffuse the impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.'’ Household and
family needs are often weighed with the needs of the child, and *children’s migration” can
exist as a coping strategy that materialises a compromise between individual and collective
interests.”’ However, not enough research has vet looked at the roles played by such larger
kin/non-kin networks in child rearing, including the importance of “alloparents’.

The number of children across sub-Saharan Africa who have lost one or both parents to
AlDS-related causes has already reached at least 12 million. In 2006, UNICEF estimated that,
by 2010, 20 million children will have been orphaned in sub-Saharan Africa alone.”! The
burden of caring for orphans in sub-Saharan Africa has followed four primary models, listed
in order of prevalence: (1) care by an existing family structure; (2) care by neighbourhoods,
allowing children to remain in familiar environments; (3) care through enterprise-centred
collectives, formed by a consortia of government, non-governmental organisations and the
private sector, and modelled on traditional extended family (i.e. foster villages); and finally
(4) institutional care.”” Institutional care and collectives, have not always been seen as viable
solutions nor as socially acceptable, as childcare has historically often been thought of as a
social task that ought to be performed by an entire extended family, and adoption and care by
‘strangers’ is deemed a last resort.™

This article explores child fosterage through in-depth qualitative research in northern
Namibia, where high rates of child fosterage have been reported. Two primary questions
directed the inquiry. First, what are the cultural logics of fostering children among
Ovambo-speaking peoples in Namibia? Secondly, what is the nature of relationships
between donor and recipient families, and how do children come to live with recipient
families? Understanding how families negotiate fosterage, in times of crisis as well as
outside such moments, may help explain some of the disparate results, reported in the wider
literature, in the treatment of fostered children. orphans and biological children, and so in
turn help those interested in promoting better care for southern Africa’s growing numbers
of orphans.

This study focuses on families living in four homes in northern Namibia. Like all
researchers I bring to the study my bias, sensibility and insight. Between 1996 and 1999
I lived in the small village of Eenhana.™* While there, I lived in a house with many people and
a shifting number of children. The mother (Meme) and father (Tate) had biological children
living elsewhere, nieces, nephews and cousins living with them, and other children unrelated
to them in the house. Whenever 1 thought I understood how we all came to be there, a school
holiday would bring other children to the house. Others left to return to their birth parents or
the homes of other relatives. This interested me personally because I am adopted in the way
Americans understand traditional closed adoption. All legal rights were transferred to my

19 P. Heaveline, "Impact of the HIV Epidemic an Population and Household Structure: The Dynamics and Evidence
o Date’. AIDS, 18, 2 (2004). 84533,

20 N. Ansell. and L. van Blerk, ‘Children’s Migration as a Houschold/Family Swategy: Coping with AIDS in
Lesotho and Malawi', 7S4S, 30, 3 (2004). pp. 67390,

21 UNAIDS/UNICEF, Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic: 2006. Retrieved on July 10 from the world wide web:
hitp://data unaids 'pub/GlobalReport/2006/2006_GR-Executive Summary _enpdf

22 V. Sewpaul, 'V s of Intervention for Children in Difficult Circumstances in South Afvica’, Child Welfare, 3
(20013 pp. 571-86.

23 R.A. Levine, “Child Rearing in Sub-Saharan Africa: An Interim Report’. Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic. 27, %
(1963}, pp. 245-56. 8, Madbavan, "Fosterage Patterns in the Age of AIDS: Continuity and Change’. Social
Science & M 58 (2004), pp. 144354,

st became acquainted with some of the wormen in the study as a Peace Corps volunteer in the North between

November 1996 and January 1999, 1 resided in the family house of the Makamos. one of the current study

families. for my entire Peace Corps tour. While not a researcher at the time, my involvement in the family life of

Cecelia’s family was the impetus for my research into childeare practices in Namibia. | have made several return

trips 1o the community. most recently in 2009,
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adopted parents and the identity of my birth parents was kept secret. At the time [ lived in
Namibia | did not know any biological kin.

During my time in Namibia a close friend named her child "Jill” in the village. The child is
considered by her mother and family as my namesake. After the birth I would hear people
comment that these children will have to live in America or they will come to stay with me
when they are older. The formality of this was lost on me at the time, as was the commitments
and duties of childcare that being a namesake carries. Among the many specific cultural
practices 1 encountered, child migration and the cultural rules associated with it left many
unanswered questions. The present study emerged out of these questions.

Ethnographic fieldwork was subsequently (since 2000) carried out with these four
Ovambo families in northern Namibia. In line with Stake’s recommendations for the number
of cases to select in a multiple case study. four families were interviewed, as the goal of
qualitative inquiry is to gain in-depth understanding, not generalisation.” Although 1 have
since made several return trips to the community, most recently in 2009, the main
observations, field notes and in-depth interviews upon which this study is based were
conducted between September and November 2006. These were mainly focused on four
female heads of households.”® and explored two central questions. (1) What is the nature of
the relationship between the donor and recipient families in fosterage arrangements? And (2)
how did each child in a household come to live with that family. A sample was utilised
to select individuals and families linked through child fosterage. Participants were initially
recruited through known contacts. One primary family was selected. From the information
obtained about the children in the house, the second household was selected. If the family had
fostered out a child, the recipient family was contacted and asked to participate in a similar
interview. This process was repeated. The fourth family was not connected through child
fosterage or kinship but was identified by the first family as her closest friend and served as an
outlier analysis for the study (see Figure .2

The families chosen through this sampling process were typical of Ovambo families
in the North in several ways, ranging from the number of children in each house, the
relationship structures of the houses, the availability of amenities (no running water or
electricity), and the nature of their livelthoods, living in ‘traditional’ homesteads, raising
livestock and growing omahangoe (millet). Both the male and female heads of households in
this sample, however, have higher education levels than the mean for that area. All female
heads of households completed secondary school (the average is 39 per cent of women
completing secondary school). The presence of a male head of houschold across all the
families is another atypical feature (the average is 43 per cent male headed households).

25 R.E. Stake, The Art of Case Study Research {Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage, 1995).

26 Knowing that by not interviewing males [ may be missing an important perspective, [ chose to interview female
heads of households for two reasons, First, ‘traditionally’. Ovambo women are exclusively responsible for child
rearing. Second, | initially set our o interview post-menopausal women who were fostered as chifdren. [ wanted
10 explore how their experiences with being fostered affected their choices for care of their own children after
their reproductive career had ended.

27 Analysis of the data followed Stake’s technique and occurred in three phases. Initial coding and thematic
analysis was performed by the author. First, a detailed deseription of each family was created. This was created

from field notes, observations, and information gathered in the mterviews. All interviews and field notes were

typed for analysis. Second, thematic analysis was performed on two levels: within each case and across the

cases (Stake, The Arr of Cuse Swudy Research. Thematic analysis of the interview data was done by (1)

initially reading the data for overall understanding and writing preliminary notes; (2} partitioning segments of

text and labelling them with codes; (3) aggregating similar codes together to develop themes: (4) connecting
aned interrelating the themes: (57 constructing a narrative, The interconnected themes were of particular interest

o the study as the relationships that exist between families are the central questions of the study, The third and

final phase of analysis 1s to integrate the cases and themes and report on the “lessons Jearned” or assertions put

forth from the study.
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Figure 1.

The Ovambo Context

Ovambo people live primarily in two regions in Namibia. Their ‘traditional’ homeland is
located in the north of the country and is home to the majority of Nambia’s 400,000 + Ovambo
speakers. In the past. Ovambo-speaking people were predominantly agro-pastoralists, farming
subsistence plots of millet (omahango) and keeping herds of cattle teengobe) and goats
(eekombo). During the colonial period and since, a large number of Ovambos have migrated
to Windhoek, the capital, in search of work and education and live primarily in Katatura, the
settlement created on the outskirts of Windhoek during the apartheid era.
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Ovambo societies during the pre-colonial and colonial periods were predominantly
matrilineal agro-pastoralist societies demarcated from each other by large areas of forest
and savanmah in the north of the coumry‘zx Until 1840, these areas had remained almost
totally free from Buropean influence. When the first Finnish missionaries arrived in 1870, the
majority of Ovambo societies were headed by Ohambas, or *kings’. During the apartheid era
(1948-1989), black people were relegated to ‘traditional’ homelands. For Ovambo-speaking
people, this was in the north of the country where the majority still live today. Ovambo people
not living within the boundaries of the newly created ‘Ovamboland’ were relocated and
required to carry a work pass when leaving Ovamboland. Namibia gained its independence in
1990 after more than a century of colonial rule, first by Germany and then South Africa. Much
of the struggle for independence from 19661988 was carried out in Ovamboland.

Kinship is an organising principle in Namibia, of more importance than class, and plays
a critical role in decisions regarding socially distributed child rearing.*” What class does in
societies based in the US and Western Europe, kinship does in Namibia — shaping peer
relationships, choices about marriage and fosterage and child-rearing arrangements. Kinshi pin
Namibia has complex variations among different ethnic and linguistic groups, featuring both
bilateral and unilineal systems. Whilst Herero-speakers have a double descent system, among
Ovambo speakers matrilineal descent systems predominate. The Kwanyama term epata refers
to the matrilineal clan and also the kitchen area managed by the woman. Kinship ties are also
recognised with the father’s clan but never descent.* Because the Ovambo system of descent
and inheritance is matrilineal and lineages are simply divisions of matrilineal clans, children
are fully members of their mother’s clan and not their father’s. But important relationships do
exist between the children and the father and his family. While descent is through the mother’s
clan, a system of mutual rights and obligations exists with patrilateral kin.”" Children may
inherit property while the father is alive and he is responsible for their care, While children
belong to their mother’s family and men do not pass on their matrilineal membership to
children, the mother’s brother often plays a pivotal role in the care of children, including
providing care through fosterage. Moral and jural responsibility often rests on the maternal
uncle. Even within this system, however, there is significant variation and complexity. In the
matrilineal inheritance system the husband’s matrilineal kin traditionally have rights to all of
the wife’s possessions after his death. This has changed in recent years as widows have been
increasingly recognised as primary caregivers to many orphans.

Lebert studied inheritance of land, cattle, millet and children, among Ovambo people in
the north of Namibia and describes their matrilineal system.” Upon the death of a man, the
oldest brother is first in line to inherit. If there is no oldest brother, then inheritance goes to
his oldest sister’s oldest son, followed by his sister’s daughter’s oldest son. If a man has no
siblings, inheritance goes to the oldest living male descendent of his mother’s sister. Upon
the death of 4 woman, her children receive the inheritance — girls receive ornaments and

jewellery and boys receive the cattle.

28 M. Salokoski, ‘An Analysis of the Big-Bird Ritual and its Relation to the Consolidation of Kingship during the

Mid-1800s in the Owambo Societies of Northern Namibia' (1998), working paper,

P. Hayes. Namibia Under Sowth African Rule: Mobility and Containmenr 1915 1946 (Athens, OH. Ohio

sity Press, 1998,

wnn. The Ethnography of Southwest Angola, Vol. 1: The Now-Bantu Peoples, the Ambo Fthnic Group

b translation by G. Gibson) (London, London African Pub Co. 19763,

mann, The Ethography of Southwest Angola, Vol ],

32 1 Lebert, ‘Inheritance Practices and Property Rights in the Ohangwena Region’, in R. Gordon (ed.}, The Meaiting
of Inheritance: Perspectives from Nemibia tWindhoek, Namibia, Legal Assistance Centre, 200%), pp. 71-94,
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The Case-Study: Fosterage among Four Families in Namibia

Following a small dirt and sand road about three kilometres to the east of the village of
Eenhana. not far from the Angolan border in northern Namibia, three of the four families in
the study reside in traditional homesteads near to one another. Fenhana was of particular
importance during the Liberation Struggle as it was the home of one of South Africa’s fargest
army bases. A strict curfew was in place from the beginning of the struggle through to 1989,
Recently, mass graves have been uncovered in the village, holding the bodies of villagers and
South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO) fighters. All of the families except one
lived in the village during the struggle for independence.

The village now consists of a small shopping centre and is developing with new buildings
for local government (governor’s office). The heart of the village is the informal location
where one will find the market and several shebeens selling traditional millet beer (tombo).
Two of the women in the study are related from Families 2 and 3. Family 2, the Kolos, live in
the capital city of Windhoek, Namibia. The Tare (father) of the house is a brother to Meme
{mother) Makamo of Family 1, described below. Over 700 kilometres separates the three
families in the north from the family in Windhoek.

Family 1: The Makamos

Outside Eenhana, the Makamo house is set back into the bush, requiring a walk or drive
through thick sand to approach. With no electricity, the Makamos paid to have a borehole dug
and a tap installed in 2006, Before this they walked three kilometres into town to fetch water.
The homestead is surrounded by a traditional stick fence (which is now being replaced by wire)
and is a mix of ‘traditional” huts and two cement houses with tin roofs. The bi ¢ house is for the
adults primarily but other children sleep there too. The small house next to the main house is
currently where the boys sleep. Chickens fill the yard and goats and cattle sleep close by, in the
corral to the west of the homestead. The homestead is surrounded by a clearing of trees where
each year the main staple of omahangu (millet) is planted, tended and harvested by all the
women in the house. Both Meme and Tate have higher education and are considered amongst
the most educated in the village. Meme Makamo currently works for the Ministry of Basic
Education and Culture, training teachers in the rural schools towards upgrading their
certificates. She spent the majority of her career as a teacher and then as vice principal
of the primary school in Eenhana. Tate Makamo spent 15 years as vice principal of the
Senior Secondary School in Eenhana and is now working as a circuit inspector, responsible
for the supervision of 110 primary schools in the region. The Makamos met while teaching at
their first jobs in a nearby village and married shortly after. Tate Makamo is currently 45 and
Meme 48.

At the time of data collection, eleven people lived in the Makamo house., three adults and
eight children. The Makamos have three biological children. The youngest was fostered to
Family 3 in Windhoek when she was six vears old. She is currently fifteen. The Makamos first
fostered in Loide when she was two years old. Loide is the daughter of the first-born sister to
Meme. Loide’s mother went into exile in Angola and was killed shortly after Loide was born.
Loide was brought back to Windhoek and was living at a SWAPO camp when the Makamos
learned of her. They went quickly to collect her. They later fostered seven girls and three

boys. They fostered out their last-born Kavenna to Family 2, the Kolos.
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Family 2: The Kolos

Cutside of Windhoek, in the township of Katatura, in an area called Wanahenda (a name that
blends the names of four of Namibia's ethnic groups: Wambo, Nama, Herero, and Damara) the
Kolos live in a cement, three bedroom house. Built in 1997, the house has running water and
electricity, paid for with a prepaid card. The house is painted a bright purple with a matching
purple fence for security. The front entrance consists of a sitting area that is usually filled with
children and adults, which runs into the kitchen. Tate Kolo works in the Namibian Defence
Force and in the past two years has been away, intermittently, in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo and Angola. Meme Kolo completed grade 12 in the north and currently has a job in the
Office of the President. The house, however, serves as a place for many to visit. During each of
my interviews there, other adults who were staying there were described as “visiting’. Because
Windhoek is the administrative capital, the Kolo house provides a base for a large network of
extended kin when they are visiting the city. The Kolos fostered Kavenna when she was six years
old. The Kolos first foster child was Ndeshi at age 8, who is the biological child of Family 3. the
Hangulas. The mother of Family 2 was herself fostered to Family 3, the Hangulas, as a child.

Family 3: The Hangulas

Following the same road to the east of Eenhana is the Hangula homestead. It borders Family
4’s house and is across the road from Family 1. The Hangula’s home has both cement houses
and ‘traditional’ huts. No running water or electricity is present in the home and water is
carried in from the village about two kilometres away. The family is currently constructing a
new home in the town of Eenhana and describes it as ‘the house for the big Tate’, meaning
Tate Hangula. This home has indoor plumbing and electricity. They own a bakkie {pick-up)
and often give neighbours lifts. They are a well-respected family in the village and describe
themselves as "Christians’. Meme Hangula is usually seen wearing a ‘traditional” Ovambo
dress with a decorative “Western-style” brimmed hat. Both Tate and Meme Hangula are
trained as teachers. Tate works as the principal of a nearby primary school where he has
worked for the past 18 years. Meme Hangula teaches at Omukumo school and has been a
colleague of Meme Makamo and Peni. During the period of the research there were 13 people
living in her house — four aduits and nine children. The Hangulas have eight biological
children. Lesheni, now 25, was the only child fostered out, to Meme Hangula's brother who
requested that he go and live with him when he was 5 years old.

Family 4: Peni

Peni’s home was specifically selected because of the differences that exist between her family
and that of the other families. In addition, she is not linked to the other families through foster
children. Peni’s home is the only female-headed household in the case study. She also
identifies herself as Ombalantu, a different Ovambo lineage group than the other families who
identify themselves as Kwanyama. Her husband died eight years ago. There is one cement
house standing where she, her sons and her brother sleep. Two additional, small corrugated
iron houses surrounded by a fence made of sticks demarcate the homestead. These houses are
where the other adults living with Peni stay. A refrigerator turned upside down in the sand and
a few overturned chairs scatter the area. The remains of a cement foundation where another
home previously stood are visible. According to Ovambo “tradition”, the husband’s maternal
kin have rights to the property when he dies. After her husband’s death, Peni's husband’s
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faunily took most of the possessions in the home and the materials that were used to build it.
She then built the house she currently lives in. Peni received a grade 12 education and was
employed as a teacher at Omukumo for 11 years. Shortly before her husband’s death she
opened a small restaurant in the village and now manages it full time. Five adults currently
live in the house with two children. Peni’s biological sons are both living with her and her
only foster child, Magdelena, is presently at school in Windhoek. Magdelena is a true orphan
who came to live with Peni when she was eight vears old. Her mother is a relative of Peni and
sent a letter requesting that Peni take care of Magdelena ‘as if she were her own child’.

Thematic Analysis

Because I am interested in their kinship relationships, children in the study are broadly
understood as biological children, fostered children, or orphans. This is my heuristic and not
how children are described within these families. Among Ovambo speakers these categories
are fluid and children who are fostered before the death of a parent fall between categories of
fostered or orphan; only fully becoming ‘orphaned’ after the death of the parent. Children are
not described as fostered but more often within the system of oluteka (the raising of other
people’s children) as ‘my sister’s daughter’, or ‘my sister’s son’, in line with the matrilineal
descent system.

Six themes emerged from the interviews and observations, which I consider below. These
consist of (1) “The ins and outs of childcare’: reasons to foster a child: (2) *All things being
equal’ equality among fostered and biological children; (3) ‘Negotiating the exchange’: (4)
‘Refusing, appeasing, and withholding’; (5) The exchange; (6) ‘A new home": life after the
exchange.

‘The Ins and Outs of Childcare’: Reasons to Foster a Child

Motivations from both donor and recipient families often dictate the particulars of a fostering
arrangement. Families may seek out a fostering arrangement for their own biological child.
while others may be approached and asked to ‘part with’ a child. While explicit requests are
often made for a child, the recipient family that wants the child must have a good reason and
articulate it. The following reasons emerged.

Gifts

Among Ovambo-speaking people, children are given as gifts; often to couples on their wedding
day. Children too small to be fostered are promised and await an agreed upon time to be
collected by their foster parents and moved to the new home, usually after breastfeeding or in
middle childhood. Girls who are fostered as gifts receive the name. Ndapewa. which means
‘gift’. Ndeleo was given to the Hangula family (Family 3) as a wedding gift and is referred to in
Eenhana as Ndapewa. Meme Hangula received two of her children as gifts, as she explained:

When I married, Ndapewa’s mother, who is the last born to my mother. she said, *Oh, T will give
you Ndapewa'. We stayed with her for only one year and her mother passed away so she is with
us when that happened ... Hangula is another story. The day we married, Hangula was born on
that day. That is why his parents give him to vs. His mother is my husband’s sister. So it is
special. ™

33 Interview, Patricia Hangula, family 3, village of Eenbana. 15 Septermber 2006,
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Marriage affords a time to create fosterage relationships as new couples are thought to
need children to help care for their house and animals. However, children are also given as
gifts at other times. Women described giving children to women who were unsuccessful at
having their own children. The nature of a gift requires it be received not asked for explicitly.
Timo was given to the Makamos in this manner. As Hendrina remembered, ‘We were just
given him as a gift from my brother. He said “This is vour son. You can take care of him”, and
he told us the mother agreed.”™

Namesakes and Grandmothers

Two categories of relationships, the child’s namesake, and their maternal grandmother, hold a
unique place in the practice of child fosterage among Ovambo people. If either request to stay
with the child, this request was described as ‘very difficult to refuse’. In many cases children
are requested by maternal grandmothers and live there until school age. This provides
education in ‘traditional ways of living” that many parents who now live in urban areas also
want for their children. Among Ovambo people it is common for the father to name a child
after a living person. This person becomes the child’s namesake and holds a special place
with privileges and rights to the child upon request. This was unanimously the one category
which could not be refused when requesting the child. As Ndeleo described:

Like Popi's namesake, Ndaitwa, from the regional office in the village, if she decided T will take

my namesake it is hard to refuse the child 1 her. If you are a real friend and she is a real friend it is

hard to refuse.™
Fostering namesakes is commonly practised. The degree of friendship and closeness mediates
the exchange of children, and namesakes who are described as close are nearly impossible to
refuse. Both Meme Hangula and Kolo fostered in children named after them.

FEeonomics

Household economics steers fostering choices as children are often fostered to families who
have the economic resources to support them, and are usually not fostered to a family that
does not have the economic resources to support the child. These are choices made by both
the donor and recipient family. While fostering to more economically successful homes is one
strategy, Ndeleo decided to care for one of Hangula’s children as a way of repaying a debt she
felt she had to the family.
When [ get married, [ told my husband what they [Hangula family] did for me. T don’t have
something to pay for it, so 1 decided to take Ndeshi to stay with me so she can get a better
education, and U'm the one that should take the responsibility for her. Because | don’t have
something to give them. T accept Ndeshi like she is my own.*

Caring for children through fostering arrangements can replace monetary reimbursement
for debts. Some women were in the position of having more economic resources than others.
Meme Hangula explained her experience of fostering some of her sister’s children in Shiweta
at age 6 — her sister’s large family size and her lack of financial resources were identified as
reasons for Meme Hangula to become a foster parent.

34 Interview, Hendrina Makamo, family 1, village of Eenhana, 14 October 2006.
35 Interview, Ndeleo Kolo, family 2, Windhoek, 28 September 2006,

36 Interview, Ndeleo Kolo, 28 September 2006.






