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1. Introduction 

Namibia offers a unique context for research due to its history. It also differs from its 

big brother South-Africa, as the post-apartheid era has been peaceful, and the race-based 

violence is rare. Furthermore, the tribal diversity is rich in the country. There are eight 

tribes in Namibia: Owambos (approximately half of the population), Kavangos, 

Damaras, Namas, Hereros, Caprivians, the San and Setswanas (Suzman, 2002). Also 

whites and coloureds form own minorities.  

Despite the great amount of natural resources, the economic inequalities remain 

enormous in contemporary Namibia. The class differences between racial and tribal 

groups are one of the biggest in the world. However, the post-apartheid legislation 

drives extreme equality between races, tribes and genders. The societal transformation 

of the past 25 years and the spirit of the new constitution have succeeded in shaping the 

attitudes regarding the racial, tribal and gender norms. 

This study will explore the identities of young, black, female nurses coming from 

different tribes. More specifically identity is approached through the concept of 

decency. In this research I ask what decency means especially in terms of socio-

economic class, race, tribe, gender and the nursing profession. Decency as a concept 

proves its usefulness as it investigates identity and group relations in the light of one’s 

own ‘moral betterness’. These insights often clash with the views of other groups and 

individuals as respectability is often demonstrated by discrediting others. Still, to 

understand the group relations, we need to comprehend the divergent aspects of the 

decency perceptions. In order to catch the multidimensionality of respectability, I will 

use the concept of intersectionality to reveal the connections between the class, racial, 

tribal, gender and nursing respectabilities. 

To get a glimpse from the ideas of decency, I conducted 12 individual interviews with 

the nurses working in the Katutura hospital in the summer of 2015. Katutura is the 

previous (and more or less contemporary) black township in the capital Windhoek. I had 

an opportunity to access to the work place of the nurses and to get to know with them 

well. Like often in ethnography, I had challenges in the field work, but I still succeed to 

get rich data. The methodologies are discussed in the chapter four, but before that I 
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present the Namibian context and introduce my theoretical framework in the chapters 2 

and 3. 

As mentioned, the key idea of this research is that the different decencies intertwine 

with each other. Considering this, it was slightly problematic to define the structure of 

this thesis. To certain extent, the analysis chapter will investigate the 

multidimensionality one dimension at the time, because it seemed the only reasonable 

option to handle the overall complexity. However, my aim is also to describe the 

connections of the intersections as systematically as possible.  

The first section of the paper will investigate the backgrounds of the nurses; why they 

had ended up where they were today. The importance of this part of the thesis stems 

from the intention to reflect the influence of their backgrounds to the ideas on good 

morals. Second section instead will explore the nurses’ relations to the upper and lower 

socio-economic classes. Why are these groups conceived unrespectable? In both cases, 

both the structural and individual explanations are touched upon. The third part will 

discuss the specific link between gender and class. On the one hand, the nurses 

reminded that men held better opportunities in life and that the patriarchal structures 

favoured men. On the other hand, the interviewees also despised the women relying on 

the financial assistance of men and accused them for their economic distress. The 

economic independence was perceived being a fundamental cornerstone of female 

respectability, and hereby, those women who did not fulfill these requirements did not 

reach the decent moral standards. 

The fourth section will also handle the ‘proper womanhood’. However, it focuses on the 

not purely economic aspects like the division of labour at home and the femininity and 

non-femininity of the nursing profession. Moreover, the ideals of a traditional woman 

and wife will be deliberated. Both gender chapters reveal the prevailing and conflicting 

expectations the Namibian women encounter; a respectable woman is supposed to 

follow the traditions at same time of being modern and independent. 

After the questions of gender the thesis will continue to the decencies of race and tribe. 

It will discuss the simultaneous resistance and reproduction of prejudices and strong 

group boundaries. In addition, the chapter five will claim that the post-apartheid era has 

created and strengthened the so-called alternative identities. Alongside the racial 
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belonging has emerged a new equality-based, Namibian identity underlining the 

universal human rights. Similarly, the tribal identities have got more space in the years 

after independence. Finally, the sixth and seventh chapters will discourse the findings in 

a broader context and conclude. 
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2. The Namibian context: class, race, tribe and gender 

In this part I introduce Namibian setting from different perspectives. I will start by 

discussing the socio-economic conditions of today from a general point of view and will 

try to present the current trends of Namibian socio-economic situation. The second part 

will focus on racial and tribal matters, both in terms of class and contemporary group 

identities, stereotypes and racism. Thirdly, the section 2.3. will consider the gender roles 

and the class inequalities between men and women. Gender roles, similar to the racial 

and tribal relations, will be investigated also with respect to both the colonial influence. 

 

2.1. The socio-economic inequalities of today 

Namibia with its 2,5-million-population belongs to the group of upper middle income 

countries (World Bank, 2016a). Nevertheless, despite its position as one of the richest 

countries in Africa and the equality promotive national policies, wealth is divided 

extremely unequally. The latest Gini index from the year 2009 was 61,0 % (World 

Bank, 2016b), in the scale of 0 % signifying perfect equality and 100 % standing for 

complete inequality. 29 % of the population lived below the national poverty line in 

2009 (World Bank, 2016a), and the unemployment rates in the country remain high. 

Based on the findings of The Labour Force Survey (2010, in Jauch et al. 2011) 51,2 % 

of the Namibian labour force was without official employment. The numbers are even 

higher among women (58,4 %) compared to men (43,5 %). Moreover, the rates are 

extremely alarming especially in the case of youth. (Jauch et al. 2011)  

The income inequalities are in most cases related to the racial, tribal or language 

memberships. For example, it has been found that especially those speaking Khoe 

languages as their first language tend to be poorer than others. To give a comparison, 

Afrikaans and English speakers (most of them being white) are rarely living under the 

poverty line. Also women are, in general, proved to be in worse socio-economic 

positions compared to men. (Jauch et al. 2011) Gender, race and tribe have an effect for 

example to the educational opportunities. Despite the government’s ‘Education for All’ 

guideline, the drop-outs in the secondary school are not divided evenly to all groups 

(Biraimah, 2016). The racial, tribal and gender dimensions of inequality will be 

discussed more deeply in the following sections.  
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Besides the gender, racial and tribal specific class inequalities, there is a gap between 

the rural and urban inhabitants. Despite the existing poverty in the black township of 

Katutura in Windhoek the average income revenues are higher compared to the remote 

villages. This is mainly due to the better educational and employment opportunities in 

the capital. This also mirrors the inequalities between agricultural and non-agricultural 

sectors: poverty tends to be the most severe in the provinces, where subsistence farming 

is the main source of livelihood. In the rural areas where the livestock rearing ia more 

common than cultivation the per capita income levels are higher. (Ekström, 2003)  

Another challenge for Namibian equality stems from the high prevalence of HIV/AIDS. 

Based on the estimates of UNAIDS from the year 2015 approximately 13 % of the adult 

population (aged 15 to 49) was living with the HIV infection. In absolute numbers this 

means something between 200000 and 230000 individuals. Furthermore, according to 

the estimations, 45000 children had become orphan due to the AIDS deaths. (UNAIDS, 

2016) The disease has also gender aspect as the scholars talk about the feminization of 

HIV/AIDS. Infection has become more common among women as many of them “lack 

control over their own sexuality [as a result of] economic dependence, sexual violence 

and patriarchal sexual cultures”. (Jauch et al. 2011) 

A new phenomenon in Namibian class relations is the emergence of the small black 

elite. During the apartheid all Africans were equally poor, more or less, excluding the 

corrupted tribal chiefs, who were cooperating with the colonizers. Also the coloureds 

and Asians had slightly better position as they were allowed to own assets and start 

businesses (Terreblanche, 2005: 398-399). However, even during the apartheid there 

were so-called “shack lords”: blacks who got enriched through criminal activities in the 

poor neighbourhoods. Slowly when the discriminatory legislation was invalidated, the 

gang leaders turned their illegalities to legal business empires. (Terreblanche, 2005: 

399) The black elites have appeared alongside the whites to form the Namibian upper 

class and the extremity to the people living under the poverty line. 

 

2.2. Race and tribe contributing to the class and constructing the (new) group 

identities 

In the post-apartheid context, race still remains a key factor affecting both class 

positions and identities. The class differences between blacks and whites are notable in 
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contemporary Namibia; for example Windhoek is divided into two different realities, 

the poor and the rich. As the apartheid policies intentionally created inequalities 

between racial groups, they also strengthened the racial identities. However, despite the 

fact that the racial identities still exist to great extent, the government’s attempts to 

unify Namibia and its populations has created space for both tribal and national 

identities. In this light, the first part of this section focuses on the history of colonialism 

and its impacts on current unequal socio-economic opportunities of different groups. 

Second part instead discusses on the inter-group attitudes and identities of today. 

Before going deeper into the racial and tribal contexts, I find it essential to explain why 

I have decided to use the word ‘tribe’ instead of ‘ethnic group’ in this thesis. I have two 

simple reasons for this. First of all, the majority of literature on Namibian and South-

African group relations refers to ‘tribe’ instead of ‘ethnicity’. Second of all, ‘tribe’ is the 

term my interviewees used themselves. On a few occasions, I directly asked what would 

be the most politically-correct and accurate way of identifying them. Moreover, I notify 

here that I concentrate in this research to explore the tribal relations and the relations 

between blacks and whites. For example, the group of the coloureds, or the mixed 

population, is only mentioned shortly in some contexts, but not handled as a separate 

theme. With this decision I only follow the themes that were brought up by my 

interviewees. 

 

2.2.1. The colonial past and its influence on the contemporary racial and ethnic 

inequalities 

European imperialism and specifically the Berlin Conference in 1884 sealed the history 

of Namibia, as the European nations divided Africa into colonies. Today’s Namibia was 

pointed to Germany and the area took the name of German South-West Africa. The 

German rule lasted until the First World War in 1915, when the Germans withdrew 

from the contemporary Namibia. During the first years of German colonialism the 

Europeans avoided direct interference in the lives of the indigenous peoples. However, 

slowly the colonizers started to demand land from different groups (Jauch et al. 2011). 

The land ownership had previously been communal as several families and sub-groups 

had owned different productive assets together. When appropriating the land, the 

Germans considered mostly Southern and Eastern parts of the South West Africa, and 
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therefore, the Hereros and Namas were hit strongest (Jauch et al. 2011). Both Hereros 

and Namas resisted the Germans, which led to the destructive genocides between 1904 

and 1907. The number of Hereros decreased 80 % and Namas 50 % during these years. 

The Owambos living in the Northern part of the colony were instead pushed further to 

the north. 

In 1915 the League of Nations mandated British South-Africa to take over the 

governance in previous German South West Africa. The area became the fifth province 

of South-Africa. South Africans maintained the German style of ruling in the region, but 

intensified it to certain extent (Jauch et al. 2011). The South African white population 

was encouraged and persuaded to settle in today’s Namibia with subsidies and other 

technical assistance. Later, in 1948, South Africa launched its discriminatory apartheid 

policy (IDAF, 1991: 89), which resulted from strengthening Afrikaner nationalism in 

the country. The apartheid rule categorized all South-African citizens based on their 

race into the groups of ‘whites’, ‘coloureds’ (consisting of Indians, other Asians and the 

mixed population) and ‘blacks’ (Suzman, 2002). The black majority was subdivided 

further based on tribe or native language (IDAF, 1991: 18). The whole legislation was 

based on racial discrimination to promote the white minority rule and to exclude the 

blacks from the political and economic activities. For example, before the year 1984 

only whites were able to vote in South-Africa (IDAF, 1991: 53). The police state 

monitored the majority (Terreblanche, 2005: 395), and different tribal groups were 

treated unequally in order to avoid the appearance of unified majority opposition 

(Suzman, 2002). 

The discriminatory policies and inequality of apartheid were justified with racist Social 

Darwinist ideology. Sometimes the discrimination was also claimed being compatible 

with European, democratic values and Christian faith. The Afrikaner whites also had the 

experience that the British had benefitted from the exploitation of the black population 

for so long that it was their turn. It was not until the struggles of the liberation that the 

apartheid ideology was questioned. (Terreblanche, 2005: 395-396) 

The apartheid ideology highlighted segregation and the ‘living apart’ like the Afrikaans 

word apartheid can be translated (Jauch et al. 2011). The physical segregation was a 

strategical means to increase the inequalities in South-Africa and the current Namibia, 

and it concerned both services and different kinds of facilities. However, despite the 
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racial separation also the different tribes were forced to live in the specific areas 

directed to them. This was executed both in national and city level. Tribal groups were 

forced to live in tribe-specific Bantustans in rural areas and townships in urban 

environment. (Jauch et al. 2011) The standard of living in the black townships was 

much lower compared to the white neighbourhoods: in most cases they lacked 

sanitation, piped water and electricity (IDAF, 1991: 48). Furthermore, the housing 

shortage in black living areas was extreme. In Windhoek the black township was called 

Katutura, and even today it remains the living area of the most blacks. Regarding the 

rural areas, the apartheid regime invested great amounts in them, but not to the black 

Bantustans; rather they were investments to develop the towns and other white areas 

(Terreblanche, 2002: 386).  

The expropriation of land, first by the Germans and later the South Africans, left only 

40 % of the land to the black majority, while the best farming lands were appointed to 

the white settler farmers. Also the South African government occupied lands from the 

native inhabitants. As South-Africa was in great need of cheap labour due to the 

discoveries of different minerals, it introduced a compulsory tax system to increase the 

number of wage workers. (Jauch et al. 2011) The unprofitable lands of the blacks 

together with the new compulsory tax payments (IDAF, 1991: 18) forced the large share 

of the rural black population to move into cities. Nevertheless, several laws limited the 

women and children’s opportunities to migrate with their husbands and fathers. As men 

migrated to the cities, women remained to practice subsistence farming in the rural 

areas. (Jauch et al. 2011)  

The expenditures on the services of black and white residents were extremely unequal 

during the apartheid rule. This reflected especially into the services like education and 

health care. “Expenditure on health care resources for the white population differed 

from that reserved for the black population at a scale of about 10:1.” Today Namibia’s 

‘Education for All’ policy has improved the educational situation, but the quality of 

teaching still varies to a great extent. “The best results are usually achieved by private 

schools which are expensive and thus only accessible for the elite.” Jauch et al. (2011) 

The apartheid legislation segregated also the facilities of health care and education. In 

Windhoek the black hospital was situated in Katutura, and even today it serves the 

majority of the city’s black population. Its staff remains mainly black apart from some 

white doctors. Katutura hospital is the only fully state-owned hospital in the whole of 
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Namibia, and thus, it offers relatively cheap services compared to the private clinics. In 

general, the black services of apartheid represent nowadays the public sector. 

The opportunities of the blacks regarding employment were also strictly restricted 

before the independence. This was partly due to the direct legislation preventing the 

blacks’ access to permanent, well-paid and skilled jobs (Terreblanche, 2005: 387). 

According to Jauch et al. (2011), nursing was one of the rare technical professions that 

blacks were accepted to occupy, although they could not achieve positions as 

supervisors or managers. Entrepreneurship, the ownership of assets and establishing 

trade unions were also prohibited from the black population. Furthermore, another 

factor limiting the job opportunities of the blacks was the low levels of education and 

the poor-quality of teaching. The historical unequal education hinders the access of 

many blacks to the highly paid employment even today. Even if the managerial jobs 

with good salary are technically available for everyone, the educational background 

does not allow the large share of the blacks to be chosen for these positions. 

(Terreblanche, 2005: 398) 

The new constitution created after the independence in 1990 illegalized the apartheid 

practices and Namibia became a multi-party democracy relying on separated legislative, 

executive and judicial power. (Älli, 1992. 7-10) However, since 1990 the biggest 

political party, SWAPO (South West African People’s Organization) has dominated the 

national decision-making. This is a continuation from the independence struggle started 

in the late 1950s, when the Owambo People’s Organization (OPO) was established to 

fight against the apartheid rule. Soon after its foundation OPO claimed to represent all 

of the dominated populations in the fifth province of South-Africa, and it shifted its 

name to SWAPO. (Suzman, 2002) After the 30 years of liberation struggle SWAPO 

won the first elections of the newly founded Namibia (Älli, 1992: 7-10). Since 1990 

SWAPO has gotten the majority in the parliament in all elections (Suzman, 2002), 

although lately the country elected a Damara president. However, it can be asked how 

big role SWAPO plays nowadays in the construction of the tribal relations in the 

political arena as it has its roots in Owambo representation (Suzman, 2002). SWAPO is 

still the most popular among the Owambo group. 
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2.2.2. The current group relations and the post-colonial identities 

One of the tangible legacies of apartheid in contemporary Namibia is the culture of 

violence. Constant violence from the side of the government generated different 

counter-violent movements during apartheid (Terreblanche, 2005: 401), and the 

violence became the only way for the majority to be heard. It must be noted here that 

today, compared to South-Africa, the black-white crimes are relatively infrequent in 

Namibia, and the violent crimes take place mostly in black communities. The previous 

race-based violence has turned to a black phenomenon. In this context Terreblache 

(2005: 401) reminds that the rich (including all whites) tend to suffer from the property 

crimes, whereas the poor are usually the victims of the personal crimes like violence. 

Moreover, as a result of the physical segregation, the violent crimes are isolated into the 

black neighbourhoods (Budlender in Terreblanche, 2005: 401). There is also a clear 

connection between criminality and poverty: when the opportunities of young men are 

limited they have a bigger chance to involve in criminal activities (Terreblanche, 2005: 

404). In the case of Windhoek, there is a peak in violent crimes every month during the 

payday weekend, when the whole city receives their paycheck on the same day. In 

Namibia the culture of violence shows especially as high numbers of domestic and 

gender-based violence. 

A fundamental determiner of the current Namibian group relations are the stereotypes 

that remain strong in the talks of the different tribal and racial groups. For Fedor, 

stereotypes are a tool to define the ‘other’ (Fedor, 2014). For example, races and 

ethnicities are generalized based on their assumed characteristics (culture, norms, values 

etc.), and the individualities within the group are neglected. Stereotypes intend to 

explain prevalent group relations, and they are internalized already during the 

socialization process. Usually the stereotypes are negative and they often lead to 

prejudice: the ‘other’ is perceived being abnormal and inferior compared to the 

‘betterness’ of one’s own (ethnic) group. Necessarily the prejudice is not articulated 

through the direct negative claims towards the ‘other’, but the credit given to the in-

group implies the inferiority of the out-group. (Fedor, 2014) Embrick & Hendricks 

(2015) remind that stereotyping can lead to stigmatization.  

Although the direct racism is strictly forbidden in post-apartheid countries, the 

discrimination itself has not disappeared. For example Johnstone and Kanitsaki (2009) 
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argue in their study in South-Africa that the illusion of the non-existence of racism takes 

place. According to them, this misconception derives from the change of the 

characteristics of racism. People who in their speech and actions promote equality may 

have unconscious racist attitudes. The old kind of racism justified the “structured 

subordination, exclusion” and discrimination, and it was based on the biological 

difference. (Johnstone & Kanitsaki, 2009) The new racism instead intolerates the 

culture of another racial group, although it still categorizes people into the inferior and 

subordinate races. The invisible discrimination makes its condemnation challenging as 

it uses politically-correct language, and it is implanted in institutions. Racism includes 

much more than racist attitudes, rather it refers to the actions that support discrimination 

and the unequal opportunities of different groups. (Johnstone & Kanitsaki, 2009) 

In the South-African context, Vandeyar (2008) has found that the black youth is 

strongly renegotiating between the old and new perceptions of race. The 

multidimensional identities are constructed in relation to the white population, and the 

black identity, as it is in transformation, aims to combine the history and the 

contemporary changes (Vandeyar, 2008). In Vandeyar’s research three different aspects 

of new identities stood out. First of all, the interviewed black students mentioned how 

they tried desperately to “fit in” in the white culture. The ‘white ways of being and 

living’ were conceived the only right ones. As school has a major impact on the 

identities of young people, this sort of institutionalized racism reproduces the 

discriminatory structures and negative racial relations. As an example, the use of the 

‘white languages’ at the higher grades at school sends a message of the superior status 

of English and Afrikaans. The influence of colonialism and Eurocentrism has not 

disappeared, as the ‘doing well’ requires assimilation to certain norms. Black identities 

are clearly devalued in some contexts, which maintains the hegemonic culture. 

(Vandeyar, 2008)  

Another aspect of the reinvented black identity was formed by the controversy relation 

to the whites. On the other hand, students stressed the post-independence equality, and 

therefore, showed their willingness and individual commitment to the unification 

process. Still on the other hand, it was stated how the whites perceived the blacks ‘being 

stupid’ and how the white teachers ignored the black students in class. The socio-

economic segregation of blacks and whites was also underlined by Vandeyar’s 
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interviewees. These discriminatory attitudes reveal once again the existing 

institutionalized racism. (Vandeyar, 2008) 

The controversy of the black identities embodies the on-going change. The apartheid 

ideology of the white superiority still exists, and it impacts on the black people’s 

psyche. However, the democratic ideals and the aspirations of equity have started to 

question the old truths. In addition, the black students also admitted that there was a 

conflict between the desires of being part of the ‘cool’ white culture and respecting 

one’s ethnic background. (Vandeyar, 2008) These challenges were often encountered 

with the creation of totally new identities like “universal popular culture”, for instance 

(Wasserman & Jacobs in Vandeyar, 2008). It can be said that the globalization has made 

the alternative identities available, and it has blurred the boundaries of racial and ethnic 

identifications. In short, the non-coloured identifications have emerged in post-apartheid 

South-Africa. (Vandeyar, 2008)  

Besides the national and racial identities certain tribal uniqueness has become a trendy 

part of one’s identity. A good example of this is the recently blossomed Nama identity. 

The Namas experienced extreme hostility already before the apartheid during the 

Herero and Nama genocides in 1904-1907, and the missionaries perceived them as “too 

primitive and inferior” to be taken into the Christian Sunday schools (Sharp & 

Boonzaier, 1994). They were commonly reviled ‘Hotnots’. During the German 

colonialism the Namas were stigmatized as ‘underclass’ because they worked as 

servants in the white farms and worked in mines. The inferior position led to shame and 

the concealment of one’s tribe. This lasted also in the apartheid times, when the Namas 

were still set below many other groups. However, after independence the Namas have 

started to show pride over their ethnic background. They have worked for the visibility 

of their culture in the national media, and started to use again their native language in 

public instead of Afrikaans. (Sharp & Boonzaier, 1994) According to Sharp & 

Boonzaier (1994), this still does not mean that the Namas would like to preserve the 

traditional tribal culture, but rather they constantly negotiate between different 

identities. The international movement to acknowledge the indigenous identities has 

supported the development of the Nama identity, and it shows how something shameful 

or even stigmatizing has become a source of dignity. (Sharp & Boonzaier, 1994) 
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Like noted above, the Namibian constitution has been said to have a great influence on 

the identities. It endorses reconciliation as one of its main goals (Suzman, 2002). 

Ethnically divided population is aimed to unite by promoting national development and 

to create a Namibian identity beside the tribal ones (Suzman, 2002). The constitution 

relying on the universal human rights represents the total opposite of the previous 

inequality and segregation. However, like Krüger notes (1998) the formation of national 

identity is problematic as there are still important concerns questioning the unity of the 

peoples. First of all, Krüger mentions the fears that both the whites and blacks hold. The 

apartheid elites are scared of the possible legislation changes, which could make them to 

lose their wealth. On the other hand, the majority of Namibians is afraid of the possible 

law changes justifying the benefits of the elite and possibly weakening the “social peace 

process”. (Krüger, 1998) Secondly Krüger emphasizes the controversies of the new, 

‘Western style’ of constitution and the traditional customary law, which is in use in the 

rural tribal reserves. It is apparent that these two conflict in many cases. The customary 

law is stated to threaten the idea of the de-ethnicized citizenship and to jeopardize the 

coherent Namibian identity. From another point of view the constitution ignores the 

diversity between groups and the practices of traditional communities. In addition, as a 

third challenge for the unified Namibia, the unsolved land question still troubles the 

relations between groups. The forced resettlements and the losses of land of the tribes 

have never been compensated. (Krüger, 1998) 

 

2.3. Gender in the Namibian society 

Not only racial and tribal relations experienced an enormous change during the 

colonialism, but also the gender roles were strongly affected by the Europeans. The 

apartheid policies and ideologies had an impact on current perceptions on gender and 

the images what women and men should be like. I will start this section with the 

historical insight to the evolution the gender roles have gone through, and I will proceed 

to describe the contemporary inequalities by concentrating on two specific themes that 

exemplify the vulnerable situations of Namibian women: HIV/AIDS and the conflict 

between traditional customary law and the human rights based constitution. 
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2.3.1. Europeans reshaping the gender roles 

There is some evidence that the precolonial gender roles were not as unequal as they 

were after the arrival of the Europeans. In some communities women held positions 

with great power; they had good access to property, and they were respected due to their 

invaluable agricultural input (Becker, 2007). For example, among the Owambos entire 

cultivation laid in the hands of women, whereas men were responsible for the cattle 

herding. Also the family organization of the Owambos was based on the matrilineal 

system. In the Owambo and Kavango communities it was the female queens, who 

served as tribal chiefs and healers. (Becker, 2007) 

As apartheid controlled the female migration and commanded that worker men were not 

allowed to take their families with them to cities, women were pushed to stay in 

villages. This resulted the increase of the female workload: women ran the split 

households, they were in charge of child-rearing and the subsistence farming, and they 

replaced men in the previous male tasks. In cases when women had an opportunity to 

get a paid job, the salaries were extremely low. Mostly these jobs were cleaning or 

domestic work. (Jauch et al. 2011) 

Becker (2007) also discusses the European ideologies that colonialism brought into 

Namibia. These ideals restructured the perceptions of gender roles. According to Becker 

(2007), the white male ideologies conceived indigenous women too weak to cooperate 

as village representatives or chiefs with the colonial administrators. It was men who 

spoke for the natives and served as tools of the colonial indirect rule. As women’s 

migration was restricted, they had to stay under the watching eye of the male chiefs. 

(Becker, 2007) Furthermore, the missionary work tended to strengthen the traditional 

European gender roles in Namibia. The Christian mission supported the male 

dominance and the control over female sexuality as it spread the word of a ‘humble 

housewife’ and underlined woman’s place by her husband’s side. (Becker, 2007) 

Hungwe (2007) discovers the similar pattern in the case of South-Rhodesia, where 

missionaries intentionally supported traditional femininity by teaching traditional ‘wife 

skills’ like sewing, knitting and cooking. However, Becker notes that especially the 

Finnish mission also offered new opportunities for women in Namibia (Becker, 2007). 

Finnish missionaries made professional training accessible for young women by 
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educating for example nurses and teachers. Christian faith also decreased the number of 

polygamous marriages significantly. (Becker, 2007) 

Hungwe (2006) describes the results of the new ideologies in South-Rhodesia by stating 

that it was the European-origin middle class, especially women, who stigmatized those 

female natives who were either economically independent or single. These new 

mindsets equated independent women with prostitutes: the whole concept of a prostitute 

changed as it started to include all women not living under the male control. This made 

female independence despicable in the society, as the value of a woman consisted only 

of marriage and successful childbearing and motherhood. Moreover, women’s worth 

was linked to the community membership, and thus, mobile ways of living were 

condemned. Both male and female colonialists, rural chiefs and missionaries all had 

their role in the creation of the ‘Western housewife’ in Southern Africa. (Hungwe, 

2006) 

 

2.3.2. Today’s gender inequalities: the feminization of HIV/AIDS and the unfavorable 

legal practices 

I could list here a lot of statistics and themes of gender inequalities, like unemployment 

and low salaries, that take place in Namibia. However, I have decided to focus on two 

topics that are fundamentally important to understand the complexities of female 

deprivation in the country. Firstly, I will exemplify how traditional beliefs and attitudes 

hampering the fight against women’s HIV/AIDS. Secondly, I will continue by 

discussing how the traditional practices sometimes contradict with the modern post-

apartheid legislation.  

Although the awareness on HIV/AIDS is relatively good in Namibia, the traditional 

outlooks set obstacles for safe sex. Sexual capability is perceived being a crucial part of 

manhood, and hereby, a wife’s abstinence appears embarrassing for the large share of 

men. Fertility also signifies the good health of a woman and increases her status in the 

community. Because of this, many infected women try to prove their good condition by 

having children. As HIV is transmitted in pregnancy, many children get the disease 

before birth. The existence of polygamy, justified with the practices of the ancestors, 

also sets women in worse positions in terms of the HIV/AIDS infection risk as men are 
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allowed to have several partners but for women it is conceived being improper. This 

reflects the different norms of sexual behaviour for men and women. Moreover, for 

some individuals condoms represent the endeavour of Europeans to control the African 

population, and therefore, they are resisted on principle. (Edwards, 2007)  

The questioning of the male preferences regarding sexual intercourse is also challenging 

for women due to economic matters. Economic reliance and the threat of violence may 

lead to the situation in which the woman does not have control over her body, and she 

cannot negotiate the safety aspects of sex. Similarly, woman’s capability to have 

children can diminish the risk of abandonment and increase the amount of economic 

support from her husband or boyfriend. Having children can be a precondition for a 

decent standard of living. Also the customary bride wealth (lobola) obligates women to 

be fertile and able to start a family. In case of childlessness the wife’s parents have to 

pay the lobola money back to the husband’s relatives. (Edwards, 2007) Many families 

cannot pay these kinds of amounts so the daughters are expected to have children in 

their marriage despite the HIV/AIDS infection. 

Besides the challenges of the feminization of HIV/AIDS, the conflict between modern 

and traditional also exists in legal context. It is true that the Namibian post-

independence legislation underlines neutrality and complete gender equality. Gender 

policy of the new legislation highlights the principles to empower women, like rural 

development and the guaranty of education and reproductive health (Becker, 2010). To 

decrease of gender-based violence is also in the legal agenda, same as securing the 

gender equality in decision making. Independence symbolizes the change after the 

apartheid discrimination, even if the consolidation of the new law and traditions is not 

always unproblematic. (Becker, 2010) Hubbard (2007) has studied the Namibian law 

from the gender perspective, and her conclusion is that despite the fact that on paper the 

law is extremely equal, in practice it often neglects the traditional customs and the 

diverse circumstances. It can be said that gender equality is commonly supported among 

the people (men and women) when it considers the public sphere, but in the home 

setting the attitudes are more old-fashioned. Religion and customary law are the 

frequent arguments to oppose the new policies and legal changes considering gender 

equality. (Hubbard, 2007) I will introduce below two good examples on the 

controversial legal practices: ownership and gender-based violence. 
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The reforms of legislation concerning women’s ownership have caused debate as they 

sometimes contradict with traditional practices. In 1996 the Married Persons’ Equality 

Act removed the men’s right to administer the property of their wives. Today, in the 

case of shared property, the wife should also be consulted before any decisions made. 

However, in many contexts this law has been disregarded by invoking to the historical 

habits and beliefs. Later in 2003 it was legislated that female widows can inherit the 

lands of their late husband’s, even if they had re-married. This is definitely a step 

forward, but it still ignores for example the position of women living in polygamous 

marriages. (Hubbard, 2007) Furthermore, the patrilocal tradition encourages female 

widows to return to their childhood homes (Hubbard, 2007) instead of staying on the 

lands of the deceased husband.  

Another type of legislation promoting gender equity is the one concerning rape and 

domestic violence. Marital rape was illegalized in 2000, but the traditional attitude 

towards the fact that the wife always has to be willing to participate in sexual 

intercourse still exists (Hubbard, 2007). Moreover, before its acceptance the law 

prohibiting domestic violence was opposed in the parliament with the claim that men 

could not protect themselves anymore from the witchcraft practiced by their wives. 

Thus, the men would be pushed into the inferior positions compared to women. 

(Hubbard, 2007) Also abortion remains illegal in Namibia. In 1975 the Abortion and 

Sterilization Act prohibited abortion unless the health of the mother is threatened or in 

case of rape. Still, even in these cases it is a slow process to get permission for abortion. 

(LaFont, 2007) The ban has led to the growing trend of self-produced miscarriages 

bringing serious health complications with them. 

In sum, we can say that apartheid still influences on the Namibian society. Similar to the 

group relations, the gender roles of today are shaped by the discriminatory history. 

However, the change is taking place, not less in the spirit of the human rights based 

constitution. The new ideologies and legal practices clash with the old ones and together 

with the feminization of HIV/AIDS they impact on women’s class positions. As the 

society supports simultaneously the traditional and modern gender roles, the 

controversial signals are sent for women (and men as well). It is contested what is 

expected from a decent woman.  
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3. Intersectional decency and the research questions 

This part of the thesis will outline the analysis section by discussing the concepts of 

‘decency’ and ‘intersectionality’, which are the cornerstones of my analysis. Firstly, I 

will look into decency, or respectability, as a mechanism to access power: how it 

legitimizes certain types of behaviours and discredits others. The second section will go 

deeper into the relation between decency and class. I will illustrate here how both the 

people socio-economically ‘above’ and ‘below’ are perceived immoral. Then I will 

continue by presenting the idea of intersectional (in)justice. I will describe how 

inequalities are not purely economic matters, but they intertwine with cultural practices 

and stances of the society. In this case, the women of the Namibian San tribe offer a 

great example of the multiple oppression and intersectional inequality. After this I will 

introduce the current phenomenon in Namibia; how young women are balancing 

between both traditional and modern expectations. The last section before formulating 

the research questions will deal with the perceptions of a decent nurse, and what kinds 

of aspects construct the ‘ideal nurse’. 

 

3.1. Respectability as a mechanism to access power 

Respectability, in relation to socio-economic class and gender, is studied in Beverley 

Skeggs’ research originally from the year 1997. She argues that respectability (or 

decency) is a common way to ’other’ and differentiate other groups from the own in-

group. Respectability symbolizes moral-based authority as the indecent groups are 

perceived being in need of control. Skeggs notes that (in)decency is usually constructed 

through dis-identification, through demonstrations of ‘what I am not’ rather than ‘what I 

am’. (Skeggs, 2001: 1, 3) Moreover, it is crucial to keep in mind that the ideas of 

respectability are produced and reproduced as a result of discourse, and the perceptions 

of others impact on one’s self-image. As an example, Skeggs mentions how the middle-

class influences on the self-perceptions of the working class. (Skeggs, 2001: 4-5)  

For Skeggs class means, in the spirit of Bourdieu, unequal access to different capitals. 

In other words, the access to economic resources, social contacts, education and skills is 

not divided in an equal manner for different classes. In the case of decency, Skeggs 

highlights the role of cultural capital. Power comes into the picture when the cultural 
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capital turns into the symbolic capital: when it becomes legitimized in the society. 

(Skeggs, 2001: 8) Decency functions as a justification for the legitimization, and the 

legitimized symbolic capital enables the access to power. Inequality stems from the 

situations, in which certain cultural capitals are perceived more decent than others. 

Thus, they appear more justified than others and do not turn into symbolic capital to the 

same extent. Here the group memberships, like gender or race, represent cultural 

capitals, and they are conceived to hold a different ‘decency value’. For example, 

masculinity and whiteness are “valued (and normalized) forms of cultural capital”, 

which are more legitimate compared to femininity and blackness. Masculinity and 

whiteness are seen more respectable. Hence, we can conclude that the underrated group 

memberships, or cultural capitals, generate different amounts of symbolic capital and 

power. (Skeggs, 2001: 9)  

Similar to Skeggs, Anthias and Yuval-Davies (1992) highlight the unequal valuation of 

cultural capitals. They note that excluded groups are not able to take advantage of the 

opportunities available in the society, because of their lower socio-economic class. This 

is due to the fact that gender, ethnic and racial cultural capitals are not conceived being 

equally legitimized (or decent). These justifications appear as ‘natural explanations’ for 

inequality. (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 1992: 18) Racism is a good example of an 

ideology justifying structural socio-economic inequalities (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 

1992: 66), and therefore, it is possible to claim that colonialism has had a major impact 

on the current unequal accesses to symbolic capital and power (Anthias & Yuval-

Davies, 1992: 61, 64). However, it is crucial to remind that the lack of capitals does not 

mean that it would not be resisted (Skeggs, 2001: 11) or that the resistance would 

necessarily lead to gaining more power. Resistance refers to the refusal “to be seen as 

powerless”. (Skeggs, 2001: 11)  

 

3.2. Decency in relation to the ‘people above’ and ‘people below’ 

Behind the concept of decency lie the ideas of dignity, self-worth and morality. This 

was the conclusion of Michele Lamont (2000) who interviewed American working men 

with immigrant backgrounds about their views on decency. Lamont divides the 

‘indecent them’ into two groups: people socio-economically below and those in better 

class positions (Lamont, 2000: 2-3). This kind of division to ‘people above’ and ‘people 
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below’ enables the examination of decency in terms of class. In the context of 

contemporary Namibia class and decency connect tightly to, for example, tribe, race and 

gender. Profession instead is a crucial component of class and class identity. 

In relation to the ‘people below’ Lamont’s respondents credited themselves mostly 

based on their individual characteristics like responsibility and good working ethics. 

Interviewees despised laziness and reliance to others, whereas work symbolized 

autonomy, control and competence. This brought the workers pride. (Lamont, 2000: 26-

27) The interviewees highlighted their personal struggles and successes, and how they 

had successfully achieved for example economic self-reliance through hard work. 

(Lamont, 2000: 133-134) In comparison, the ‘people below’ held the unrespectable 

values like hedonism and the seeking of pleasure from alcohol and drugs. (Lamont, 

2000: 142)  

However, there were some exceptions in the perceptions regarding the ‘people below’. 

Especially black interviewees told how they understood the poor as the situations and 

the circumstances were not always favourable. In these cases the good personal attitude 

was not enough. (Lamont, 2000: 139) The men felt compassion towards the ‘people 

below’. Nevertheless, the other side of the story was that the same respondents who saw 

the structural causes of poverty stated that they tried to keep their distance to the ‘people 

below’ (Lamont, 2000: 146). As they already had succeeded to achieve socio-economic 

mobility and to escape poverty, they did not want to be pushed back to the starting 

point. (Lamont, 2000: 146) 

Also in relation to the ‘people above’ the explanations of the worse socio-economic 

position tended to be both structural and individual. The interviewees brought up for 

example their unequal access to education, resources and contacts (Lamont, 2000: 119), 

and they implied that the economic success was not always possible to achieve only 

with good individual choices. (Lamont, 2000: 146) Furthermore, Lamont’s interviewees 

stigmatized the ‘people above’ based on their lack of sincerity and arrogance towards 

the worse-off, and thus, emphasized their own moral superiority. Money was mentioned 

to cause the decay of traditional values and forgetting “what is truly important in life”. 

(Lamont, 2000: 108, 110) In general, decency offered the interviewed men a means to 

compensate the lack of financial resources with better morals (Lamont, 2000: 3). 
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3.3. Economic and cultural injustices intertwined 

For Nancy Fraser (2003), social injustice appears as a two-dimensional condition. It 

consists of economic and cultural factors that together construct (in)equality. She 

focuses, to great extent, on the possible remedies to overcome the inequality, but I will 

discuss the concepts in rather philosophical terms to understand better the different sides 

of justice and its intersectional dimensions (Fraser, 2003: 11, 14). 

Economic injustice approaches inequality from the Marxian point of view as an 

economic matter or a class struggle (Fraser, 2003: 14-15). The reform of economic 

structures serves as a solution to overcome injustice (Fraser, 2003: 13, 15). On the other 

hand, cultural injustice requires the cultural change as a remedy for the flaws in society. 

Instead of class it highlights diverse Weberian status groups being the targets of 

injustice. With these status groups it is referred to group memberships based on for 

example gender, ethnicity or sexuality. (Fraser, 2003: 13-14) However, in the real life 

the ‘pure case’ models of economic or cultural injustice rarely exist. Fraser (2003: 9) 

underlines how true equality necessitates both economic and cultural aspects to be 

inspected. She addresses the intersectionality and how class and status groups overlap 

and interact with each other. Fraser mentions gender and race as examples of “hybrid 

modes”: groups suffering from both economic and cultural injustice. (Fraser, 2003: 19) 

To exemplify, women are often paid less and they are usually the ones taking care of the 

unpaid domestic work. This is a cause of culturally framed gender roles. (Fraser, 2003: 

20-21) Furthermore, racial relations comprise economic and cultural injustices. 

Eurocentric ideals of ‘white culture’ can lead to discrimination in the labour market. 

(Fraser, 2003: 22-23) Considering this, it can be concluded that successful class 

struggles require cultural recognition in order to achieve the goals of equal distribution 

(Fraser, 2003: 24) Economic justice also supports cultural recognition of different status 

groups. Thus, the two sides of justice bolster each other as they cannot be separated due 

to their intersectionality. 

The connection of economic and cultural injustice is also discussed by Anthias & 

Yuval-Davies (1992), but with a different terminology. They refer to double (or triple) 

oppression. For example, the patriarchal societal structures combined with racism set 
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black women in the position in which they are targets of double exploitation (Anthias & 

Yuval-Davies, 1992: 106). Both gender and race represent disadvantages in the society, 

and both of them have influence on socio-economic class (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 

1992: 124). Both racist attitudes and patriarchy unfavour women, and therefore, gender 

and race cannot be explored separately (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 1992: 109).  

Even if intersectionality uses categorizations like gender, race and ethnicity, it does not 

deny the variation within groups (Anthias, 2002). There are hierarchies also among 

women, blacks and homosexuals. Moreover, equality should not be understood meaning 

sameness (Anthias, 2002). There is always variation between individuals and cultural 

contexts. Instead equality refers to the equal opportunities. In this light, it is the 

intersectionally egalitarian society, or like Anthias puts it, the “participatory anti-sexist 

and multicultural society” offering equal living circumstances for all. In other words, 

the freedom to economic, social, political, and cultural participation depends on the 

freedom from for example racial, ethnic, gender and class discriminations. (Anthias, 

2002) 

 

3.4. Intersectional inequality and the case of San women 

The most marginalized group in Namibia, according to great amount of studies, is the 

San women. The statistics on education, health, violence and child marriage are 

worrying. In the case of San women the class, gender and tribal memberships create a 

triple oppression. Being a San and a woman reproduces already existing poverty leading 

to a vicious circle. When blackness and the inequality compared to the whites is added 

to this coercive combination it sets the San women on the bottom of the class hierarchy. 

The gender roles in the San community have changed drastically since the early years of 

apartheid. Originally the San were hunters-gathers and relied of constant movement, 

and the ‘household tasks’ were more equally divided (Felton & Becker, 2001). 

Although men were responsible for hunting and participated in gathering, women were 

the main food providers, and hereby, they held a great power (Draper in Felton & 

Becker, 2001). However, as a result of colonialism the San were forced to settle down 

and the gender roles changed to those we call the ‘traditional gender roles’. Women’s 

living space was limited to the home and its surroundings, and they became dependent 



 

 

23 

 

on the income of their husbands, who worked on the white farms. The workload of 

women increased as men did not take part in the female work anymore. Colonialism led 

also to “shorter birth intervals” of San women. Before settling down women normally 

gave birth only every three years, and men actively took part in childcare. (Felton & 

Becker, 2001) 

Nowadays the gender inequality among the San is visible for example in terms of 

education. Even if the boys’ education levels or participation rates are not high either, 

most of the girls starting school drop out in the early phase. Poverty is one of the main 

reasons for this: parents cannot afford to pay the school fees and hostels near the 

schools. The transportation in the remote areas is lacking, and the culture of the 

educational system appears alien to many parents. It is discovered that educated mothers 

educate their daughters, but as the female adults remain illiterate schooling does not 

appear as a priority in case of the next generation either. Young women’s value stems 

rather from the traditions of child marriage and early motherhood. Girls are also used as 

a child labour at home. (Felton & Becker, 2001) 

Poor health is also a central marginalizing aspect when comparing the San to other tribal 

groups in Namibia. Similar to schools, hospitals and clinics are located in cities, far 

from the living areas of the San (Felton & Becker, 2001). Thus, most births do not take 

place in hospitals. Superstitious beliefs also replace the Western medicine in many 

cases. Diseases are perceived to have supernatural sources, like “ancestors, the devil or 

sorcery”, and illnesses, such as tuberculosis, are cured with the traditional healing 

methods. Furthermore, alcohol abuse is common among the San, both men and women. 

This generates sexual abuse and domestic violence against women. Besides all this, the 

colonial way to see the San women suitable only for breeding, prostitution and casual 

relationships still exists among the other tribes, and this is why the San women face 

several types of harassment outside of their own community. (Felton & Becker, 2001) 

 

3.5. The Namibian female respectability: negotiating between the tradition and 

modernity 

Khumalo et al. (2015) studied the roots of feminine decency, the ‘real womanhood’, in 

Zambezi region in the North of Namibia. They aimed to find out how these ideals of 
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womanhood affected the life opportunities of women. According to them, the 

cornerstones of female respectability can be divided in four main points. Firstly, 

providing for one’s family was perceived crucial for a respectable woman. This linked 

to offering food, clothes and shelter, so-called “better life”, for the women’s family. 

(Khumalo et al. 2015) However, the interviewees highlighted how the better life should 

be offered by using decent means. For example begging and prostitution were despised 

as income sources, whereas formal employment represented the respectability. By 

covering the material needs of the household the women assessed themselves as 

independent active agents. (Khumalo et al. 2015) Second and third valued 

characteristics, hard work and being educated, connect tightly to the abilities to provide. 

Education served as an instrumental tool for accessing formal employment, and hard 

work was told to help through rough times and hardships. Fourthly, a decent woman did 

not quarrel and she took care of others with hospitality. She was helpful and offered 

psychological support for the community members when needed. Still, the ideas on 

decent womanhood varied for example between different age groups. (Khumalo et al. 

2015)  

Being a respectable woman was not, however, unproblematic. Khumalo et al. (2015) 

discovered that even if the proper characteristics of a wife and mother would have been 

fulfilled, and thus the household resources would become available, the male control 

persisted. Men still held the positions as the heads of the households as it was, 

according to the interviewees, defined in the Bible. In addition, the fear of shame and 

domestic violence, the chance of losing respect and the access to financial resources 

impeded the women’s possibilities to divorce and deviate from the norm. Also 

husband’s unfaithfulness decreased the value and decency of the wife. (Khumalo et al. 

2015) The male control reveals how the ‘proper woman’ is still expected to adjust to the 

traditional gender roles. In this light, it is apparent that the women in Zambezi region 

confront the pressures of modern and traditional expectations. On the other hand, 

providing, education and financial independence were highly pursued among the 

interviewees, but on the other hand, for example the women spending too much time 

outside of home were seen promiscuous in the community. Women also reported how 

‘too modern’ women faced domestic violence from their husbands. Furthermore, single 

women and women without children were perceived less godly. (Khumalo et al. 2015) 
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Regarding what a ‘proper woman’ should be like today, the key question seems to be 

how to find the balance between traditional and modern gender roles. This was also 

found out by Hailonga-van Dijk (2007), who studied the expectations the Namibian 

women confront. She characterizes this as a negotiation between local and global, 

caused by the recent rapid changes in the domains of family and kinship, social and 

cultural values, politics and economics. According to Hailonga-van Dijk, the fast 

exchange of values and discourses of sexuality, and the emergence of Western 

consumer culture often conflict with the traditional gender roles. The traditional way of 

life is challenged by the global cultural trends. Still, the local and global languages, 

styles of wearing and music for instance get mixed, and create also something new. 

(Hailonga-van Dijk, 2007)  

The cultural change concerns sexual behaviour and what is perceived being ‘proper’ for 

a woman. The values of the previous generations are challenged as the generation gap in 

the conceptions of decency exists. (Hailonga-van Dijk, 2007) For example, LaFont 

(2007) writes about the changing sexualities in Namibia and argues that the old 

traditions are simultaneously resisted and encouraged. Post-independence nationalism 

highlights new Namibian identities and produces nostalgia towards the old perceptions 

of morality. “[…] foreign immoral sexual attitudes and practices” are judged as 

indecent. However, at the same time traditions denying sexual freedom are resisted in 

the name of extreme gender equality. (LaFont, 2007)  

 

3.6. The ‘ideal nurse’: a qualified and kindhearted professional 

Traditionally the nursing profession has been connected to femininity; female gender 

and caring are perceived naturally belonging together (Hallam, 2001: 14). Hallam 

argues (2001) that this reflects the legacy of the European gender roles, as the ideal 

nurse equates with the qualities of a decent mother and caretaker at home. Besides this, 

the picture of a perfect nurse mirrors the colonial ideologies of the white, Christian 

superiority. (Hallam, 2001: 10-11) The colonial impact of feminized nursing is 

investigated also by Hollup (2014), who studied gendered associations of professional 

caring in Mauritius. He found out that nursing was much more feminine field before 

Mauritius’ independence in the 1970s, when the profession was almost entirely in the 

hands of the Christian nuns. The turn happened when the colonizers left the country, 
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and in addition to Christians, Hindus and Muslims were recruited into the nursing 

branch. Men became more and more involved in the field, and nursing became a highly 

respected profession for both women and men. Today nursing appears as a gender-

neutral career for Mauritanians. (Hollup, 2014) The example offers a clear illustration 

on the effects of the Christian and colonial ideologies to the gender roles in professional 

life. 

Magnussen (1998) has studied the reasons why young women, in the Western context, 

have chosen a nursing career. She interviewed women who had graduated between the 

years 1900 and 1985. Many of them stated that “the desire to be of service” was one of 

the main motivators for the interviewed women when considering different career 

options. Helping others, and thus, following the Christian teachings, was conceived 

decent, and the job made them to feel that they were doing something meaningful. It is 

also notable that many of those who pointed nursing being their dream job had a close 

female role model in nursing, whose footsteps they aimed to follow. The nurses were 

eager to achieve a position, in which they would be allowed to wear a uniform, as 

uniforms aroused respect both in their minds, but also within their community. 

(Magnussen, 1998) Also in the Mauritanian case, Hollup’s interview participants 

underlined the good status of nurses, as they were generally perceived as “mini-doctors” 

(Hollup, 2014).  

However, some of the nurses in Magnussen’s study (1998) would have preferred 

another profession instead of nursing. The reason behind the non-ideal career choice 

was often the poor economic situation of the family or the women’s decision to follow 

the outside pressure instead of own aspirations. Anyhow, nursing represented a decent 

compromise as it was a respected female occupation in the society. Furthermore, it was 

easily accessible for women, and like any other job, it enabled economic independence. 

However, some of the interviewees coming from upper class backgrounds also wanted 

to intentionally rebel against their wealthy parents by choosing a ‘low-class’ profession. 

(Magnussen, 1998) 

Like noted in the section 3.1., respectability functions as a mechanism for women to 

access power. Caring offers cultural capital, which turns into symbolic capital as it is 

perceived being a crucial part of female decency (Skeggs, 2001: 57-58). Caring 

becomes legitimized through the nursing education, and hereby, it brings authority 
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(Skeggs, 2001: 67, 69). Moreover, with the professionality comes status and self-worth. 

Expertise symbolizes usefulness, capability, responsibility (Skeggs, 2001: 60) and the 

decent personal characteristics. These characteristics underlined good qualities of a 

mother and the sacrificing of oneself to benefit others (Skeggs, 2001: 61). According to 

Hallam (2001: 20-21), “obedience, loyalty and devotion” are merits of an ideal nurse 

(and a woman), whereas “self-determination, assertiveness and leadership” are 

conceived being indecent individualities. Nevertheless, pure caring does not make a 

decent nurse; the technical expertise has to be proved through the professional skills. 

(Skeggs, 2001: 65, 62) 

 

3.7. Formulating the research questions 

The key concepts of this research have ended up being ‘decency’ and ‘intersectionality’. 

These notions emerged strongly from the interview material. Decency described by the 

nurses combined several aspects that intersected, and the clearest ones of them 

happened to be class, race, tribe, gender and profession. One’s own respectable morals 

were compared with the upper and lower classes, and therefore, the relation of decency 

and socio-economic position got emphasized. The ideas of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ 

caused conflicts between different identities and roles same as the controversial 

expectations directed to the black female nurses. The complex perceptions of decency 

led sometimes to the paradox; discrimination and prejudice were concurrently resisted 

and reproduced. In this light, the research questions of the thesis are formulated in the 

following manner: 

 How decency is conceived among the black female nurses of Katutura area in 

Windhoek? 

 How do racial, tribal, gender, class and professional identities intersect and contribute to 

the perceptions of ‘a decent person’? 

 How the young women navigate between the traditional and modern perceptions of 

female respectability? 

 How the class dominance, traditional gender roles and ethnic and racial prejudice are 

resisted and reproduced through the perceptions on decency? 
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4. Material and method 

The material for the analysis in this thesis consists of 12 individual interviews 

conducted with nurses working in the Katutura hospital. An average interview took 40-

45 minutes, but one participant sacrificed as much as one hour and 15 minutes to 

describe her views. The discussions took places in various spaces: locker and storage 

rooms, cars, empty operation and recovery rooms and so forth. The nurses came from 

two different wards, and they were aged from 23 to 34. They represented five biggest 

tribes of Namibia, but it must be admitted that the majority group, Owambos, were also 

a majority in this study. 

This chapter is divided in three parts, which enlighten the different stages of my 

research process. Firstly, I will describe my sampling method, how I found the 

interviewed nurses. Second part will introduce the data collecting method of 

interviewing, its practicalities, successes and challenges. The last section instead will 

describe my analysis process and its difficulties. 

 

4.1. Locating and recruiting the interview participants 

Before I travelled to Windhoek my ideas on my research were relatively ambiguous. 

This means also that I did not have a defined target group when I started my field work. 

Still, I have always been the most interested in making research among young women. 

Furthermore, I wanted to investigate the unique racial and tribal relations shaped by the 

Namibian colonial history. In terms of broad and vague theoretical concepts, I 

concerned social representations meaningful to study. However, these were my only 

starting points.  

Considering this, the finding of the interviewees would have been much harder without 

a gatekeeper. He was a Finnish nursing student making his internship in the Katutura 

hospital. As he was much liked colleague, he was an ideal “recruiter” in the field. He 

inquired tentatively in his working wards, if the nurses would be interested in 

participating in my research. His input and sociability at work were priceless as the 

interviewees also wanted to make a favour for their co-worker by helping me. 
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As I realized that the nurses were the group I had the best access, I decided to focus on 

them. As a matter of fact, I made one interview with medical students, which I ended up 

excluding from the study in order to limit my research questions to concern only nurses. 

Hereby, my sampling method can be described as convenience sampling, as its key 

feature was the easy access to the interviewees (Flick, 2009: 122). However, also the 

snowball sampling took place once I had found my target group. Like Bryman (2008: 

184) defines the snowballing, one interviewee directs the researcher to the next one. In 

my case, the nurses who I had already interviewed, encouraged their colleagues to 

participate, and in the end, many of them came to ask me directly if they could 

contribute to my study. I also took advantage of Facebook and the possibility to match 

the timetables in the social media. Moreover, at some point I tried to achieve a vast 

variety in the tribal backgrounds of the respondents, but as the large majority of the 

nurses were Owambos, they became to be the majority in this study. It is crucial to 

remind that it was not possible to find interviewees from all Namibian tribes. 

 

4.2. The data collection process and its challenges 

Typical to ethnography, and how Flick (2009: 235) puts it, also for me the whole field 

time was a project of ‘trying to find my own way’. I had to simultaneously adapt to the 

circumstances and to push my own goals. In this light, it is not unprecedented that like 

the target group, also my data collection method changed on the way. Originally my 

plan was to use focus groups and to conduct group interviews. I tried this with the 

medical students and with a one group of nurses. Nevertheless, I recognized soon that I 

could not get information deep enough in this manner, and that personal conversations 

could offer better approach to as personal topic as identity. I did not need the group to 

generate discussion as the women were eager to talk, even if they were alone. There was 

also a time problem with the group interviews as, in order to give space for all 

participants, it took so long that it became inconvenient for the interviewees. Still, 

despite the changes I found that the group interviews offered me great practice. I was 

able to refresh my interviewing skills and to probe what could be important topics for 

young women in current Namibia. 
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The schedules and the custom of ‘not planning too much’ caused the fact that I had to 

spend hours and hours in the wards’ tea room, in case that someone would have time for 

an interview. I did not wish to disturb their work, and that is why I found my waiting 

reasonable, even if it would take a whole day. Gladly, in the wards I made my 

interviews in the workload differed depending on the number of patients needing the 

care at that time; the amount of work was not a constant. As a matter of fact, my 

presence in the tea room enabled me to get to know with the nurses, and some way I 

became part of the working community. It is arguable to say that as a researcher my role 

was being an observer-as-participant. This is how Bryman (2008: 410) describes the 

ethnographers, who do not participate in the actual activities in hand and identify purely 

as researchers, but who still become a part of the group. 

I built my interviews around the skeleton, which consisted of undefined themes. Before 

hand, I had defined the research questions only to concern intersectionality and identity, 

so the interview questions varied between different conversations. The precise questions 

developed through the research process, but the following topics were covered in all of 

them: living in Katutura and the explanations for inequality, racism, tribal stereotypes, 

gender roles and domestic violence, nursing and the hopes for future. Especially tribal 

stereotypes and gender-based violence were issues that were completely brought up by 

the interviewees, as these issues appeared contemporary for them. However, for 

example the questions on the difference between private and public health care was 

something I realized to be a rich source of information only after eight interviews, so I 

could not cover it in all of them. Moreover, afterwards I noticed that I should have 

asked further questions on certain topics to reach even more dimensions for the 

phenomenon. Also the broader knowledge on the tribal relations could have helped me 

to be more specific with my questions. 

It was extremely useful that I had experience from interviewing from my bachelor’s 

thesis research. I was able to avoid at least some of the mistakes I made then. During 

that time I had also understood the significance of a research diary. With the help of it I 

was able to recall the thoughts in the writing phase. In the diary I wrote short notes to 

reflect how I had managed as an interviewer and what general observations I had made 

during the conversation: the atmosphere, the moment of interviewing and so forth. 

Furthermore, the interviewees’ different personalities showed in the smoothness of the 

interviews; some of them were very talkative and some gave only short answers and 
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required more probing. The discussions also varied in terms of which topic seemed 

important to the interviewee in hand. Besides this, in some conversations there were 

several interruptions or the electronic machines made noises. Also as simple thing as flu 

I had had an impact on the successfulness of the interview.  

If discussing the ethics of my study, I aimed to follow the moral guidelines as precisely 

as possible. First of all, I was recommended to acquire a permit to “work” in the 

hospital. I managed to get the permission by the means of the coordinator of the 

international student trainees from the University of Namibia (UNAM). No one ever 

asked me to show this paper, but at least I had it just in case. Moreover, one of my main 

principles when conducting the research was to honour the dignity of my interviewees. 

The general codes of conduct, like respecting privacy, confidentiality and anonymity 

(Flick, 2009: 37-38, 40), were taken into account. However, I also regarded the wishes 

of two nurses, who preferred to take their close colleague to listen to the interview. I did 

not conceive this as a threat for the honest and trustworthy replies as the interview 

participants suggested it themselves and as the co-workers involved were very close 

friends to respondents. I also believe that as the interview questions were not sensitive 

in that sense that they did not consider delicate, personal issues, the presence of a friend 

did not affect in a negative manner.  

Before every conversation I confirmed, once more, the consent of the interviewees. I 

also found essential to clarify why I was making this research. As I told about my 

master’s thesis project, many of the nurses became interested and even more willing to 

help. Moreover, I had made the decision to use recorder in the data collection. I asked 

the consent for this and explained why this was necessary. One interviewee felt irritated 

by it at first, but after all allowed me to record. In general, the nurses did not seem 

nervous to me or that they would have felt embarrassed. I would like to believe that I 

did my best to make the atmosphere of the interview situations as comfortable as 

possible. Here I also find my gender and age been great advantages as we had a similar 

life situation in many ways.  

Especially in the case of ethnographic research it is crucial to reflect the researcher’s 

role in relation to the interviewees. Reflexivity is necessary as the biases, values and 

decisions made by the researcher can influence on the results of the study (Bryman, 

2008: 698). First of all, me being a white outsider may have limited my access to 
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information. Some of the interview answers probably would have given more 

information, if my understanding of the context had been broader. Also my ‘whiteness’ 

may have intimidated the women when handling the racial issues. However, the Finnish 

nationality emerged as a merit in Namibia. It was mostly the previous colonizers, 

Namibian whites, Germans and the Dutch, who raised negative attitudes in people. On 

the other hand, many Namibians still follow the footsteps of the Finnish, Christian 

mission, and therefore, the Finnish were perceived as a ‘decent nation’. 

 

4.3. Analysis method 

As a guideline of the analysis I used the grounded theory approach. Flick describes 

grounded theory as a “discovery” and underlines the circularity of the research and 

analysis process (Flick, 2009: 90, 92). He writes that it is inevitable to reflect and 

change the research questions constantly (Flick, 2009: 95), and to use simultaneously 

inductive and deductive analysis approaches. In practice this means ‘discovering’ and 

‘testing the discoveries’ in turns (Flick, 2009: 311).  

The portrayal of the grounded theory matches quite well with my research process. Still, 

I do not believe that there is something like pure grounded theory. Researcher has 

always presumptions and some ideas of the possible results. This was also the case in 

my study. In the beginning, when sampling, developing the interview guide and 

discussing with the nurses, my only framework for the research topic was ‘identity’ and 

‘intersectionality’. My starting point was the assumption that identity as itself is a 

multidimensional construction. This was my interest, but for example the themes of the 

interview guide were just something I presumed to be important components of the 

identity for the nurses in Katutura. On the other hand, ‘decency’ was my main discovery 

as the concept clearly appeared from the data. The interviewees approached the identity 

matters by reflecting their respectability and morals to others. 

The ideal and successful analysis method in my mind was the grounded theory coding 

of Strauss & Corbin (in Flick, 2009). In this coding method the aim is to study the 

material in three phases by proceeding from the detailed to more abstract findings. 

Nevertheless, the continuous reformulation of the research questions belongs to the 

process and the data and theorization are expected to be in constant interaction and 
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reshaping each other. (Flick, 2009: 307) This happened also in my case; the analyzing 

was not as coherent and consistent as the pure model of Strauss & Corbin indicates. In 

other words, also I had to reformulate the research questions in every phase of the 

research. My biggest challenge seemed to be the difficulty to find the right mode for the 

analyzing. Nevertheless, the additional work was not completely in vain as I could 

familiarize myself with the data thoroughly.  

At first I tried to analyze the interviews without a strong enough theoretical framework. 

It is true that in ethnographic research the data comes first, but the lack of proper 

theoretical tools made the constituting of the logical structure challenging. I realized 

that the balancing of the theory and the interview material was not simple. Still, despite 

the difficulties and hardships, in the end I was able to reflect the causes and 

consequences of the phenomena, to connect them to the context and to detect the 

mechanisms people used to achieve their goals. For Strauss & Corbin these appear 

crucial for the successful analysis (Flick, 2009: 311). 

Lastly, it is evident that my background as a Westerner had an impact on my way to 

analyze the material. Like Swedberg (2014) states, researcher’s own experiences and 

personality affect the conceptualizing process. For example, Africa has always been my 

research interest and my earlier experience from ethnography in Ethiopia had 

strengthened the idea that I wanted to study the African context. Besides that, the 

previous fieldwork had taught me many things I was able to consider in this study. In 

this way I reflected my analysis also to my experiences from Ethiopia. Still, Ethiopia 

and Namibia are totally different surroundings for making research, and thus, not fully 

comparable. Moreover, like already noted my understanding on tribes was (and still is) 

limited, as the knowledge on it cannot not be fully reached by reading. 
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5. Results and analysis 

The results and analysis part of the thesis will represent my findings and assemble them 

together. I will discuss the different aspects of decency and how they are linked to the 

racial, tribal, gender, class and professional identities. The structure of the fifth chapter 

has been challenging to finalize as everything intersects with everything. However, I 

have done my best to pursue the following scheme. I will start by giving a glimpse to 

the situations of the interviewees and where they come from. This gives a basis to 

understand the backgrounds of the nurses and to reflect the contemporary situations to 

these personal histories. Secondly, the next following chapters will investigate class and 

how decency is constructed with respect to the richer and the poorer. The chapter 5.2. 

will capture the dimensions relating to race and tribe, and 5.3. will focus on the 

intersections of class and gender. After this I will continue by going deeper into the 

topic of a ‘proper woman’, and what kinds of determinants, besides class, define the 

female respectability. Lastly, I will discuss the racial and tribal relations. How the old 

racially and tribally constructed identities come together with the new equality-based 

aspirations? And how discrimination and prejudices are simultaneously condemned and 

replicated? 

5.1. Women’s backgrounds and pathways to practice nursing in urban Namibia  

The personal histories construct the perceptions on different decencies and therefore the 

initial circumstances are essential to explore before deeper analysis. In this light, after 

an overall description of the childhoods and family situations of the interviewees, I will 

proceed to present the reasons why they had ended up practicing nursing. What were the 

nurses’ motives for this decision? The other half of this chapter instead will investigate 

how the nursing career had enabled an upward socio-economic mobility for the women, 

both personally and compared to the females of the previous generation.  

The personal backgrounds of the nurses were very similar in socio-economic terms, and 

their stories reminded each other to a great extent. They were born in the rural areas in 

the provinces, and their families practiced subsistence farming or cattle herding. Many 

interviewees also had several siblings (up to sixteen), and some had lost one of their 

brothers or sisters. Some of them had spent at least part of their childhood and youth 

living with their grandparents or other relatives instead of the nuclear family. Two of 
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the women revealed that domestic violence had taken place in their childhood homes. 

Most of the mothers or other important older females in their childhood tended to be 

traditional housewives taking care of the children, farming and doing the domestic tasks 

at home, while their husbands provided for the family. The providing fathers worked as 

mining workers, taxi drivers and teachers, some worked in the navy or as paramedics. 

However, some of the fathers and other male providers had already retired at this point. 

Those mothers who had a paid job worked mostly in the ‘caring field’ or at least in the 

hospital environment for example as receptionists.  

In regard to the current living situations there was more variation. Some of the nurses 

were living alone in Windhoek and keeping tightly in touch with their childhood 

families and sending remittances frequently. One interviewee had left her child to live 

with her own mother that she could work long days in the city, and thus, earn more 

money. In comparison, many had started a family in the city, their husbands were also 

working and they had either one or two children. One woman told being a single-mother 

and living together with her daughter and couple of other relatives. All of the nurses 

were living in the Katutura area. 

 

5.1.1. Nursing career: a dream job and the only option 

Professional ambitions directed the career choices of the nurses. Many of them told how 

they had dreamt of nursing job since they were little girls. However, the other side of 

the story became apparent, when the interviewees told how the circumstances had 

forced them to enter the nursing branch. Their dreams had been replaced by the 

practical obstacles like poor economic situation of their family. The motivations to 

study nursing were very similar to the findings of Magnussen (1998) in the longitudinal 

research in the Western context. 

The interviewees who described nursing been their dream job since their childhood, 

referred to their personal characteristics that were naturally suitable for a nurse. They 

noted how they “just wanted to help people”, and how they were caring and responsible. 

The described qualities also equalized with their deep religious worldview and the 

perceptions of a decent Christian. Compassion towards the needy, respecting others and 

being unselfish were good qualities of a nurse and a Christian. Furthermore, the nurses 
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practicing their dream occupation had in most cases a female role model, who had 

inspired them. Mothers, grandmothers and aunts had encouraged them with their 

example to apply for nursing education. When I asked why Susan got into nursing, she 

replied in the following manner: 

 

“It’s because of my grandmother, she is a retired nurse. So I always saw her going… 

[…] My grandmother, she was always waking up early and going to work, and I was 

like, what is she doing every day. Then when I asked, she said she was a nurse, then I 

started observing her. So it was the interest of also following her footsteps. When I grew 

up I used to collect small books she was bringing from work, keeping them, going 

through…” 

-Susan, 24, Caprivian- 

 

The grandmother’s hard work and devotion to her work had impressed Susan as a child, 

and aroused her curiosity towards nursing. What was this interesting and important 

work that her grandmother was doing daily? The mysterious books Susan tells to been 

reading in her youth offered her a glimpse to an interesting field. The story does not tell 

if nursing was the dream job of Susan’s grandmother, but she clearly had given a 

positive notion of the job. A respected female family member also gave Susan an 

example of a working woman: an example of a respectable, wise and skillful woman.  

Respect in the community was also a strong motive for starting a nursing career. 

Uniforms had impressed many of the young women and sealed their decision to go to 

nursing school. Interviewees told that nurses and their professionality generated 

admiration in people. They felt that they acted as role models for younger women.  

Nevertheless, all of the interviewees had not aspired to practice nursing in their 

adulthood. They would have not chosen nursing, if they had had other options available. 

In most cases economic reasons had pushed them into their current profession. Some 

mentioned how the nursing school was situated close to their home town, and thus, it 

was cheaper for their parents to send their daughter there instead of a school in bigger 

city. Some told how the education of their brothers had been prioritized, due to the 
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tough economic situation of their parents, even if the daughter had wished for a 

university degree. However, also non-economic factors had impacted on the career 

choices. For example, the interviewees uttered their poor success in final exams, which 

had closed some educational doors. Some nurses had the experience that they would 

have not wanted to study at all after school, but their families had pushed them to 

acquire a proper profession. Also friends studying nursing had had significance in 

choosing the future career. Furthermore, it was told that parents or community did not 

support professional alternatives like engineering or law. I will discuss both economic 

and non-economic hindrances for a dream career later in this thesis. 

 

5.1.2. Personal and generational socio-economic upward mobility 

The nursing profession had changed the lives of the interviewed women in multiple 

ways. First of all, the interviewees had moved to live in an urban environment instead of 

a small village, and their living standards had risen compared to their childhood. Still, 

only couple of interviewees admitted directly that their childhood families had been 

living in poverty, others underlined how the basic needs were always fulfilled. Even if 

the comments refer to similar living standards, others experienced it being poor or they 

were brave enough to bring it up. This is what Becky and Norah told. 

 

“We had a very difficult life back there. My father was a taxi driver, and my mother was 

just a housewife. And we are a big family, it's hard to provide it... […] Usually they 

managed to give us enough, what they can. Food we usually had every meal, like the 

usual meal: bread, (inaudible), meat... Those things were there. So they managed us not 

to sleep with an empty stomach. But, clothing also, that time they were cheaper. My 

father managed everything by that time. You cannot walk like barefoot… Those things 

we were having. […] But not that if you want this candy, then I will buy you this candy, 

a-ah. Not even in your birthday. Since I was born I have never celebrated my birthday, 

because they couldn't afford it. So I only started now once I am working myself.” 

-Becky, 29, Herero- 
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“Okay, we were not really rich, but I had everything I needed. So it’s like, I never had 

to go to sleep with an empty stomach or go to school bare feet and so on. My mother (a 

single parent) actually really made sure that she supplied us everything, not only for 

me, but for my other siblings. So we were the lucky ones!” 

-Norah, 34, Owambo- 

 

Both Becky and Norah use actually same words, when telling that they did not have to 

sleep with an empty stomach or to walk barefoot in their childhood. This gives an 

impression that women want to give some credit for their parents for doing their best 

and working hard to provide for their families. The difference, however, seems to be in 

the views if the guarantee of the basic needs means poverty or not. Becky describes how 

in her family they did not celebrate birthdays or eat candy because of the lack of money. 

For her this equals with poor living standards. Norah, on the contrary, highlights how 

lucky she and her siblings were as they got food and proper clothes. It is still 

questionable if Norah just wanted to give a positive impression for me as an outsider. 

In comparison to the fulfilment of only the basic needs and not having candy on 

birthdays, the interviewees told how their living standards had risen since their 

childhood. They had electricity and sanitation system in their contemporary homes, 

whereas they had made their homework under the light of paraffin lamps in their school 

years. Furthermore, like Becky noted above, she could afford ‘something extra’, like 

birthday celebrations, now when she earned her own monthly salary. One of the women 

was also very proud of her car; she even wanted that we would conduct the interview 

there as she was eager to show it to me. The urban environment and own income had 

enabled the climb in the socio-economic hierarchy. 

The socio-economic mobility can be also approached from the perspective, in which the 

situations of the nurses are compared to the situations of the women of the previous 

generation. First of all, despite the fact that some of the mothers of these nurses had 

been working, the majority of them had stayed at home, in the private sphere, doing 

unpaid tasks. They relied on the providing of their husbands, and hereby, were not 

economically independent like their daughters. Also the average educational level was 

higher among the daughters compared to the mothers. The education and the salary of 
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the interviewees offered them an opportunity to live alone and an ‘insurance’ in the case 

of possible divorce or threat of domestic violence. In other words, financial 

independence increased their symbolic capital and power through their (decent and 

legitimized) job as nurses, for example with respect to men. After all, the living 

standards of the interviewed women improved also in comparison to the mothers who 

had had a job. The urban environment offered higher-quality education and greater 

amounts of diverse opportunities and possibilities to choose.  

 

5.2. Elitist whites, discriminatory Owambos and the oppressed but lazy lower class 

The chapter 5.2. concentrates on socio-economic class. Decency is investigated in 

relation to the ‘people above’ and ‘people below’, the upper and lower classes. Firstly, I 

will introduce the racial dimensions of the socio-economic inequality, and how the 

whites were described being intolerant and structurally in better positions. I will 

approach the connection of race and class by deliberating physical segregation and the 

division of public and private health. Secondly, I will discuss the majority tribe of 

Owambos, which was perceived belonging to the ‘people above’ by the members of 

other tribes. The Nama, Caprivian, Herero and Damara respondents brought up that the 

national politics favoured Owambos and that non-Owambos faced discrimination in the 

working life. The third section will concern the questions relating to the group of the 

‘people below’. The indecent, individual characteristics and the rural inhabitance were 

themes that came up when talking about the worse-off. 

 

5.2.1. The white upper class living and “being sick” outside of Katutura 

Already in the beginning of my research, the intersectionality between race and class 

became evident. According to the nurses, the whites represented the large majority of 

the better-off and the highest elite in Namibia. The whites were perceived indecent in 

many different ways: based on their divergent individual characteristics, but also on the 

unequal, societal structures.  

The blacks’ relation to the white population was often discussed rather in terms of 

socio-economic inequality than as race in itself. However, the interviewees mentioned 
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that the wealth of the whites was not justified as “they had not worked for it”. Fiona, for 

example, stated that “the whites had money because their grandparents left them a lot of 

money”. This retells the story of whites owning the fertile lands and running the most of 

the productive farming business in Namibia as their fathers left the big estates to them. 

Also the large share of the houses in the ‘good neighbourhoods’ of Windhoek are 

owned by the whites, which is due to the historical property ownership of the white 

families. Based on this, Fiona perceives herself being more decent, because her 

achievements are based on hard work and personal struggles. Her socio-economic 

position has not been gained by others. Simultaneously, she condemns the apartheid 

structures, here in the form of inheritance, being unfair and indecent. 

Despite the fact that Fiona and some other interviewees acknowledged the impact of 

inheritance, the most common answer to the questions on racial inequality was that “it’s 

not about the colour, but who can afford”. Nevertheless, even these respondents who 

referred to the class instead of race admitted that there were no whites working as 

cleaners, gardeners or in other low-paid occupations. Considering this, I find the 

discussion on the strong line between Katutura and the “fancy suburbs” a good way to 

grasp the racial inequalities as the living area clearly divides Windhoek to black and 

white parts. It is true that nowadays there are some few wealthy blacks living outside of 

Katutura, but like my interviewees noted there are no whites living in Katutura.  

Katutura and the rest of Windhoek represent two different realities. The segregation and 

the minimal investments in the black infrastructures during the apartheid have left 

marks to the black living areas. The interviewed nurses also told that they never had had 

white peers at school, and that the inhabitants of Katutura were forced to use poor-

quality services. One comment of an interviewee portrays the difference in lifestyles 

very concisely and descriptively: “the whites eat in Hilton, but we in the Cabana 

market”. Cabana market refers to the market place in Katutura serving the local cheap 

fast food, beef grilled in open fire.  

The ‘people above’, including the whole white population, appeared indecent for the 

interviewees as the upper class was unable to identify with the situations of those living 

in Katutura. They could not put themselves into “the other people’s shoes”, and they did 

not care about their neighbours. The whites, and the ‘people above’ in general, were 

criticized based on their indecent qualities like ignorance, greediness and selfishness. 
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They were told being over-protective regarding their wealth and conceiving their money 

more important than people. All these mentioned features of the rich represented the 

poor morals of an individual. The indecent, individual characteristics were thus used to 

judge the status quo and the socio-economic inequalities. The interviewees compensated 

their poor economic status by stating that they held the proper perception of morals and 

decency, which brought them pride and set them above the upper class in terms of 

respectability.  

According to the nurses, the residents of Katutura were stigmatized as violent, lazy and 

noisy criminals in the eyes of the whites. The nurses felt upset because of this, and 

judged the generalization, even if they admitted that these kinds of activities were 

common in Katutura. However, it is controversial that the nurses condemned the 

discriminatory views in this context, but used exactly the same arguments to stigmatize 

the ‘people below’ (discussed further in this chapter). The interviewees, nevertheless, 

refused to be seen as inferior or powerless in comparison to the ‘people above’. They 

rejected the stigma of Katutura by stating that it was a “nice place to live” after all. 

Mary reveals her outlooks below. 

 

“They (the rich) think that we are all dirties, although we are not dirties. But that's what 

they are thinking. Their mentality is that Katutura is... But Katutura is the heart of 

Windhoek. That's were life is! They are missing out actually, let me say. And I really 

think they think Katutura is where dirties are and so on, dirty place. I think that's how 

they are taking us, but in reality it's not like that. Katutura is heaven on Earth.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

In the quote Mary clearly rejects the statements stigmatizing the residents of Katutura as 

indecent. Instead she underlines the indecency of the ‘people above’, which here 

equates with the prejudiced attitudes towards the lower classes. Mary emphasizes that 

the inhabitants of Katutura are not “dirties”, but on the contrary, how the elite does not 

understand the positives of the black living area. She suggests that Katutura represents 

the proper way of life. Considering that being from Katutura means being black, by 
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identifying to the own socio-economic group, Mary also identifies with her racial in-

group. The boundaries between the racial groups are strengthened simultaneously with 

the creation of class distance. 

Besides the indecent individualities of the ‘people above’ the interviewees brought up 

the discriminatory societal system and the structures favouring the whites. Felicity gives 

a demonstrative example by telling about the premises to receive housing allowance. 

 

“I don't know, but I just think government’s (inaudible). Because like five years back 

(inaudible), the way they were giving us the housing allowance. We were still renting, 

the white people can get a lot of money, because they said that they rent in town and 

that their rents are high. Because us we rent in the locations that does not ask a lot of 

money, they said us according to that that you don't rent in town. Your rent is not 

expensive. So why should we give you a lot of money? But it's not like that. We also 

want to rent in town, it's just the circumstances that is telling you to go to the location, 

because you a family to feed, you have people to take care of.” 

-Felicity, 30, Owambo- 

 

Felicity highlights the unfairness and indecency of the housing allowance system. She 

points that the blacks as a lower class are punished from their worse socio-economic 

situations as the higher class receives more financial support compared to the residents 

of Katutura. She condemns the system, which appears suppressive for her. The existing 

power rather limits her opportunities than enables the mobility in the class hierarchy. In 

short, the ‘people above’ and the structures favouring them are perceived discriminatory 

and improper.  

Besides the inhabitance, the thematic of public and private health care enables the 

observing of the racial dimensions of the class inequalities. Like in the case of 

residence, also in health care, there were some rich blacks using the expensive, private 

services, but no whites treating their illnesses and injuries in the public Katutura 

hospital. Katutura hospital is the only fully state-owned hospital in Windhoek, whereas 

Central hospital, the other bigger hospital in the city, receives the most of its funding 
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from the private sources. Due to the lower costs of the public sector services the patients 

of the Katutura hospital, the so-called black hospital of apartheid, still remain being 

African-origin. Furthermore, the staff in Katutura tends to be black apart from few 

white doctors. Also the salaries of the public sector are notably lower compared to 

private.  

Like many interviewees noted, the Katutura hospital and its services did not reach the 

level of the Central hospital or the other private actors in health care in quality. They 

told that Katutura suffered from shortages in investments; investments in equipment and 

human resources for example. To mention some demonstrative examples, a two-hour 

power cut was a weekly problem on Monday afternoons, and there were not enough 

back up oxygen tanks for all patients in need. The patient elevator of the hospital was 

also chronically out of order despite the fact that the operation theater was located in the 

second floor.  

Even if the nurses had several negative and racist experiences from the private hospitals 

(discussed later in this thesis), the lack of resources in Katutura caused them stress. The 

simple absence of the basic equipment frustrated them, and they told how they could not 

work in the best possible way under the current circumstances. Fiona illustrates below 

how the hospital suffered from personnel deficit and the staff did not have the latest 

technologies and IT-systems in use.  

 

“In theatre (in a private hospital) there is more people and they have a guy, is it a stock 

controller or whatever, but he will order the stuff that are not in the storage. […] 

‘Okay, yesterday they used five intubation tubes size seven, they used six what what’. So 

he will replace everything according to what was used each day, and you never run out 

of stock unless the thing is out of stock in the whole hospital. So when you come in the 

morning you can be sure that everything is there in the storage room. You don't run 

around like a headless chicken looking for things and not finding them. But here things 

are so out of order. I don't know... The things are... […] But here, if you need an 

essential thing and the person's life depends on it, that person will just die, because the 

thing is not there.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 
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Fiona concretizes here the challenges of her job in Katutura. She cannot fully 

concentrate on her work with the patients as she has to constantly look for the utensils. 

According to her, the work is less-stressful in the private hospital as there is specific 

staff to guarantee the full storages. The adequate number of both personnel and 

equipment require, however, financial resources, which are more available in the private 

sector. Fiona acknowledges the impact of the poor finances on the quality of care, and 

therefore, on patients’ lives. In this light, indecency refers to the unequal opportunities 

to access the quality care between the elite and rest of the people. Only the ‘people 

above’ can afford to the better quality services: the low socio-economic class limits 

one’s opportunities being treated in the best possible way. In other words, her personal 

decency constructs around the perception of her own better moralities and the attitude 

supporting equity.  

In Fiona’s case the unequal opportunities are caused by the class structures that are a 

result of apartheid. They set the black majority in the disadvantaged positions, whereas 

the whites still have the status of an upper class. The structural racial and class division 

between the health care providers affects both the quality of the services and the 

working conditions of the nurses. Hereby, Fiona condemns the inequalities from the 

both perspectives, the patient’s and her own as a part of the personnel. The structural 

inequality, and the ‘people above’ benefitting from it, is strongly resisted as the power 

coming from above is perceived oppressive. The cultural and economic injustices are 

tightly connected as the black hospital equates with the low class, poor quality hospital. 

It can be also further inferred that as sickness and disablement hinder the giving out the 

full working potential, it also sets obstacles for the maximizing one’s success in socio-

economic terms.  

 

5.2.2. Owambos, political power and the “favouring of own kind” 

In regard to tribe, the ‘people above’ referred to the majority group of Owambos. Both 

structural and individualist arguments were mentioned when the interviewees claimed 

for the inequalities between tribes. The nurses from the other tribes stated the Owambos 

being corrupted and only supporting their own ethnic group both in the national politics 
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and in working life. Nevertheless, by using the rhetoric of suppression and by 

underlining their own equality-based morals, the non-Owambo respondents ended up 

strengthening the existing group boundaries and reproducing the class dominance. 

The biggest party since the independence has been the South West African People’s 

Organization (SWAPO), which was originally founded to represent the Owambo 

population. It was the apartheid resistance movement that brought the different tribes 

together to join the party. Still, all of the non-Owambo interviewees reported how 

SWAPO nowadays tended to focus on improving the living conditions of Owambo 

community rather than developing the country as a whole. However, to mention, for the 

first time in the Namibian history the president comes outside of the Owambo tribe. 

Despite this, SWAPO still has the majority in the parliament. It was clear that the Nama, 

Herero, Damara and Caprivian interviewees had the experience of the party being 

corrupted. Susan and Fiona came from the minority tribes, and both of them expressed 

that the political Owambo-rule had increased the inequalities between Owambos and the 

rest of the black Namibians. Below they exemplify their views. 

 

“Well, if comparing the regions now, the Owamboland is more developed than any 

other region. They have everything! Well, okay, not everything, but it’s just better-off 

than other regions. It’s like the ones who are in the parliament, (inaudible), they are 

fixing their place more than other regions. If you go to [name of the place] now, they 

are developing there slowly, slowly, but there it’s just fast. You find more things there.” 

-Susan, 24, Caprivian- 

 

“[…] for 25 years the government was ran by Owambos. So they are better-off than all 

rest of the other tribes. […] It’s the Owambos in those positions, because they know 

people in positions. People used to joke around and say ‘we should change our 

surnames’, because when you apply for a job, if you don’t have an Oshiwambo surname 

your documents are automatically thrown into the dust bin.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 
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What Susan highlights here is the regional development and its uneven distribution 

between the tribal provinces. Similarly, according to Fiona, Oshiwambo last name 

opens more doors: doors that are not reachable for non-Owambos. Inequality between 

the Owambos and the rest of the tribes appears indecent for both Susan and Fiona, and 

the power coming from above represents the structural oppression. Both of the previous 

quotations suggest that the inequality is implanted into the institutions, like national 

politics and the structures of the labour market, and it is not merely an individual matter. 

However, Susan and Fiona resist the institutional discrimination and refuse to be seen 

powerless. On the contrary, they want to demonstrate their better sense of morals, and to 

acclaim themselves compared to the indecent ‘people above’.  

Moreover, Fiona and Susan do not see any need to credit the government for achieving 

the independence and building the unified nation. On the contrary, they focus on 

building the boundaries between different socio-economic and tribal groups. Their 

quotes also reveal how the class-based prejudices are supported with the negative tribal 

stereotypes. These stereotypes are discussed more deeply in the section 5.4.2. However, 

like Susan and Fiona noted, there is an existing connection between the tribal 

membership and class. The tribal membership can be said being an aspect of cultural 

injustice and this injustice further generates economic injustice. For Susan the economic 

injustice equates with the underdevelopment of certain tribal areas in the countryside, 

whereas Fiona emphasizes the unequal opportunities in the labour market. Anyhow, 

both can be measured in economic terms.  

Another descriptive example of the tribal discrimination, or favouring, comes from the 

hospital world and concerns the overtime hours of nurses. This is what Susan told about 

the issue: 

 

“[…] what I have seen in the hospital they like to discrim… You know we work 

overtime here and sometimes, actually most of the time, you see, you find the Owambos 

giving the overtime to their kind of tribe. It’s usually like that.” 

-Susan, 24, Caprivian- 
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Above Susan disapproves strongly the unequal practices of Owambo matrons and 

underlines that ‘being an Owambo’ brings direct financial benefits for nurses. Susan’s 

comment reveals the intersectional connection of tribe and class: tribal membership is 

told to contribute to one’s economic situation. The power of the Owambo superiors 

appears as oppressive and indecent as it does not concern everyone equally. By 

stigmatizing all Owambo matrons as discriminatory, Susan highlights her own better 

sense of morals as she promotes equality and condemns the actions of the Owambo 

matrons. In this way she also maintains the contemporary stereotypes and the image of 

the ‘selfish Owambos’.  

It is outstanding that Susan mentions the Owambo superiors, although the matron of the 

ward she was currently working was not an Owambo. The general impression I got 

from this ward was that the matron was conceived being a fair and equitable boss. Still, 

Susan, or any other nurse, did not mention their contemporary boss in our discussions, 

but rather wanted to tell about the biased Owambo matrons from their previous work 

places. It is possible that this stemmed from the need to emphasize the indecency of the 

Owambos, but also that they wanted to minimize the risk that their current boss would 

hear about their opinions. 

 

5.2.3. Poor individual effort and the rural stances hindering the socio-economic mobility 

of the ‘people below’ 

For the nurses the ‘proper’ class position appeared to be the middle-class, as they 

despised both the rich and the poor. The previous chapter concerned the people in better 

socio-economic situations, the whites and Owambos. This part of the thesis instead will 

handle the ‘people below’. The worse-off was not, however, as easily-definable group 

as the upper class. Still, similar to the indecency of the elites, the indecency of the lower 

class was told being both a matter of individual, immoral characteristics and the 

oppressive and unfavourable structures. In this section I will concern first the individual 

explanations and afterwards I will proceed to explore the structural themes that were 

brought up by the interviewees. 

The explanations for why the ‘people below’ had ended up in their current positions 

varied. On the other hand, the nurses highlighted the bad morals of the worse-off and 

stigmatized them based on laziness, for example. On the other hand, the women brought 
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up their understanding of the situations of the worse-off. In this context they introduced 

the influence of the rural living environment as a hamper to the equal educational 

opportunities.  

Like in the case of the ‘people above’, Katutura and the thematic around it offered a tool 

to approach the questions of class. Nevertheless, as the ‘people below’ also lived in 

Katutura, the divisions between decent and indecent were drawn within the township. 

The interviewees made a clear difference between their living area and the “shacks”, the 

living areas of the people with “bad manners”. Norah offers an example here. 

 

“In Katutura there are very naughty places. People stab each other. Deep deep there in 

the shacks… It’s actually a bad place, it’s dirty, it’s noisy, all the bad stuff. People 

getting drunk, drugs… But for me it’s a better area, it’s peaceful and quiet people. It’s 

not even that far from the town, close to the shopping centers so it’s fine.” 

-Norah, 34, Owambo- 

 

Above Norah differentiates herself from the lower classes living in the shacks. The 

whole shantytown symbolizes indecency for her, and all of its inhabitants are 

generalized as being the same. In comparison, Norah’s home is located in a safer area 

with less disorder, and therefore, it represents the ‘properness’ as an opposite for the 

dirty shantytown. It is notable that Norah’s arguments to discredit the ‘people below’ 

are based on their negative individual characteristics, like irresponsibility, that prove the 

bad manners and poor morals of the worse-off. By underlining the reckless behavior and 

the indecency of the lower class she also implies that the ‘people below’ do not deserve 

better socio-economic positions. They are not decent enough. Instead her own personal 

decency legitimizes her class status. Furthermore, it is significant how the stereotypes, 

through which Norah intends to stigmatize the poor, are identical with the ones the 

‘people above’ used to stigmatize the all residents of Katutura. Hereby, Norah ends up 

reproducing the class dominance and the same stereotypes the nurses condemned when 

they were stigmatized themselves. 
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According to Norah, the situations of the worse-off stem from the indecent individual 

characteristics. This was also argued by Caroline, but instead of discussing the living 

area, she reflects her respectable class position in relation to her personal history and 

socio-economic mobility.  

 

“You know, sometimes it is people’s own fault [if they are poor]. Because just because 

you grew up poor, it doesn’t mean that you cannot become something in life. You really 

get people who grew up in a really poor house, a house where they were abused and 

everything, but now they are many in big companies, they are doctors and nurses and 

whatever. They have made something of themselves.” 

-Caroline, 25, Owambo- 

 

Caroline reminds that, despite the poor childhood, the future lies in one’s own hands, 

and that everyone can create a successful career if they truly endeavour for it. She 

mentions nurses as a group of high status professionals, and therefore, reveals her pride 

over her personal socio-economic mobility. Caroline has achieved a respected 

occupation as a nurse in spite of the fact that she comes from the village, where the 

living standards did not include for example electricity. By discrediting the worse-off 

based on their immoral attitudes and lack of hard work, she stresses her own good 

morals as a hard-working and decent person. In this way she justifies her better socio-

economic class and the greater amount of power. In this light, Caroline blames the 

‘people below’ for their situations and criticizes the ‘people below’ based on their poor 

individualities: laziness and unwillingness to do their best.  

If continuing with the structural explanations for poverty, the rural living environment 

was addressed setting obstacles for the climbing in the socio-economic hierarchy. The 

rural inhabitance had a connection to the poor access to schooling, and thus, also to the 

higher class positions. Sometimes the rurality and class linked also to tribal 

membership. Esther was one of the nurses exemplifying this tribal linkage. 
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“The San people drop out of school. [Inaudible]. Like let me say, most of them come 

from countryside to the school facility, but then the lifestyle in Windhoek is way too 

different from the countryside. So they will end up getting bad friends, they start 

partying and then they drop out of school. And they don’t speak English or Afrikaans or 

other languages… And they will end up being non-educated…” 

-Esther, 23, Owambo- 

 

Esther suggests that the San hold indecent qualities, like the urge to party, but that they 

themselves cannot be merely blamed for their own predicament. In many cases they live 

a nomadic life before they enter the educational system, they don’t have a common 

language with others, and hereby, they are prone to the ‘bad company’. In this way she 

indicates understanding the complex explanations for deprivation. According to Esther, 

poverty is not always dependent on the individual, but can be explained with the 

unequal opportunities. By noting that the cultural background and the traditions of the 

San do not offer similar possibilities to succeed in contemporary Namibia, Esther 

proposes that there is cultural injustice that also generates economic injustices. In other 

words, cultural practices in the remote areas function as hindrances for socio-economic 

mobility. 

Like Esther, the other nurses also saw education as a key element to socio-economic 

mobility and the avoidance of poverty. However, whereas Esther underlined the 

connection of tribe and the poor access to schooling, for example Becky and Mary 

highlighted the power of the attitudes of parents and the personal motivation in urban 

and rural environments. 

 

“No... Hmm, poverty is…  It's because they still don't understand the importance of 

education. Like they would say that they would keep their child at home to do the 

domestic work, to be with the cattle, like family matters. And for the black families, you 

are respected in the village because you have [cattle]. The old people regard you as a 

wealthy person. So that's why most of the people end up being non-educated, because 

they can’t to go to school and their parents deny them education, they don't want to 

send them to school. Or because the school is too far.” 
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-Becky, 29, Herero- 

 

“When we started nursing the rule was that you have to go where you are from. So I 

was designed to go to Khorixas. But now I studied in Otjiwarongo. Otjiwarongo is little 

bit more developed than Khorixas. […] If you send me home back to Khorixas, all I will 

see is donkey carts. That's what we are driving, not cars. Not all of us, but that's what 

they use for transportation. Only donkey carts! And me at least when I'll see cars I'll get 

motivated to buy my own car and my own house. That's the difference, if you go back to 

Khorixas, okay it's not a village village, but it's not developed. 

And I wouldn't be motivated, while if you are staying in the city then you are like 'oh, 

okay, let's also study, okay, let's also apply for studies and at least...' You know the 

thinking. But there, you are just like 'ahh, it's enough what I have'.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

Both Becky and Mary state that the opportunities of education and economic success 

are not equal in the rural areas compared to the cities. They tell how the living styles 

and mindsets in the villages are not always advantageous for the education of the youth. 

Becky highlights the role of the external pressure; the parents and the community does 

not necessarily encourage studying a profession as the respect and wealth are measured 

in the traditional ways as cattle. Here is essential to remind that Becky comes from the 

Herero tribe, which has a long history in livestock rearing and due to this they have 

been relatively wealthy even during the apartheid. The cattle have been and still are the 

sign of wealth for Hereros.  

Alternatively, Mary stresses that the rural environment does not stimulate the internal 

aspirations for education. According to her, the modern style of living and the status and 

wealth of others inspire people to pursue better living standards in the urban setting. She 

describes her own experience from her childhood home town, where people were 

contempt with their life and did not even dream of achieving the socio-economic 

upward mobility. Mary expresses how she herself has been lucky as she was able to 

study in a bigger town and to start dreaming of her own career. 
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5.3. Patriarchal structures and the woman’s own responsibility outlining the class 

position 

If the previous chapter explored the relation of class and race and tribe, this chapter will 

focus on the class dimensions of gender. Like earlier, the interviewees positioned 

themselves between the ‘people above’ and ‘people below’. This is why the structure of 

this chapter will also follow the similar configuration. If generalized very broadly, the 

better-off refers here to the patriarchal societal system, whereas the lower class concerns 

women relying financially on men. Nevertheless, the division to the better and worse-

off is not as clear-cut, and it requires more specific investigation. Gender and class 

intertwine to other identities included in thesis, and thus, the complexity of the issue 

becomes clear. 

In my study gender identity seemed to culminate to one important theme: the 

simultaneous traditional and modern expectations. Considering the significance of this 

question, the thematic of tradition versus modernity becomes one of the leading 

theoretical ideas in this chapter and the chapter 5.4. 

 

5.3.1. Gender limiting the opportunities for education and employment 

This section claims that gender restrains women’s climb in the socio-economic 

hierarchy. I will demonstrate this by retelling the interviewees’ stories on how gender 

had guided their career choices and how they experienced the inequalities in the labour 

market. In both cases, the patriarchal structures appeared oppressive and were perceived 

favouring men. 

A general, shared opinion among the nurses was that the education of girls and women 

was not valued as high as the schooling of men. The interviewees mentioned several 

times how the societal attitudes did not support enough the educational aspirations of 

women. This is what Jenny and Caroline told about the issue. 
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“Poor, if you remain poor it’s very hard for you to go up. Because if you are poor, 

especially girl, and even if you are smart, no one is encouraging you to go to school. 

You don’t have anything on the table for life. It’s just because you are poor and no one 

is going to raise you up. And there is no one to tell you to go to school and stuff and 

encourage that the school is important.” 

-Jenny, 25, Owambo- 

 

“A lot of them are not educated in the villages, it’s not self-evident like here. They 

become pregnant earlier. That’s how it goes there. Fourteen years or fifteen years and 

they are already pregnant, before eighteen even, and such things. I don’t know how to 

explain it, but that’s how it is.”  

-Caroline, 25, Owambo- 

 

According to Jenny and Caroline, men have better socio-economic opportunities in life 

compared to women, and therefore, men represent the ‘people above’. This means that 

gender intersects with class. The cultural injustice, referring here to the prevailing 

gender roles, impacts negatively on the opportunities of women and their socio-

economic success. In order to prove the existence of these oppressive structures, Jenny 

addresses that the individual qualities, like smartness, do not improve the chances of the 

deprived girls to participate in schooling. However, like Jenny states, the poor access to 

schooling concerns only poor girls, not the daughters of the better-off families. Hereby, 

as the ‘better-off families’ include all white families, also race intertwines with class 

and gender. Moreover, if it is particularly the poor girls having the fewer opportunities 

regarding education, it can be derived that the low class positions of (childhood) 

families are often forwarded to the next generation. Considering this, it is significant 

that the interviewees themselves had been able to overcome this propensity. 

Similar to Becky and Mary earlier, Caroline brings up the different mindsets between 

the urban and rural areas. According to her, the attitudes towards girls’ education vary 

depending on the living setting. She has spent her childhood in a small village in the 

countryside and shows to understand the factors behind the phenomenon. In short, she 

implies that being a woman in the rural areas limits one’s possibilities to access 
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education and further the highly-paid employment. Nevertheless, her position as an 

educated, successful woman creates a controversial position between the ‘people above’ 

and ‘people below’. Earlier in this thesis Caroline pointed that even poor individuals can 

reach the good living standards, if they are willing to work hard enough. Here she 

however suggests the opposite; that there are structures hindering women’s economic 

success. Caroline’s personal socio-economic upward mobility has led to the situation, in 

which she emphasizes the different aspects depending on the context.  

Both Jenny and Caroline claim that women are expected to follow the traditional gender 

roles, and not to aim towards higher positions like men. Still, they refuse to agree with 

these traditional attitudes. For them the modern woman represents the ideal and decent 

woman. They as educated professionals embody the independent woman. Jenny and 

Caroline judge the traditional views and resist the patriarchal structures. However, what 

becomes evident is that there is a conflict between the traditional and modern gender 

roles taking place, and it creates different kinds of pressures for women through which 

they are forced to navigate. 

Like Jenny and Caroline, Esther brings up the similar negative attitudes, but emphasizes 

that the traditional views impact on the career choices of women. She also points that 

the women, who have already achieved high socio-economic status, still suffer from the 

male-favouring structures. The following quote illustrates her outlooks. 

 

“But the women who are independent, they [men] are even afraid of them. Because I 

have realized that the most of people, like ladies who are having doctorates, like PhD, 

they are not married. It’s quite unfair… But men are afraid of them! […] That's why I’m 

a nurse, I’m keeping my options open that I can get married!” 

-Esther, 23, Owambo- 

 

Also for Esther indecency means the traditional attitudes dismissing the importance of 

female education. She tells how the financially independent women are not valued and 

how even the doctorate degree does not increase the female decency, on the contrary. 

Nevertheless, despite her questioning and the condemnation of men’s power, she still 

admits that the fewer opportunities to find a husband influenced on her career choice. 
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These patriarchal views are part of the unequal structures favouring men, as the women 

are forced to choose between the marriage and PhD. In the individual level Esther chose 

not to study for a higher degree profession (with higher salaries,) and therefore, her 

possibilities to climb in the socio-economic hierarchy became restricted. Once more, the 

cultural injustice generated economic inequality as the female gender limited a woman’s 

professional and class opportunities. In order to answer the expectations of a good wife, 

Esther happens to reproduce the traditional gender roles, even if she perceives them 

unfair. 

As stressed in the chapter concerning the interviewees’ pathways to nursing, the 

contemporary profession of the interviewed women did not necessarily represent the 

occupational dreams of their youth. Esther was one example of this, but also Felicity 

and Lucy told how they had had to abandon their actual career dreams because of their 

gender. The gender limited their career options, because their professional dreams were 

in conflict with the traditional gender norms and attitudes. Felicity and Lucy described 

their situations in the following manner. 

 

“[…] after my graduation I applied to three different institutions. I really didn't want to 

become a nurse, I wanted to study information technology. Computer-related. But then, 

I had to sacrifice, because my brother wanted to go to Polytechnic doing engineering, 

and it's expensive and costly. And then my parents could not afford me to go to 

Polytechnic again, so I had to choose nursing. But sometimes I’m still thinking how my 

life could be now (inaudible).” 

-Felicity, 30, Owambo- 

 

“Ahmm, you know the schools we have in the villages, you wouldn't be given a career 

advising and all those things. But in the city you will get all those things. In the village 

they will send you to school thinking you to become a (inaudible), nurse or teacher. 

Those careers. They will never think of these interesting things like engineering for 

girls, no. You go to school... Like I wanted to do law, but my parents told me 'no, never 
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in my house'. But maybe if my parents had been in the city they had understood. 

(Inaudible), follow your heart and do whatever you want to do.” 

-Lucy, 23, Owambo- 

 

In the previous quotes indecency equates with the unequal opportunities of men and 

women in education. In the case of Felicity, the financial situation of the family did not 

allow two children to study a university degree and the parents decided to prioritize the 

career of their son over Felicity’s professional aspirations. Lucy instead states clearly 

how it was the attitudes of her childhood family and community that set obstacles for 

her career as a lawyer. Besides the disapproval of her parents, Lucy brings up the study 

counselling that supported the traditional division of feminine and masculine jobs and 

did not encourage to challenge these occupational boundaries. Similarly to Caroline 

previously, she believes that it is especially the ‘rural mindsets’ that decrease the 

women’s chances to achieve desired careers. The traditional masculine fields like law or 

engineering are not actuated in the villages; young women are rather guided to more 

feminine jobs like nursing and teaching. Hereby, both quotes reveal the contradiction of 

the modern and traditional gender roles. The women themselves would prefer the new 

outlooks regarding the female careers, but the society creates pressures to be a decent, 

traditional woman working in a traditional and feminine field. 

However, despite the fact that Felicity and Lucy resist particularly the traditional 

principles of their parents, they also imply that these attitudes stem from the societal 

norms and the men-favouring ideological systems rather than the individual poor morals 

of their parents. Lucy suggests that the sights of her family were shaped by their rural 

background, and that they would have approved their daughter’s career choice in 

another ideological context. Felicity, on the other hand, states that it was the poor 

economic situation that drove her parents to prioritize her brother’s education, not their 

indecent moralities.  

The intersectionality becomes clear when reading the comments of Felicity and Lucy. 

Both women demonstrate the connection of cultural and economic injustice. As lawyers 

and IT-professionals earn more than nurses, the decisions made by Felicity and Lucy’s 

parents determined, to certain extent, their career options and the future income level. 
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The decisions limited their possibilities to gain the same economic status with men. 

That is to say that their gender had a negative impact on the socio-economic class. Thus, 

gender, profession and class are tightly interlinked.  

Also Mary shared the experience of gender being a contributing factor in the process of 

choosing the future career. Like Felicity and Lucy, she underlines how nursing was not 

her dream job, but the circumstances of that time made the decision for her. She 

describes below how “there was no other choice” for her. 

 

“My friend, nursing, I'm here only... Not by force but there was no other choice. I never 

wanted to become a nurse. Honestly speaking. I still now, I don't want to, I don't know 

what I'm doing. It's just that in life we have to go on. You know I have to support my 

family and so on, but my dream work was to become an accountant. I love numbers! 

Not this rubbish. But anyway, there is a reason why I became a nurse. When I finished 

my school, I fell pregnant. So next year I gave birth, and there was only two posts they 

could (inaudible), and I applied for them. Nursing and dental assistant. My aim was to 

go to the dental assistant if they take me, but unfortunately I was unsuccessful [in the 

entrance exams] and the nursing was the only choice. And I had no choice, that's how I 

became a nurse, but not from my heart, no.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

For Mary it was her early pregnancy that prevented her plans of accounting studies to 

become true. Under these circumstances she prioritized her family, and set providing 

above personal desires. Like Felicity earlier, she sacrificed her dreams to benefit others, 

but Mary clearly points that her sacrifice was the only decent thing to do in her 

situation. Even if she gave up her dreams, she acted according to her proper morality.  

The story of Mary’s past exemplifies well the cultural injustice, as motherhood restricts 

women’s opportunities to achieve the professional goals and socio-economic mobility. 

Furthermore, Mary tells how in her family situation she had only two options for her 

profession, both of them being traditional female assisting jobs in the field of health. 

She does not express why this was the case, but it is evident that the limited supply of 

job alternatives produced economic injustice. Considering all this, it is notable how the 
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societal norms and gender roles defined the direction of Mary’s life instead of 

individual decisions. However, it is not straightforward what kind is the ideal of a 

woman for Mary. On the other hand, she underlines her sacrifice and the decency of 

taking care of others instead of oneself. On the other hand, she tells how she would have 

wanted to study in order to be able to work in the masculine branch. Probably these are 

just two different sides of a ‘respectable woman’, which simultaneously reproduce and 

resist the patriarchal societal system. The conflict of the traditional and modern ideas of 

a decent woman is tangible.  

Besides the unfairness of the educational opportunities and the career choices, the 

nurses brought up the gender inequalities in working life. When I asked if there were 

inequalities in the labour market, Caroline admitted that this was the case. However, she 

talked about the issue at a very general level. 

 

“Like in Namibia, men can easily get a job, a highly paid job, just because of doing 

heavy things, working in the mines. But you cannot do that and earn the same… Unless 

you are really highly educated and you work for it. It’s not that easy. But men, they can 

get a job very fast compared to women. So they have lots of opportunities compared to 

us.” 

 

“It has been like that back in those years, but I think it’s changing somehow. Because 

women usually became only teachers and nurses and domestic workers. But where do 

you find a male domestic worker? It’s hard to find one. You don’t even find someone 

who is looking after the kids and the house. It’s like… It’s a female job.” 

-Caroline, 25, Owambo- 

 

According to Caroline, the contemporary labour market treats the genders unequally. 

She suggests that physical strength increases the opportunities of men, and argues that 

women do not compete on highly paid jobs with the same rules with men. On the 

contrary, she highlights the unequal ratio of required work and achieved success 

between men and women. She addresses that women need to invest more of their time 
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and resources to gain the same status. Once more indecency appears as inequality 

compared to the ‘people above’: men who in this case do not have to work as hard as 

women for their status. These comments indicate how for Caroline the indecency does 

not stem from the bad morals of an individual, but it is rather generated by the unequal 

structures. Hereby, she conceives power negative, oppressive force favouring men, not 

as a source of opportunities. Clearly Caroline resists the dominance of the patriarchy 

and the unequal opportunities, and condemns the cultural and economic injustice. The 

intersection of economic and cultural injustice is notable as the struggles of the class 

intertwine with one’s female gender.  

Above Caroline mentions that development has taken place regarding the gender 

equality in the professional life. However, she questions men’s willingness to receive 

feminine jobs like domestic work or babysitting. She implies that it is rather the women 

who are the actors of the today’s change as they have become ‘modern’. Men instead 

are still unwilling to work in the low-paid feminine jobs and to reform the gender roles. 

This reveals the interviewees’ need to balance between the traditional expectations of 

men and the personal aspirations. Nevertheless, it raises questions why, not even when 

mentioning nursing, Caroline does not refer to her own career. She describes inequality 

from the general point of view and stays silent on how she has ended up in the feminine 

field of nursing. She also does not bring up the increasing number of male nurses. 

Everyone did not, however, share the views on inequalities, but rather reassured that the 

Namibian society supported the educational and professional opportunities of all. It is 

difficult to deny that many of these statements sounded more or less ‘official answers’ 

and the ideals, which undoubtedly were agreed by the nurses. It is also true that personal 

experiences affect the opinions of the prevalent (in)equality. Hannah offers an example 

of a divergent perception as she seems to repeat the government’s official proclamations 

to gain ‘Education for All’. 

 

“Equality exists, yes. Let me say if some of the ladies are interested to become a 

builder, you understand what I mean? But guys find it more interesting or (inaudible) 

more suitable what they do or they think they are more powerful to do that work. But let 

me say if a person, a lady, is having a qualification for a special profession, let’s say 
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engineering, she can go for it. It doesn’t mean that if you are a lady you cannot be an 

engineer or you cannot do these kinds of things.” 

-Hannah, 28, Owambo- 

 

Hannah’s utterance gives the impression that the professional life could not be more 

equal, and that the occupational knowledge and skills are the only determinants of one’s 

professional success. The complete gender equality represents also decency, and as she 

stands for it herself. It proves her personal respectability. The support for equality can 

be said to stem from the post-apartheid ideologies and the constitution highlighting the 

universal human rights. Therefore, decency and success are fully matters of individual 

morals and do not depend on consistent men-favouring structures. Power also appears 

positive as it, according to Hannah, offers different alternatives, rather than limits one’s 

opportunities. Furthermore, she denies the connection of gender and class positions: 

cultural injustice, or gender discrimination, does not exist and in this way it cannot 

produce economic injustice. It is evident that Hannah’s picture of a decent woman 

equates with the ideal of a modern, working woman. Although she works herself in the 

traditional feminine field, she suggests that it has been her own choice. She implies that 

she would have had the possibility to study for a more masculine occupation, if she had 

wished so. However, it is essential to notice that she also entails that all men still do not 

trust that women can perform as well as males in certain jobs. This raises the question if 

she describes the reality or her own ideals of the gender roles. 

 

5.3.2. Economic independence: woman’s pride and a tool against poverty and domestic 

violence 

Financial independence was highly valued among the nurses and it was also used as an 

argument to support their personal decency. In this section the ‘people below’ refers to 

the economically dependent women, who do not participate in the production of family 

income. These women were told to belong to the low class as they did not have an 

education or job. The interviewees’ own position and the struggles they had gone 

through in order to achieve it, were a source of pride for them. Furthermore, the 
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economic independence served as a mechanism to protect oneself from domestic 

violence.  

However, there were diverse opinions on who was to blame for the low class positions 

of women and domestic violence. I will start by discussing the views underlining the 

responsibility of men, who abused their wives and girlfriends. I will proceed to describe 

the outlooks according to which the women themselves were engendering the violence. 

Lastly, I will portray the specific sub-groups of the economically dependent women: the 

“cheap girls” and “expensive ladies”. Both of these stereotypical groups of women were 

told to aim to climb in the socio-economic hierarchy by misusing their womanhood.  

Gender-based violence seemed to be a topic the interviewees found crucial to address. 

They were severely concerned about the high prevalence of the domestic violence in 

Namibia. Still, Esther was one of the few who blamed men directly and stated how all 

women did not have the possibility to affect their futures.  

 

“Yes, just like I said men prefer dependent women that they [dependent women] can be 

their slaves. They do whatever they want to do, even abuse them. Just to say for 

example, if you come from a poor background and then you came from the North 

(inaudible). […] And then you get this guy, who is working, having a car and... Then, 

not even marrying you, he will take you to his house to be there like a wife. But not 

legally married. And then because you are not educated, you have to do whatever he's 

telling you to do. If you don't, he will beat you up. But because you have no place to go, 

you depend on him, you have to stay and suffer there. The abuse. But I don't know what 

is wrong with our men's mind, why are they doing it to their women…” 

-Esther, 23, Owambo- 

 

As already mentioned, the economically dependent women represent here the ‘people 

below’, people worse situations in terms of class. Men instead play the role of the 

indecent dominators. Esther perceives the poor women being the victims of the 

improper and despicable behaviour of men. As the dependent women lack education 

and opportunity to earn their own salary, they are forced to obey their partners if they do 
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not want to fall back into poverty. Gender equality appears as a highly structural matter 

from Esther’s point of view and does not depend purely on the actions of women. Esther 

indicates how the poor girls coming from the villages are tempted by the lifestyle men 

can offer. With this she demonstrates how women see wealthy men as an opportunity 

for socio-economic mobility. Rural poverty and the low levels of women’s education 

are examples of oppressive structures women confront and affect their relationships 

with men.  

Esther illustrates how education and the financial independence function as tools for 

women to protect themselves from violence, and thus, implies that they have an 

instrumental value. They serve as a means to avoid abuse, to develop healthy 

relationships and to contribute to one’s own well-being. It also becomes evident that 

Esther condemns the actions of men and judges the patriarchal dominance. She refuses 

to accept the power coming from above. Simultaneously, she also resists the cultural 

and economic injustices. In other words, she does not resist only the violence, but also 

the poor economic positions that trap the dependent women into the abusive 

relationships. 

Despite the fact that the interviewees disapproved the gender-based violence, all of 

them did not agree with Esther on who was to blame. Many interviewees rather 

expressed that violence was “woman’s fault”. One of them was Fiona, who pointed 

strongly that women hold the responsibility for their lives. Nevertheless, she also 

referred to the suppressive structures.  

 

“Because there is a big difference between independent women and dependent women 

in the relationship, because me, I can leave anytime if you mistreat me. I will not beg 

you, I will not stay if you mistreat me. But a dependent woman, she has to stay humble, 

because she just can't leave because this man is feeding her and her children, buying 

the clothes. I can take my kids and go, and I still can provide for them. They [men] got 

used to the dependent women and he having his ways and mistreating her as he likes. 

She will just be there accepting everything, because... I don't know what is wrong with 

women. But these women, they could just get up and go to get a job. And things would 

change and you don't have to be mistreated just because of someone's money. I actually 
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know one woman, who whenever she thinks that her husband is cheating, she cannot 

even ask him about it, because the moment she will ask about it, he will just beat her. 

She cannot question him, nothing, he will beat her. And she is staying! […] You know 

my teacher used to say that he doesn't feel any sympathy for woman who has been 

beaten more than once. The men just continue and kill you, if that's what you want.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 

 

Similarly to Esther, Fiona recognizes the poor situation of the dependent women and 

condemns the domestic violence. She admits the existence of the tough circumstances, 

under which the dependent women live, and how they are forced to tolerate the abuse as 

they have no choice. This is to say that there are existing structures affecting in a 

negative manner to women’s lives. However, it is notable that whereas Esther stated 

that she does not understand “what is wrong with […] men's mind”, Fiona turns it 

upside down by saying that she does not understand “what is wrong with women”. In 

her opinion, it is the woman’s responsibility to make sure that she does not end up under 

the full control of a man. Considering this, the comment shows that she blames the 

victim of domestic violence. That is to say that she has internalized the oppressive and 

dominant patriarchal attitudes. 

Fiona conceives the economically dependent women indecent and suggests that being 

abused or not is a matter of individual choice. Fiona herself has been able to build a 

career and to achieve the position as a financially independent woman despite of her 

poor childhood. Compared to the abused women, Fiona presents herself as decent and 

implies that she perceives the violence being partly due to women’s poor morals: 

laziness and unwillingness to work. According to her, the financial dependent women 

could easily change their lives, but they just decide not to. Moreover, from Fiona’s point 

of view, only economic injustice generates cultural injustice, gender-based violence, not 

that gender would impact on one’s socio-economic class. However, it is crucial to 

mention here that Fiona’s mother left Fiona’s biological father due to abuse. This offers 

Fiona a female role model, who has struggled her way out of the violent relationship. 

This strengthens her views that everyone is able to change their lives, if they just are 

willing to do so. 
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As Fiona has worked hard, studied a profession and achieved financial independence, 

she is able to provide for her family and to protect her children from violence. She feels 

pride over her personal success. In this light, it is possible to argue that she values her 

independence also for intrinsic reasons. Economic independence appears respectable for 

its own sake, not only as a tool to minimize the risk of domestic violence (although it is 

an essential component of its importance). Furthermore, Fiona experiences that, 

compared to the financially reliant women, she has more power in relationships as she 

can express herself freely without being afraid of violence. This is why she conceives 

power being positive as it offers her possibilities, not that the power used by others 

would limit them. Her decency also justifies her increased power. With the idea of her 

‘more advanced’ sense of morals she maintains the current class divisions and 

patriarchal attitudes.  

Also Mary underlined the woman’s own role in preventing gender violence. She 

implied that dependent women demand too high living standards from their husbands, 

start affairs with wealthier men, and therefore, create the favouring circumstances for 

domestic violence by provoking their husbands.  

 

“Alcohol, drugs and sometimes dependent women, that's what I think, I think they are 

the cause sometimes. For this violence. […]. Maybe husband is not earning thousands. 

Then they get someone as 'sugar daddy' just to provide […] and so on, while this person 

[the husband] sacrifices his life and time and whatever just to provide for her. And at 

the end of the day if he finds out that she’s having a (inaudible), I think that's how some 

of the violence is taking place. […] I think, women want to cheat.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

Besides alcohol and drugs, which are according to Mary tightly connected to violence, 

she also proposes that women are to blame for the abuse at home. She claims that 

economically dependent women are not satisfied with the living standards that an 

average, decent husband with honest work can offer. Instead the demanding women 

take a “sugar daddy” to offer them luxuries. She claims that gender is used to access to 

better class position. By dating wealthier lovers, women aim to improve their socio-
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economic status without working for it by themselves. This kind of ungratefulness 

appears indecent and as a sign of poor morals for Mary. Hereby, she indicates that 

indecency stems from the individual characteristics of the reliant women, not that the 

oppressive patriarchy would suppress them.  

Mary emphasizes that she understands the husband’s point of view and the original 

reasons for violence, although this does not mean that she would necessarily approve 

the domestic violence. Similar to Fiona, she seems to have internalized the societal 

outlooks subordinating women. However, even if she addresses that the decent morals 

serve as a buffer against violence, she also expresses that the good morality is a source 

of pride. Financial independence, and indirectly decency, is therefore valued also for 

intrinsic reasons.  

Like Mary, some other interviewees also refused to respect the women, who were 

compliant to use their bodies and sexuality to attract wealthier men. In order to 

demonstrate this, the nurses introduced me two concepts: the “cheap girls” and 

“expensive ladies”. The previous describes the women coming from the poor 

backgrounds and often from rural areas; the same women Esther mentioned being the 

victims of structural poverty and domestic violence. The “cheap girls” had come to the 

city to look for work and better life, but who had ended up selling themselves, if not 

directly as prostitutes, indirectly. The “expensive ladies” instead does not actually refer 

to the worse-off, on the contrary. The “expensive ladies” were told being middle classed 

or even upper class women, who pursued to find wealthy providers. Despite the fact that 

this section handles the women in worse socio-economic positions, I find it reasonable 

to discuss the “expensive ladies” together with the “cheap girls” as they both illustrate 

the means how women intended to improve their standard of living. Moreover, I want to 

clarify the difference between the “expensive ladies” and the women aiming to benefit 

from the “sugar daddies” mentioned by Mary. The “expensive ladies” did not have 

husbands, but they were single women who hunted for a husband, who could secure 

their expensive lifestyles. 

The concepts of the “cheap girls” and “expensive ladies” were connected to the tribal 

stereotypes. Both Fiona and Norah told how people tended to stigmatize the women of 

their ethnic group as indecent based on their feminine behaviour. According to them, 

both Namas and Owambos were accused to misuse their womanhood in order to 
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achieve better living standards. In this light, gender intersects not only with class, but 

also with the tribal membership. 

 

“[…] these ones who think they can just go around and buy Nama ladies. They think 

that… I don’t know if they think we are cheap or what. They just think that you are a 

Nama and you can just buy a beer or two and then we can go home and have sex. For 

me, personally I don’t drink beer, so for them it’s just such a shock if I say that I don’t 

drink beer. And I don’t want your drink. And actually I can buy myself, I don’t have to 

take gifts from anyone. But we differ a lot. You get these Namas who are coming from 

the farm, they are poor and they have been impoverished their whole life. So for them 

it’s a heaven on Earth if a guy can buy them a one beer for ten dollars.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 

 

“You know… With us, we [Owambos] are also expensive, we want to look good, 

spending… Like with us, okay me I’m lucky I’m not into extensions and stuff like that. 

But they are expensive in a sense that they may want to buy those Brazilians [refers to 

hair extensions], even one is very expensive. They also go like ‘ah, this other lady has 

really expensive [extensions]. You my dear [husband or boyfriend] you must spend!’” 

-Norah, 34, Owambo- 

 

The “cheap girls” and “expensive ladies” did not share the same economic status, but 

both of the groups had earned their wealth through their relationships with men. These 

groups of women appeared indecent for the same reasons: the poor morals as they did 

have not achieved their lifestyles through personal endeavours and hard work. Norah 

concentrates on stressing that the “expensive ladies” are shallow as they compete with 

each other and desire luxurious beauty products. Fiona instead underlines the 

improperness of the “cheap girls” as they do not respect their bodies and reputation as 

honourable women. Still, Fiona also recognizes the structural poverty the “cheap girls” 

are trying to escape. In this context, even if she does not approve the behaviour of the 
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“cheap girls”, she addresses that the unrespectable situations of them are not purely due 

to their individual indecency.  

It is significant that Fiona and Norah discuss the stereotypes stigmatizing their own 

tribal groups. Because of the common stereotypes they experience the need to prove 

their respectability. They do admit that “cheap girls” and “expensive ladies” are real 

phenomena among their tribes, but they also refuse to be part of the indecent women of 

Owambos or Namas. In other words, they disagree with the generalizations based on the 

ethnic stereotypes and argue instead that indecencies stem from the individual 

characteristics of these women.  

The quotes show how Norah and Fiona feel pride over their respectability by comparing 

themselves with the “expensive ladies” and “cheap girls”. They know their value as 

women, who do not take gifts from men in order to benefit themselves. The sense of 

pride gives the independence an intrinsic value despite the fact that in this case reliance 

could be a mechanism to achieve better socio-economic status. Furthermore, Norah and 

Fiona suggest that the dependent women reproduce the traditional gender roles as they 

maintain the practice of men acting as the main providers in the relationship. They 

themselves represent the modern, independent women. 

 

5.4. ‘Proper womanhood’ and the traditional and modern societal expectations 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the major theme dominating the discussions on 

gender was the question of an ‘ideal woman’. Who is she, what is expected from her 

and what her relation to men is? The conflict between traditional and modern gender 

roles was notable. The following chapter is organized to firstly discourse the gender 

roles and gender equality. We talked, for example, about the division of labour at home, 

the position of male nurses at work and the ideal of a rural woman. Second section 

instead will focus on the nursing identity, and how it connects to the perceptions of a 

respectable woman. Last part of the chapter will bring up the ideal of the traditional 

woman in the traditional relationship, in the relationship respecting the common cultural 

backgrounds of the two spouses. 
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Moreover, I want to note that gender is handled in a simplistic way in this study. With 

this I refer to the fact that I do not consider the aspects relating to the LGBTQ-identities 

(lesbian-gay-bi-trans-queer –identities). First of all, the nurses did not bring up these 

questions of gender in our conversations, and secondly, it would require a whole other 

thesis to go deeper into. It is necessary also to mention that the alternative gender and 

sexual identities are a taboo in Namibia and homosexuality is forbidden in law.  

 

5.4.1. Conflicting gender roles and the insights to the ‘ideal woman’ 

The independence triggered the equality development in Namibia also in terms of 

gender. This change in attitudes was brought up by my interviewees as well. However, 

the decency perceptions, still today, value also the traditional gender roles. In short, 

there is a conflict between the traditional and modern female expectations. 

Concerning if the equality took place in the home environment, the replies of the 

respondents varied. Others told how women were expected to take care of the household 

tasks alone, whereas others proudly expressed that in their relationships the domestic 

work laid in the shoulders of both spouses. Below we see examples of both opinions. 

 

“We have separate tasks for men and women. Women are said to do the cooking, the 

kitchen work, all the household chores. And then for guys, what do guys do? It's just this 

fixing, maybe they have (inaudible) and they have to fix. But still I think ladies are doing 

too much. It's a lot, because it's you who have to do the laundry for the whole house, 

you have to clean up, you have to take the kids to school.” 

-Lucy, 23, Owambo- 

 

“At home there was that only women can cook for their husbands, only women can do 

the house stuff like cleaning, laundry, everything. The men can only go to work, come 

home and yeah. But now, it's equal, you can do whatever. I can be at work and my 

husband too. So, he can do the laundry, help me cooking. I cannot come from work 

finding my husband just lying on the bed waiting for me to cook. (Inaudible), like my 
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husband really helps me out. You know, we have to work sometimes on-call, we get 

calls, and he stays at home with the kids the whole weekend. He cooks for them and 

cooks for us, he even do the laundry for the kids. He does help me out.” 

-Becky, 29, Herero- 

 

Lucy and Becky indicate similar values and perceptions of decency as both of them 

suggest that domestic work should be divided in an equal matter in the relationship. 

Both of them emphasize that their proper sense of morals stands for gender equality. 

The difference here becomes evident as Becky experiences that the gender equality 

realizes and Lucy does not. Becky addresses that there has been change taking place as 

the equality at home has always not been the reality. She exemplifies by describing her 

own marriage and her husband’s efforts to share the domestic workload. On the 

contrary, Lucy, who speaks more in general level, denies that there would have been 

any kind of development in the gender equality considering the division of labour.  

The interpreting of these comments in the light of intersectionality helps to understand 

the views in a deeper level. According to Lucy, cultural injustice also generates 

economic injustice. In other words, gender and the cultural practices linking to it have 

effects to the socio-economic class of women. As women are expected to manage the 

most of the domestic work by themselves, they are also expected to do unpaid work 

unlike men. However, the desired economic independence requires also paid work, but 

together with the domestic work the workload of women turns being much heavier 

compared to men. Becky instead experiences that there is no this kind of cultural 

injustice pushing women to take care of the unpaid household tasks alone. She states 

that they are shared equally between women and men.  

Considering this, there is a disagreement between Lucy and Becky if the traditional 

gender roles function as limiting structures hindering women’s opportunities or not. As 

mentioned, there are also different understandings between Lucy and Becky if the 

attitudinal change has produced more equal gender relations. Lastly, if we take the 

Becky’s point of view, it is possible to ask if the traditionally feminine work has started 
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to turn to non-feminine or are the men allowed to show more feminine characteristics 

nowadays.  

The previous quotes reveal the complexity of the issue, and how the gender equality has 

multiple dimensions. This was also point out by Mary, whose comments disclose the 

contradiction of the modern and traditional gender roles.  

 

“Back then when our grannies were young, the man was the provider. The woman was 

to stay at home to take care of the kids, housewife business. Nowadays we women, we 

are so independent. We don’t want to stay at home, we want to work for our own 

salaries. And he [the husband] even changes the nappy of the baby.” 

 

“[…] I don't think so, because at the end of the day we have to help each other to pay 

the bills and so on. So I don't think it's a problem for my husband me working. As long 

as I'm humble. You know, a lady has to be humble, even though she would earn how 

many thousands. That's a Bible rule. And the man is always the head. As long as you 

give him that status being the head of the house...” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

Mary’s statements exemplify that the role of a woman is not straightforward. On the 

other hand, Mary recognizes the positive changes in gender equality, expresses her own 

equal values and good morals. She idealizes modern gender roles; an independent 

woman who participates in providing and a man who takes part in the traditional female 

unpaid work. On the other hand, Mary notes that based on the teachings of the Bible 

women should stay humble and respect the husband’s position as the head of the 

household. If comparing Mary’s two comments, it is possible to argue that the views on 

the traditional and modern female decency are in conflict. In the first quote Mary 

underlines her appreciation of modern gender roles; whereas in the later one she implies 

that the traditional woman ‘assisting her husband’ is the decent way of being a woman. 
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Considering this, Mary both reproduces and resists the traditional and modern female 

ideals.  

Mary, however, implies that the relation of modern and traditional is not problematic for 

her, and that these dissimilar gender identities coexist side by side. She suggests that 

women can be equal in their relationships despite the higher status of men. Of course we 

can ask, if these kinds of attitudes truly enable equality for example in terms of class. 

Mary herself told earlier in this paper that her gender drove her into the nursing career 

instead of accounting, which was her dream. So although she has been able to study a 

profession and to achieve own monthly income, it was gender that directed her to the 

lower class job compared to the accounting. Hereby, if men are concerned being the 

heads of the households and more entitled to education, men can be assumed also to 

have more power in the working life. This would bring them more opportunities to gain 

the higher socio-economic positions. The stances on the woman’s role still reflect to the 

working life, even if the change would have brought employment more available for the 

Namibian women. In sum, Mary reveals the connection between the gender and class.  

It is notable that the Christian faith has a fundamental role in the construction of Mary’s 

identity and her perceptions on decency. She bases her traditional ideals on womanhood 

to the religious guidelines. However, it is controversial that among the interviewees 

both Christian and gender identities were used to support equality. Equality was valued 

due to the Christian morals as the religion encouraged them to treat “everyone as 

brothers and sisters”. Additionally, equality was also demanded as the relations of men 

and women were conceived unfair. Nonetheless, being a good Christian seemed to set 

obstacles for gender equality, like we noticed in Mary’s case.  

The complexity of the gender relations was also demonstrated by Hannah, who 

emphasized the structural, but also individual perspectives to the equality between men 

and women. She also discussed the division of domestic work, which according to her, 

is handled in a different manner depending on the ideologies of different tribes and 

families. 

 

“Hmm, equal house work... It depends, because some of the people... It depends also 

according to the cultures. Some cultures are saying that men cannot [do domestic 
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tasks], some different cultures are saying so. […] Different tribes have different 

cultures. Or different families have different cultures. So my husband’s family retained 

old views, not my husband’s family but their extended family, (inaudible) that the man 

cannot cook... But for me, I grew up in a family where my mother was sick and my 

father came home to help my mother. So it depends on tribe, family and…” 

-Hannah, 28, Owambo- 

 

Hannah states above that there are several differing views on female decency in the 

society. She highlights that there are both structural and individual reasons for these 

perceptions, and she gives an example of both. The earlier examples in this section of 

the thesis have demonstrated only different limiting structures, but Hannah illustrates 

the diversity. 

Hannah points that there are different gender practices between different tribes, and that 

the tribal culture may set restrictions for the implementation of the modern gender roles. 

In this light, the cultural and tribal practices, or the cultural (in)justice, determine the 

(in)equality. In other words, tribal traditions may function as limiting structures. 

Alternatively, when Hannah mentions that the adoption of gender roles depends on the 

personal attitudes, family customs and practices, she refers to the individual reasons of 

(in)equality. She gives an example from her own and her husband’s childhood families. 

In her home the mother’s illness made the father to take over the traditional female 

tasks. Therefore, it can be argued that Hannah’s father offered her a male role model, 

who contributed to the domestic work. In comparison, in the childhood family of 

Hannah’s husband the gender roles were perceived in a more traditional way. By taking 

this into account, we can say that the understandings on the responsibilities of men and 

women differ in her new family circle compared to her childhood role models. Here 

must be noted that Hannah was married to another Owambo, so at least in this case the 

family values and individual factors would rather define the practices of gender roles, 

not the tribal “cultures”.  

If moving from the private sphere to the public space, the state of the gender equality 

was noted being better in the working life compared to the home environment. 

According to the nurses, in the hospital the division of labour was determined by the 
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professional skills and education, not gender. At home, on the contrary, gender played a 

bigger role in the division of tasks, as women still had to handle the domestic work 

alone, even if they contributed to providing. The ‘equal working life’ was not, however, 

the whole truth. In our discussions I directly asked the women what was the position of 

male nurses compared to their female colleagues. The answers were very homogenous 

as they told how there were more and more men entering the field, but that the male 

nurses were more valued by the working community. Nevertheless, it was surprising 

that this was perceived rather natural and it was not judged as a negative phenomenon. 

Many nurses also mentioned how all men wearing a hospital uniform were conceived 

being doctors. However, also in this context they interpreted it more or less fair. The 

acceptance of the better status of men tells about the internalized, patriarchal gender 

roles, which are not questioned. This appears as a complete opposite to the viewpoints 

of Caroline, who in the previous chapter condemned strongly the favouring of men in 

the labour market, for example based on their physical strength. She saw nothing natural 

in the better socio-economic opportunities of men.  

The most common replies to my questions on the male nurses pointed that the 

interviewees themselves appreciated the male colleagues, sometimes even over their 

female peers. Although the physical strength of men appeared as a source of valuation 

in the nursing work, the male colleagues were also stated to have better personal 

qualities. The quote from Fiona is only an example of the great number of the similar 

answers praising the decency and ‘practicality’ of male nurses.  

 

“Ahmm, yes they are more valuable. And for me personally I prefer working with male 

nurses, because they are hard-working, more than females. Or should I say they are less 

lazy. Yeah, and there are less issues when you are working with males. We females 

always have to accuse each other, to gossip... So it's better to work with males.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 

 

Fiona expresses above how she prefers working with men due to their hard work and 

attitudes supporting pleasant working environment. These are decent features of a 

person in general, like stated so many times in this thesis. For Fiona, these kinds of 
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characteristics justify the higher status of male nurses in the hospital community. This 

reflects the influence of the dominant, men-favouring ideologies on women. It is 

peculiar, nevertheless, that Fiona identifies with the characteristics typical for the male 

nurses. In this way she implies being more masculine and decent than an average female 

nurse. Fiona’s internalized outlook maintains the traditional gender roles and sustains 

the patriarchal structures in the working life. However, in this light it is crucial to note 

once more that the decency appears rather as a matter of individual characteristics, not 

the gender in itself. Otherwise Fiona could not include herself to the group of the decent 

nurses, if it would consist of purely males. 

The inequalities at home or at work did not, however, prevent the nurses dreaming of 

the socio-economic mobility. Most of them told that proceeding in their careers was 

their biggest desire. Some of the women mentioned dreaming of family and children, 

but it was never conceived to exclude the development of their careers. A majority of 

the nurses stated how they planned or were already involved in further studies, for 

example to make forward from the position of an enrolled nurse to a registered nurse. 

All of the respondents did not see their future in the nursing field, but rather aimed to 

study something different. One of the youngest interviewees described how she dreamt 

of becoming a forensic scientist, but she had to save money for that as the education 

was organized only in South Africa. Among others, Felicity illustrated how she aimed 

to achieve a higher status in the society through education.  

 

“I want to study and then maybe I'll... My interests are in research and solving within 

(inaudible). I imagine myself after five years that maybe I'm a director somewhere. Not 

in the hospital, but maybe ministry, having my own office. (Inaudible), with my own 

house, not in Katutura. And having a big car!” 

-Felicity, 30, Owambo- 

 

Felicity expresses how she perceives the socio-economic mobility desirable. She dreams 

of promotion by studying a new profession. She conceives power positive and to offer 

possibilities, which the decent people are clever enough to take advantage of. For 

Felicity the high position seems important in order to show the improved class position 
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in the society. An office, car and house outside of Katutura are signs of a good socio-

economic situation, which implies for the unknown that the person has the qualities to 

succeed. Lastly, it is notable that the conceived decencies of Felicity idealize the 

modern gender roles: a working and successful woman who decides about her career 

and works hard to achieve it. She also does not hide her accomplishments. 

The ideal of a modern woman was, nevertheless, challenged through the ideal of the 

decent rural woman. Previously we have seen that the traditional gender roles and 

attitudes in the villages were considered as hindering structures. However, 

simultaneously the proper individual morals of the rural women were glamourized, and 

the interviewees showed pride over their rural backgrounds. Felicity offers again an 

example here, and tells how she perceives the people with rural background having 

better morals. When comparing this to her previous comment, it becomes clear that she 

admires both the modern woman having an office and the traditional woman with ‘good 

manners’. 

 

“Yeah, I would not have manners [without the rural background]. Because certain 

women here don't…The way they were brought up is not like up to standards. Some are 

well-mannered, but most of the city girls, they don't have manners. They don't respect 

people, they don't respect elderly, yeah. Maybe I would not be even where I am today, 

because I would be everyday there drinking, clubbing...” 

-Felicity, 30, Owambo- 

 

Felicity emphasizes that her sense of good morals has its roots in her rural background. 

She criticizes the way the city-dwellers raise their children, how they do not respect 

others and are irresponsible. The traditional ideas ideals of a proper woman are 

perceived more respectable than the modern, urban behaviour. However, this does not 

seem to be in contradiction with Felicity’s aspirations of being modern woman building 

a successful career. When telling about her dreams to become a “director” she evidently 

resists the traditional gender roles. Simultaneously, she still identifies with the good 

morals of a rural, decent woman. In this way she strengthens the traditional gender 
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roles. In short, it appears that the ‘proper woman’ stands somewhere between the city 

and rural context, and between the modern and traditional way of life. Finding the 

middle road enables the nurses to remain their female decency in the ideological 

transition of the gender roles and to be proud of both their past and dreams. 

 

5.4.2. Nursing profession enhancing and fading the femininity 

We can say that the nursing identity is one of the many identities the interviewees have. 

It can be perceived being an alternative identity for the racial, tribal, class and gender 

identities. However, it is true that profession intertwines tightly especially to the class 

position as the occupation functions as a tool to access better opportunities in life. 

Furthermore, the ‘proper nurse’ intersects with a ‘proper woman’. The nursing 

profession enabled the valued economic independence of the modern, decent woman, 

but it also enabled the combining of the traditional gender ideals to the modern female 

expectations.  

In this section I will present how the decent nurse represented simultaneously the 

traditional and modern woman. I will start by giving examples of the classical feminine 

qualities of a good nurse. As a comparison I will continue by presenting the views 

underlining the importance of the occupational know-how and the practical skills. 

Lastly, I will bring up the issue of devotion. Devotion as a traditional feminine personal 

quality had its role in the building of the professional identity of the modern female 

woman.  

Nursing has traditionally been perceived as a feminine occupation and the qualities of a 

good nurse has equated with the qualities of a good mother (Magnussen, 1998; Hallam, 

2001; Skeggs, 2001). The interviewees, however, strongly stated that nursing was not a 

“lady job” anymore as there were many men involved in the field. Still, according to 

them, a proper nurse was caring and helpful, which are characteristics usually connected 

to femininity rather than masculinity. This was how Jenny and Esther described 

themselves as decent nurses. 
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“The reality is rough. You are dealing with people’s lives, you have to be caring, you 

should have a caring heart. You need to be there for your patient. It’s not (inaudible). 

It’s to be there for your patient, to advocate your patient. In case the doctor does not 

know what is right for your patient, then you should speak for your patient.” 

-Jenny, 25, Owambo- 

 

“Oh, it's just that feeling of helping. You know when you have been nursing a person 

and they get better. That feeling when they are appreciating you, you know. So it's nice, 

you helped the person, you saved a life, so it's a good feeling.” 

-Esther, 23, Owambo- 

 

By describing the qualities of a proper nurse Jenny and Esther intend to prove their 

personal decent moralities. Both women defined a decent nurse as responsible, caring 

and helpful. She is a useful individual, whose work effort saves lives. Jenny also brings 

up that a proper nurse defends the patient’s rights. All these qualities are also the 

qualities of a respectable woman. Hereby, the nursing profession connects tightly to the 

gender ideals. Jenny and Esther strengthen the traditional gender roles and the picture of 

women being decent when nurturing others. In other words, femininity is perceived as a 

crucial part of the professionality. The nursing education turns the overall caring to a 

crucial component of occupational competence.  

Hannah had similar thoughts as Jenny and Esther had. In addition, she noted that a 

decent nurse was caring, but mentions also that the willingness to help others stems 

from the Christian faith. 

 

“What I mean, you can only treat your patient with care. If you know what it is to be 

obligated and guided by the Bible, being guided by the religion (inaudible) be with 

people or otherwise. If you don’t know anything about religion, then you would be the 

same person shouting to the colleagues, the same person shouting to the patients and 

you will be the same person who doesn’t even know how to behave in the society.” 
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-Hannah, 28, Owambo- 

 

Like for Jenny and Esther, work and taking care of it in a decent manner, gives Hannah 

dignity and pride. According to her, the Christian morals are the morals of a decent 

nurse. She argues that she can manage better in her job and be a better colleague as she 

follows the teachings of the Bible. With Christian values she cares for and respects 

others, which includes the behaviour of a ‘good girl’ and the controlling of one’s 

negative feelings. Like traditional gender roles often require, respectable women do not 

show their frustration or anger, but rather follow the norms as humble women.  

Besides the decent values, the ideal nurse was supposed to have proper, technical skills. 

This was stated the most clearly by Susan, who emphasized the cruciality of the 

professional expertise and its significance for good care. This is what she replied, when 

I asked what the best part of her job was. 

 

“Definitely saving lives and putting drips. You have to know what you are doing, you 

know the drugs and so on… […] and you need to respect the patient and keep your 

ethics, you know. Even if the patient is difficult and rude, you just handle it.” 

-Susan, 24, Caprivian- 

 

As pros of the nursing work “saving lives” and “putting drips” comprise an interesting 

twosome. The first one represents something that has a high moral value and that has 

not importance only specifically in the nursing field. The latter one instead indicates a 

practical, detailed skill; expertise of nurses particularly. Moreover, Susan conceives the 

patience towards offensive patients as a skill nurses are supposed to have in their 

profession. Therefore, it is comparable with the ability to put drips. The professional 

expertise draws the attention away from gender and the personal characteristics and 

underlines the proper nurse being a competent professional. In this light, being a 

competent nurse is a gender-neutral construct. For that reason, in this context an ideal 

nurse refers to a skillful, modern professional instead of a traditional, caring woman. 
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Education offers authority for Susan and other nurses, as non-professionals do not have 

the similar knowledge. 

For some the value of nursing was that education in general offered skills for life and 

tools to survive in the multicultural society. Education was seen as a key to solidarity 

and the finding concord in the middle of plurality. Caroline highlights below that the 

decent morals of a nurse stems partly from their education. 

 

“Oh, I think because they are high educated, they understand situations. They have to 

handle those situations. There are people who discriminate and are (inaudible), but it’s 

because they don’t understand things. They are not educated. That’s why they just treat 

people like that. But the majority of the nurses, they don’t have those things anymore, 

Herero, Owambo and what what… Because they understand now, they are educated. 

Because I have seen that they don’t have that thing with tribes.” 

-Caroline, 25, Owambo- 

 

What Caroline intends to point here is that education in general has a positive impact on 

decency and good morals. For her, decency means the open-mindedness towards tribal 

difference, and thus, also a respectable nurse accepts the people coming from diverse 

backgrounds. In this way Caroline emphasizes that non-discriminatory attitude is a 

similar practical skill as putting drips, as it is taught in the nursing school. It is a 

fundamental part of the nurse’s competence. Furthermore, similar to Susan, Caroline 

focuses on underlining her professionalism as a nurse, not the decent personal 

characteristics. In this manner she also succeeds to diminish the gender associations of 

nursing. Lastly, she clearly exemplifies how the ‘decent nurse’ intersects with the tribal 

relations. 

We have seen now that professionalism, and decency coming with it, is a source of 

pride for the nurses. However, besides feeling self-worth by themselves, they 

appreciated the admiration of others. For example Hannah and Fiona stated that they 

enjoyed the status the nursing career brought to them. They illustrate their thoughts in 

the following manner. 
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“Hmm, okay in the first place I just felt that it was an interesting career. Those days I 

thought like ‘wow’, they look nice in their uniform. I want to be ‘wow’ so when I came 

to the hospital looking how they look, they are proud people.” 

-Hannah, 28, Owambo- 

 

“You know, when you are in certain type of education and especially when you are a 

nurse, you'll get a lot of respect from people. So in my family and in my society, I get a 

lot of respect. I'm so young, but people ask your advice and the respect is so enormous. 

So it's actually nice, people look and kids look up to you.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 

 

Above Hannah and Fiona describe how the nursing profession is also a matter of status. 

Fiona states that she gets respect as an authority despite her young age in her 

community. She is perceived as an educated and competent individual, who can offer 

advice for others. The admiration of others makes her to feel dignified and proud over 

her proficiency. Hannah instead explains that her own interest towards nursing was 

partly due to the uniforms nurses use. She suggests that the uniform sends outsiders the 

message that the person wearing it has a proper education and that she has a special 

expertise. She also deserves her socio-economic position. Considering this, like already 

stated in the chapter concerning the women’s pathways to nursing, the authority coming 

with the uniform influenced on the career choices of the interviewees. It is also essential 

to mention here that the Namibian nursing uniforms are comparable to the army 

uniforms as they tell the educational level and the position in the hierarchy. Still, most 

of the interviewees, including Hannah, could not use their uniforms in their actual work, 

but still they came to work every day wearing it.  

Both Hannah and Fiona idealized the modern, educated woman, who through work had 

deserved her status in the community. The association of being a professional is 

intensified by ignoring the gender and instead by focusing on the expertise as the source 
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of status. The professional decency offered Hannah and Fiona prestige as capable actors 

in the nursing field, not as women per se. Still, it is crucial to remind how Hannah 

previously referred to the Christian values and the feminine qualities of a decent nurse. 

Based on these two statements it can be said that the individual, feminine qualities and 

the professional competence are both fundamental features of a proper nurse. Caring 

and the use of uniform symbolizing technical know-how do not contradict, but rather 

reinforce each other. 

As a difference to Fiona and Hannah, other nurses claimed that they never got credit 

from their efforts. However, despite this the nurses showed great devotion to their work. 

Lucy was one of them. 

 

“They don’t know how hard you work, they don’t appreciate, they go to media, any 

single mistake you do, not that you wanted to do it, it’s just a mistake in life that a 

human being can make, they will go and criticize. They talk badly about nurses. The 

thing I hate about nursing is that the community does not appreciate… They don’t know 

how hard people work here, and how caring they are. But when they do good, they 

don’t say it. Not even in the management. But when something bad happens, let me say 

the good nurse that comes to work every time, punctual every day… And this from seven 

(a.m.) to seven (p.m.), and the night duties. You can't spend this time with your family 

and so on. We spend our Christmas here, not with our families, you know.” 

-Lucy, 23, Owambo- 

 

For Lucy, the proper nurse appears as a feminine caretaker, who sacrifices her time to 

help others without benefitting it herself. She puts herself last, like a decent, traditional 

woman is supposed to do. Still, while telling about the non-appreciation, Lucy clearly 

perceives it unfair. She does not except it that her and other nurses’ decency is not 

recognized in the community. With these thoughts she also resists the traditional gender 

roles and the expectations of women sacrificing themselves without getting any credit. 

Similar devotion was showed by Norah, who planned to participate in improving the 

conditions in the Katutura hospital in the future. This was her way to endeavour towards 
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the common good and to help others. She implied that she would use her possibly 

increasing power to benefit others at work. 

 

“Actually in my hospital people used to always say 'ah, this Katutura, it's a bad place. 

You come and wait for long’ and all that, so I want to see change, okay? In the next ten 

years I want to... I would still be here after ten years, I would probably be, not really a 

matron, but in charge of the department, which is running smoothly, fully equipped... 

Because you know, like one thing I said is not having the certain drugs and stuff. I want 

to be in place where all those things are available. Enough staff, very good working 

environment, nice and clean and you know, having a good attitude among each other 

and towards patients and their relatives. And any visitor who is coming. A good 

harmony and just peace, even the person comes from (inaudible). They coming down 

and just having that good spirit.” 

-Norah, 34, Owambo- 

 

In Norah’s comment the personal working morals and devotion were, once again, 

perceived as qualities of a decent nurse. Nevertheless, what is a crucial remark here is 

that she illustrates the harmony of the traditional femininity and non-feminine 

professionality. Norah clearly dreams of a promotion and the proceeding in her career, 

like a modern, successful woman. She describes how she would like to be in charge of a 

unit in the future. Still, she suggests that she would use her position to help others: 

patients to get better treatment and the staff to thrive in their job. Norah states how she 

would like to develop both the professional and caring preparedness of the hospital and 

its personnel. In this way, she would reproduce both traditional and modern ideas of an 

ideal nurse.  

 

5.4.3. The traditional woman in the traditional marriage 

The valuation of one’s cultural heritage was perceived being part of the female decency 

among the interviewees. The appreciation of traditions became evident when talking 

about the functioning relationships. Through the idea of a ‘decent marriage’ the nurses 



 

 

83 

 

articulated pride over their tribal membership. However, the reasons to prefer husbands 

and boyfriends from the own tribal group differed to a great extent. Some appraised the 

common cultural background due to the practical causes, and therefore, experienced it 

having an instrumental value. Others instead conceived the ‘tribal connection’ important 

for its own sake. Still, many highlighted also the role of the on-going change and the 

increased approval of the tribally-mixed marriages. 

A good example on practicality perspective was presented by Fiona, a Nama, who had 

found that the same tribal background made the everyday life easier. She mentioned that 

she has tried dating other than Nama men, but that she had come to the conclusion that 

tribal differences set obstacles for the best possible relationship. 

 

“First when I was younger I used to always say 'I'm never going to date a Nama, I want 

a guy from another tribe'. But when I actually started dating, I found out that it’s tricky. 

And now when I'm finally dating a Nama guy, this is actually my first Nama guy I'm 

dating, it's just nice... When I met his parents, his family, everybody is speaking the 

same language, we can understand each other, we have the same traditional morals and 

values and everything. There is nothing that I should learn from them. […] It's easier, 

people accept me fully, I can just be myself, I don't have to pretend to be someone else. 

And like for example my boyfriend and his family, especially his parents and his 

siblings, they have a very tight bond. So if the mother-in-law doesn't like you, and this 

guy is crazy about his mother, it's very difficult. So for me it's very important to have a 

proper or good relationship with my boyfriend’s or husband's parents and family.” 

-Fiona, 25, Nama- 

 

Fiona has the experience that the common cultural background diminishes the 

supplementary effort needed to make the relationship work. She brings up the role of 

language and the importance of the similar perceptions on decency. Thus, the absence 

of the need for integration, same language and the common morals are revered due to 

their role as a means to achieve more comfortable life. Moreover, Fiona illustrates how 

it is crucial to get along with the in-laws and how the same tribal background makes the 

full acceptance into the new family possible. In other words, in all these cases the value 
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of the cultural understanding relies on the instrumental reasons. In addition, by aiming 

to avoid the multicultural relationships and their difficulties Fiona happens to reproduce 

the strong boundaries between tribes, but also the traditional forms of dating.  

Some of the nurses wanted to respect their parents’ views on the ‘proper spouse’. They 

were willing to choose their boyfriends from their own tribe as their family preferred it. 

For example, one Owambo respondent mentioned how she would probably marry a co-

Owambo, because in this way her family would be able to keep an eye on her husband 

in case of abuse. In the worst scenario the parents could annul the marriage of their 

daughter as the two families shared the tribal background. The shared cultural 

background of the spouses appeared having an instrumental value. It served as a tool 

against domestic violence, in the same way the woman’s economic independence did in 

the previous chapter. However, it is significant that here it is the tradition offering 

safety, whereas the financial non-reliance was specifically the insurance of the modern, 

working woman. Furthermore, here the safety constructs around the support of the 

community, whereas in the context modernity, it was the ‘smart individual’ who held 

the responsibility for her own welfare. Similar to Fiona, the dating and marital practices 

also in this case maintain the strong ethnic identities and group boundaries. 

Besides the practical advantages of the traditional marriage, the pride over the own 

cultural roots defined the ‘decent relationship’. The perception of tribal uniqueness 

reveals the strong tribal identity. For Becky, the tribal respectability was constructed 

around the continual Herero bloodline, the omaanda kinship and the communal 

belonging becoming with them. 

 

“[…] Even now, for me... I'm speaking from myself, I have said and I'm still gonna say 

that I would never date some other tribes except Herero. And I don't even wish for 

myself to go dating another tribe, because it's in me and my blood. I just want to go, my 

family to be my blood. But nowadays somebody are marrying Owambos, Caprivians... 

For some it’s okay, but… I don't date others, because we are having our own culture, 

that's... We call it omaanda, it's like you have to be named after your father and if you 

get like white people or Owambo people or whatever, they you would be called 

something [else]. My name is like x, it's from my mother, you see. So it should go like 
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from one generation to another. So if you start dating others, it's always, you don't have 

omaanda.” 

-Becky, 29, Herero- 

 

Becky was one of the nurses, who seemed to have exceptionally strong tribal identity. 

During our acquaintance she brought up several times her pride over her Herero 

background; she told about the history of the traditional Herero dresses and how it 

revealed the woman’s status in the tribal community. In a similar way her comment on 

omaanda illustrates the importance of the tribal identity for her. In this case, the 

tradition does not appear limiting in any way, rather it represents a proper type of 

marriage and the decent reproduction process in general. Concerning omaanda, she does 

not highlight the ideal of a modern relationship, unlike earlier when talking about the 

equal division of household tasks. 

In comparison to Fiona, here the tribal boundaries are not a side product of something 

else, like desires of more comfortable life, but they have an intrinsic value. Becky 

maintains the ethnic divisions more intentionally than Fiona. Lastly, unlike many other 

interviewees, Becky does not stigmatize, at least when talking about the dating 

practices, other groups. It is true that she prefers a Herero spouse, but it is not because 

of the indecency of other tribes, but rather she herself values the Herero tradition. 

Many of the nurses (like Becky in her comment) told that the dating practices had 

started to change. This offers a contrast to the previous outlooks idealizing the 

traditional marriage. New phenomena like online dating had increased the multicultural 

relationships between the tribes, but had also brought spouses and in-laws from abroad. 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that some women stated how they appreciated the 

individual characteristics over the tribal memberships, only one interviewee, Mary, was 

married to a man from another tribe than hers. She underlined how it was the spirit of 

the contemporary era to forget the ethnic divisions and to create new, multicultural 

identities. This is what she told. 
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“Back home, the grannies, they might dislike or stay against you marrying to a Damara 

or Owambo while you are a Herero... Kind of this negative, because of these traditions. 

In their days people did not do this, but nowadays it's different. A new generation! So 

we are trying to change our grannies' mentalities.” 

 

“No, no, no. I don't think it is challenging. Only thing you can do is just to neutralize or 

whatever. For example on holidays when you send your kids to the granny, first they go 

to see the Damara relatives and the next time in Owamboland. So... Even at schools, the 

kids, the way in the train, it was mixed Damara, Herero, Owambo. So, it's not a 

problem, I don't think so.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

Mary points out that the change has taken place in the attitudes regarding tribally mixed 

marriages. She compares herself to the previous generation women and stresses how she 

is the one holding the modern views, and hereby, representing the decent woman. 

According to her, it is the tradition hindering the proper, multicultural behaviour. By 

discrediting the old practices and the attitudes of the “grannies” Mary states that the 

modern, tolerant Namibian society approves and enables the multiethnic family life. 

However, although she talks about the cultural neutrality, she also implies that she and 

her husband are able and willing to sustain the connections for both tribal communities 

of their children. In this light, being modern and respecting the tradition is possible 

simultaneously. 

Like for Becky, for Mary the choice between the traditional and modern family life has 

been easy to make. Whereas Becky had always conceived the tradition being more 

important, Mary admires the modern ways. Moreover, like for Becky, also for Mary the 

ethnic aspects to marriage have an intrinsic value. It does not represent a means to gain 

something, but rather it is perceived valuable for its own sake. Dissimilar to the others, 

Mary resists the tribal prejudices and boundary making. She does not leave the men 

coming from other tribes outside the group of decent husbands, but emphasizes the 
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irrelevance of the tribal membership in the building a proper and functioning 

relationship. 

 

5.5. Racial and tribal (in)decencies resisting and reproducing the strong group 

boundaries 

Race is a strong component of the current Namibian identities, and it defines the 

perceptions of decency. Still, in the shadow of the apartheid history the interviewees 

intended to highlight also their new, equality-based identities instead of the traditional 

‘black belonging’. The nurses idealized equal opportunities, and this ideal was used as a 

mechanism to show their ‘moral betterness’ compared to the whites. It is a paradox that 

by labelling the whites less decent, they ended up reproducing the divisions between the 

white and black populations. The race-related matters will be discussed in the section 

5.5.1. 

Besides the identity constructing around the ideas of equity, the decent morals was 

demonstrated by emphasizing tribal uniqueness and by building boundaries between 

different tribes. By discrediting other groups the nurses aimed to prove their 

respectability. They used stereotypes to concretize the difference between ‘us’ and 

‘them’. The tribal stereotypes will be investigated in the section 5.5.2. 

 

5.5.1. The condemnation of racism and the strengthening of the old and new identities 

The aspirations of equality represented the decent opposite for racism. The nurses had 

personal experiences on racial discrimination, and in most cases they condemned it. I 

will start this section by stressing the interviewees’ experiences of defame and describe 

how the whites had showed discriminatory attitudes towards blacks. I will proceed to 

discuss the rejection of the “black racism.” Here the group of the indecent referred to 

the discriminatory blacks, who did not forgive the apartheid times. Thirdly, I will 

exemplify the phenomenon of internalized racism, in which the whites are perceived 

being entitled to their better positions. 
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When asking about racism, most of the nurses noted that racism was rare as it was 

strictly judged in the society. Others mentioned that the whites could not freely express 

their discriminatory attitudes as racism was forbidden in law. Still, the interviewees 

brought up the “unusual incidents”, the occasional instances reported by media. The 

nurses addressed that sometimes the white employers favoured their white employees 

over the black ones or that the blacks might encounter racist attitudes in the bank. These 

experiences did not, however, invalidate the fact the nurses had only few contacts to the 

whites. The institutionalized racism was not perceived as discrimination in this context. 

Even those women who told that they had white friends revealed that their friends were 

foreigners, not Namibian whites. They also revealed that they never had had white peers 

at school. This relates to the class inequalities that were already illustrated in the 

previous chapters. 

Still, when formulating the questions on racism in a more specific way, the most 

interviewees told about personal experiences of racial discrimination and insulting. For 

example, they had experienced discrimination in their work in different hospitals. The 

nurses described how the white doctoral interns did not respect their work and tended to 

advise them in their job. The white matrons in the private hospitals were said to make 

favours to their white subordinates and to discriminate the black nurses. Generally, the 

private hospitals and clinics were perceived more racist than Katutura; it was a common 

opinion that the white senior doctors were good colleagues in the public sector.  

The questions about racism inspired for example Mary to tell about the existence of 

racism and her experiences from her previous work place. With her comment she 

clearly points that equality and its promotion is the decent thing to do. 

 

“Honestly, I’m coming from private hospital. Some whites are still racists. […] Some 

doctors, just to see the black face, they are screaming ‘I want a new nurse!’ And 

patients. If you are touching them, they say ‘this did this!’ Just to put me in trouble.” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 
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In her previous job Mary had to face racism from both doctors and patients, who did not 

want to cooperate with black nurses. Mary differentiates herself from the indecent 

discriminatory whites, judges the racism and implies that she has better sense of morals. 

However, by highlighting her aspirations of equality, Mary simultaneously ends up 

reproducing the experience of difference and the wide gap between blacks and whites. 

Furthermore, by rejecting the racism, Mary enforces both her ‘black belonging’ and the 

equality-based identity. Still, it must be noted that the ideals of equity and the racial 

identity do not seem to be in conflict, but rather they co-exist side by side. The strong 

resistance of discrimination supports the post-independence reconciliation ideology and 

the official stance to the racial relations in Namibia. 

Unlike Mary, all of the interviewees did not have personal experience on racism. 

Nevertheless, this did not mean that they would not have felt the societal discrimination. 

For example Jenny suffered from racism through the history as she identified with the 

pain of the previous generations and underwent the racial oppression through the 

experience of others. 

 

 “[…] the younger generation like me we think about the racism in the same way [than 

the older generations], because I have heard how they were treated. I’ve studied 

history, I’ve seen pictures and videos. Of course it’s not like that nowadays, but we 

know what happened.” 

-Jenny, 25, Owambo- 

 

Jenny intends to maintain the memories of apartheid oppression as she feels strongly 

about the history. According to her, there is no difference between the attitudes on 

racism between the older and younger generations: the ones who have endured the 

apartheid policies and those who have not. Even if she mentions that the racial relations 

have improved since the independence, she implies that the black population has not 

forgotten the times of oppression. She condemns the dominance of the whites, even if it 

would have happened before her birth and perceives racism indecent. She also suggests 

that she has a better sense of morals compared to the whites, at least in the historical 

level. Similar to Mary, Jenny reproduces the original setting of blacks versus whites, 
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and therefore, strengthens her black identity. Like Mary, she highlights her valuation of 

the universal equality and refers also to the new type of identity relying on solidarity 

and tolerance. This shows how the old racial and the new equality-based identities build 

the perceptions of decency alongside each other. 

Identities focusing on the aspirations of equality and harmony were also brought up 

when talking about the so-called black racism. With this term the nurses described the 

“hard feelings” of the black population. According to the interviewees, some blacks 

called the whites ‘burs’, referring to the Dutch farmers who settled in the Southern coast 

of Africa in the 17
th

 century, in order to offend them intentionally. However, my 

respondents rejected the black racism similar to the racism from the whites. A common 

opinion was that the whites should be forgiven, even if they would act in a 

discriminatory way. Still, it must be noted that forgiveness did not mean the acceptance 

of the socio-economic inequalities. On the contrary, the inequalities regarding the life 

opportunities were perceived highly unfair.  

In the case of black racism, the other (racist) blacks were the ones representing the 

indecent. The nurses felt morally superior to their indecent peer blacks, who did not 

reach the level of the adequate morals. Moreover, instead of concentrating on the rancor 

in the daily interaction, the interviewees ended up fading the boundaries between the 

blacks and whites, unlike in the previous examples. That is to say that in this context the 

condemnation of discrimination did not generate a moral gap between races, but rather 

within the group of blacks. Lastly, considering the black racism, the ideal of universal 

equality replaced the racial solidarity and the race-based identity. 

It is possible to remark at least two different types of reasoning behind the aspirations of 

extreme equality. First of all, as already mentioned, the new constitution and the 

government actions have consciously contributed to the construction of the unified 

Namibian identity. This has been on agenda as the diminishing of the experience of 

racial difference has been found crucial for a new nation, not less to remain the societal 

order. The universal human rights are the basis of the post-apartheid legislation and it 

has reflected to the worldviews of the people. The interviewees felt proud over the 

peaceful transition to democracy and underlined how Namibia was doing better 

compared to South-Africa that struggled with violent riots.  
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Secondly, the Christian values impacted on the ideologies of the interviewees. 

According to them, a good Christian saw everyone as brothers and sisters. They 

highlighted that the decency for a Christian meant forgiveness, and that “Saint Peter at 

the gate” was not interested in person’s wealth or colour, but rather their good morals. 

In short, the Christian identity appeared occasionally stronger than the racial one. 

A clear divergent viewpoint to racism and the idealizing equality came up when I 

interviewed Esther. The way she portrays the inequalities between blacks and whites 

reveals the impact of the apartheid propaganda on the African population. The core of 

the apartheid discrimination and the racial segregation was to make the blacks believe 

into their claimed inferiority. What Esther indicates below tells the sad story of the 

success of the propaganda. 

 

“Because of the… The black people are afraid of white people. So they respect them. 

[…] It’s just that people believe that the whites have sharp minds, they are more clever 

than black people. That’s why they have more opportunities.” 

-Esther, 23, Owambo- 

 

After stating this I asked Esther if she thought in the similar way. Her answer was yes. 

At some point I contemplated if it was my whiteness that made her to say this, but then I 

came to the conclusion that even this would be the case, it tells about the society and its 

racial attitudes. I also believe that the telling honestly about her opinions was only 

possible if she trusted me as a ‘white person’.  

If going deeper into Esther’s views, she stresses that the blacks, including herself, 

perceive the better opportunities of the whites being justified and reasonable. According 

to her, the whites are somehow naturally more advanced. She also implies that the 

socio-economic prestige and the discriminatory attitudes of the whites still direct the 

actions of the blacks. Esther states that the higher intelligence of the whites produces 

and maintains the respect based on fear. She also notes that this is why the blacks do not 

question their limited possibilities in life. In other words, she conceives the persisting 

racial inequalities decent and does not resist the structural class differences. This type of 
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internalized racism reproduces the racist attitudes and creates negative juxtapositions 

between racial groups. The internalized interpretations of inferiority set barriers 

between the ‘smart’ and the ‘less-smart’, the barriers that equate with the racial group 

boundaries.  

 

5.5.2. Tribal stereotypes, ethnic boundary making and the question of stigma 

Tribal identity is not a new phenomenon in Namibia, but it has strengthened and 

changed its forms after the apartheid times. Ethnic background appeared as a great 

source of pride for my interviewees and it served as an argument for high morals. The 

tribal identity and the ethnic stereotypes were used as a means to prove one’s own 

decency, but also the indecency of others. This is the issue which I aim to clarify in this 

section. 

When talking about the tribal relations, without an exception the interviewees always 

wanted to discuss the stereotypes connected to the different groups. It is not surprising 

that the stereotypes linked to one’s own tribe tended to be mostly positive, whereas the 

other groups were stigmatized as people “with no manners”. All groups had their typical 

stereotypes. Damaras and Namas were told being lazy and violent alcoholics, the San 

coming from the “bushes” and being uneducated, whereas Caprivians exercised 

witchcraft. Hereros were described being too proud and arrogant and the majority group 

of Owambos was portrayed, like shown in the section concerning upper classes, 

belonging to the corrupted and selfish elite. These characteristics were repeated in most 

of the interviews.  

Like said, one’s own tribe was presented in the positive light, whereas the other groups 

were stigmatized as indecent. I exemplify this with the following quotes from Felicity 

and Mary, who both brought up their views on Damaras. The difference is only that 

Felicity talks about the ‘other’ and Mary about herself. 

 

“Well, like if you get married to a Damara the Owambo people are like 'what are you 

getting yourself into?' Because Damaras they are usually the ones that not take care of 

their things. Their things are just upside down. They don't like work. If they come to 
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work and when they get money, they just go to drink, to spend that moment. You get 

money, you buy expensive food and after two days you don't have anything to eat. Yeah. 

They don't think of tomorrow, they live for that moment.” 

-Felicity, 30, Owambo- 

 

“Typical? A typical Damara is someone who is taking... Like no nonsense -person is a 

typical one. No nonsense! If you just, (inaudible). The moment you just say something... 

You understand no nonsense? Yeah, that's a typical Damara. Like feet on the ground 

and realistic and…” 

-Mary, 27, Damara- 

 

The comments of Felicity and Mary give a totally different, if not opposite impressions 

on Damaras. Felicity suggests that the reckless behaviour and the careless attitude make 

Damaras indecent, and thus, improper spouse candidates. To remind here, in many cases 

the husbands from one’s own tribe were perceived more respectable than others. 

Felicity agrees with these arguments and justifies them by using the negative 

stereotypes. Mary, on the contrary, expresses how she and her peer Damaras have a 

realistic view on the world and that they focus on only the important matters. 

Felicity and Mary intend to strengthen their own tribal identities: Felicity by 

stigmatizing others and Mary by highlighting the decency of her in-group. Mary 

underlines the tribal uniqueness of Damaras and implies that her group tends to have a 

better attitude. Compared to Felicity, she does not state clearly who are the indecent, but 

rather focuses on her own positive qualities. Both Felicity and Mary maintain the 

existing stereotypes and the ideas of inter-group differences. Felicity reproduces the 

already existing tribal prejudices against Damaras and Mary rejects the stigma by 

showing that Damaras have the right-kind of an approach to life. What becomes clear is 

that both interviewees are proud of their tribe and perceive being more decent compared 

to others. 

The indecencies of the other tribes were also brought up when deliberating the living in 

Katutura. Like presented earlier, the interviewees resisted the stigma of Katutura by 
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distinguishing themselves from the “people in the shacks”. Nevertheless, it was done 

also by emphasizing the decency of one’s own tribal area within Katutura. The 

following quote illustrates this well. 

 

“In my area, where I live in Katutura, I don't feel unsafe. It's really safe. Where I live in 

Katutura, there I am able to be by myself. But only at certain time, not late at night. 

Yeah. Katutura is just, I cannot say if it's safe or unsafe, but once you grow up there, 

you know the people around you, you feel safe. […] But once I go maybe in a Damara 

location, I cannot go there by myself. It’s very unsafe. Those people are very naughty 

and they... They don't respect anyone. And even if you are driving through you always 

see the streets, and there are always fights. Those people are very aggressive, I would 

not walk alone, not even in the day time at Damara location. It's not a safe place to stay 

there.” 

-Becky, 29, Herero- 

 

In Becky’s case the division to the decent and indecent inhabitants of Katutura is not 

build around the idea of class, but rather the tribal membership. Becky uses the ethnic 

stereotypes to reject the general stigma of Katutura being full of “dirties” by forwarding 

the disgrace to others. In this way she aims to prove her own respectability. In other 

words, although Becky admits that the living in Katutura requires certain compromises 

and knowledge how to survive in the challenging environment, it does not influence on 

the decency of Hereros, as they are not naughty or aggressive by nature.  

It is controversial that Becky uses the identical rhetoric to judge the Damaras that the 

upper class was accused to stigmatize the entire Katutura with. For example, the whites 

were criticized due to their prejudices towards the people of Katutura. Still, like Becky’s 

statement exemplifies, the nurses reproduced the same prejudices by dividing the 

township to the decent and indecent parts and claiming for the improperness of the other 

tribes. 
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When the interviewees talked about the tribal stereotypes, they frequently mentioned 

being scared of the Caprivians as they were “proved” to exercise sorcery. Some of the 

non-Caprivian nurses stressed that they did not want to get involved with the Caprivians 

as they might use their skills in witchcraft to harm them in the case of quarrel. However, 

when my only Caprivian interviewee had a chance to tell about the typical members of 

her tribe, she ignored my questions on witchcraft and brought up other characteristics of 

the Caprivians.  

 

“Oh, we are romantic, we are nice, we like to go and socialize with other tribes. The 

only thing is men, they drink a lot. The Caprivian men drink a lot, and I really hate it. 

Even the Caprivian ladies as well. They like, like every weekend, they will find a reason 

to drink from Friday until Sunday. Even Monday, just drinking. They feel that’s they 

enjoy the life, which is not the case. But they are actually good people, I like the 

romantic part, yeah.” 

-Susan, 24, Caprivian- 

 

In the quote Susan offers an alternative understanding on what kind is a typical 

Caprivian. She aims to overcome the stereotypes relating to the witchcraft and to resist 

the prejudices, even if her comment reveals also negative associations to her tribe. 

When talking about alcoholism, she leaves herself outside of this indecent group of 

Caprivians, but chooses to identify with the sociability. Hereby, she uses both 

communal and individual arguments to credit herself and to stress her decency. Unlike 

many others, by highlighting the individuality she builds boundaries also within a tribe 

not only between the different ethnic groups.  

If Susan rejected the stigma by ignoring the negative stereotypes, some others turned 

them to positive features. Next two quotations reveal how pride could be perceived both 

decent and indecent depending on the perspective. 

 

“They [Hereros] have a lot… Because what I have observed for them, they feel that they 

are more human than anybody else. It’s how they reflect, from their behavior. They are 



 

 

96 

 

very proud people. For them, they even feel like I’m not a human because I’m an 

Owambo. They are very arrogant.” 

-Hannah, 28, Owambo- 

 

“We are proud of being Hereros. And loud. […] We are nice people, we are full of 

ourselves, like proud of ourselves Hereros. It's only these nowadays that we are 

socializing with others, but most days people are like just Hereros and Hereros.” 

-Becky, 29, Herero- 

 

Hannah discusses the pride of Hereros by using a negative tone. She claims that the 

Hereros’ pride over their ethnic background connects with arrogance and the 

discrediting of others. On the other hand, Becky, a Herero talking about her own tribe, 

states that the decency of Hereros stems from pride. She implies that the keeping 

distance to the other tribes is the respectable norm of her ethnic group, although things 

have started to change. With their statements both women reproduce the stereotype of 

Hereros being pride people. However, Hannah does this by stigmatizing and suggesting 

that she has better morals and Becky by highlighting her own decency. Moreover, both 

women concentrate on the difference instead of finding similarities, and therefore, 

strengthen the boundaries between the two tribes. 

Similarly, Norah turned the negative stereotypes of Owambos to the positive 

characteristics. As non-Owambos experienced the majority tribe being discriminatory, 

she addressed the better class position being because of the better working morals of 

Owambos.  

 

“Okay. Actually we are hard-working, because it’s basically only us who have fields. 

We are working in the fields, cultivating our own mahango which is our staple food. 

And actually from early age you are already brought up, actually from ten you know 

how to take care of your family and so on. You will hardly find us suffering conditions 
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like malnutrition and so on. It’s very rare, because we are raised in a different way. So 

there is always food available. Others don’t have, but we have also our storage where 

we keep that mahango, it’s not thrown out. If we don’t need that that year, we don’t 

(inaudible). We don’t really get hungry, because we still have something in storage.” 

-Norah, 34, Owambo- 

 

Like we have already discovered, the non-Owambo interviewees claimed that the 

Owambos had more opportunities in life. The Nama, Damara, Herero and Caprivian 

interviewees conceived that the higher class position of Owambos was achieved through 

indecent and discriminatory activities. Still, according to Norah, it is the typical 

Owambo qualities that are behind the good economic situations. For her, the economic 

success appears as a natural prize from hard work and the proper attitude stemming 

from the Owambo upbringing. Thus, in this case the tribal stereotypes intersect with 

class.  

Once more it is possible to notice how the stereotypes maintain the idea of tribal 

difference and one’s own moral superiority. By underlining their tribal identities, both 

Norah and the non-Owambo interviewees built boundaries between the tribal groups. 

They stigmatized the ‘other’ as indecent and praised themselves due to their more 

respectable values.  

If Norah showed how the stereotypes were used to justify the good positions of one’s 

own in-group, the ethnic caricatures were also told explaining the low class positions of 

others. Like we saw in the section handling the ‘people below’, the worse-off were 

blamed being responsible for their economic distress. This is how Lucy demonstrated 

the issue by talking about the Namas.  

 

“Because Namas, they are usually the ones who cannot take care of their things. Their 

things are just upside down. They don’t like to work. If they come to work and when 

they get money, they just go to drink, to spend that moment. You get money, you buy 

expensive food and after two days you don’t have anything to eat.” 
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-Lucy, 23, Owambo- 

 

Lucy’s comment stresses the impact of tribe on the socio-economic class. Lucy 

stigmatizes the Namas based on their poor moralities, for example impatience, 

carelessness and the inability to keep their finances organized. Similar to Norah’s case, 

the indecencies refer to the individual characteristics rather than the prevailing 

circumstances and structures. Therefore, the whole tribe is generalized to consist of 

individuals with indecent morals. However, despite the fact that the illustration of the 

negative individual qualities was a common manner to discuss the connections of tribe 

and class, it was not the only one. Esther told in the section 5.2.3. that the San suffered 

from the structural hindrances, like the poor access to schooling, that generated 

inequality. In other words, unlike Lucy, Esther did not blame the tribal group for their 

poor economic positions.  

As Lucy differentiated herself as an Owambo and as a respectable individual from the 

indecent Namas, she aims to legitimize not only the socio-economic situations of the 

Namas, but also her own class position. In this light, we can argue that the discrediting 

of others is used to underpin the own decency. Moreover, by highlighting the negative 

Nama stereotypes Lucy maintains the existing inter-tribal prejudices. She draws lines 

between groups instead of looking for the shared experiences and the qualities to 

identify with. 

Lastly, if we compare the perceptions of the tribal and racial (in)decencies, we can 

recognize one clear difference. In regard to the interviewees’ relation to whites, 

respectable morals equated with the ideals of equality. Discrimination and prejudice 

were condemned. Still, when discussing the tribal interaction, one’s own decency 

tended to construct around dissimilarity. Own respectability was demonstrated either by 

defaming others or by resisting the stigma targeting oneself.  
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6. Discussion 

This thesis approaches identity from the perspective of decency. The perceptions 

regarding a decent person illustrate individual morals, but also the prevailing attitudinal 

climate in the society. In order to capture the complexity of the senses of belonging, 

respectability has been explored by using the concept of intersectionality. Five different 

identities are considered in the study: socio-economic class, race, tribe, gender and the 

nursing profession. The intersectional viewpoint helps to understand the connections 

between these identities. 

What comes to the relation of decency and class, the middle class identification was 

experienced being the most respectable class position by the nurses. They constructed 

their better morals in comparison to both the ‘people above’ and ‘people below’: the 

better and worse-off. The arguments to discredit the ‘indecent others’ were both 

individual and structural, like in the Lamont’s research (2000) among the American 

working men. The upper class, referring here to whites and the majority tribe of 

Owambos, were told holding discriminatory, greedy and prejudiced attitudes. These 

indecencies represent the individual characteristics of the other socio-economic classes. 

However, the societal structures were also mentioned treating people in an unequal 

manner as the life opportunities were not the same for all. The whites lived in the fancy 

suburbs instead of the poor township of Katutura and used private health care services 

unlike the most of the black population. In the case of Owambos, inequality culminated 

to the domination in the national politics and working life. The government of the 

SWAPO party, party with the history of Owambo representation, was accused favouring 

their own since the independence. The non-Owambo nurses expressed that the 

Owamboland in the countryside was getting more fundings for regional development 

compared to other tribal provinces. In relation to the working life the Owambo superiors 

were told giving advantages for their tribal peers.  

When talking about the ‘people below’, the structural inequalities came up as many 

nurses also showed understanding over the hardships of the poor. They addressed for 

example that the dominant stances in the rural areas hindered the socio-economic 

mobility of young and smart individuals. Considering the personal histories of the 

interviewees, their rural and relatively poor childhoods seemed to impact on their views 
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on the lower classes. They had experienced the influence of the structural inequality, 

and therefore, were able to identify with the worse-off. Still, they had also succeeded 

themselves to get a decent profession and to improve their living standards. In this way 

they were able to argue for their better morals and working ethics compared to the 

‘people below’, who could have not managed to overcome poverty. Common 

explanations for the self-caused poverty were laziness, alcoholism and the using of 

drugs. 

Class had also a strong link to gender and the patriarchal structures. On the one hand, 

men were perceived representing the better-off as they had better opportunities to 

educate themselves. The interviewees described how gender had determined their career 

choices. Pregnancy or the preference of brother’s education in the family had directed 

women to the nursing profession as a substitute of the desired, better-paid and more 

masculine occupations. It was also noted that women had to work harder in order to 

achieve the same status. Like in the case of race and tribe, decency referred to equality, 

and the socio-economic mobility was hampered by the structures favouring the ‘people 

above’.  

On the other hand, the own class position was compared to the women who relied 

financially on men, and hereby, did not reach the middle-class status. Concerning these 

“dependent ladies”, they were told being lazy individuals and personally responsible for 

their distress, although the role of a poor background was recognized. They were 

blamed, even if the financially dependent women were mentioned being the ones 

suffering the most from domestic violence. In other words, the interviewees highlighted 

their own good morals as they had been able to achieve a decent position. In this light, it 

is also possible to propose that economic non-reliance had both intrinsic and 

instrumental value for the nurses. They felt pride over their status and success, but also 

appreciated independence as it functioned as a mechanism to avoid domestic violence. 

Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that in regard to both patriarchal structures and the 

indecent individuals of reliant women, the female ideal represented the modern, 

working woman.  

Similar to the class talk around race and tribe, the class dominance in term of gender 

was also simultaneously resisted and reproduced. Whereas inequality was strongly 

condemned when it targeted oneself, in relation to the lower classes it was rejected and 
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justified at the same time. The nurses justified the poor socio-economic situations of the 

‘people below’ as they claimed them being lazy, and thus, were to blame for their own 

misery. In other words, the lower class was stigmatized by using the same rhetoric that 

the upper class was accused to use to stigmatize the interviewees. Furthermore, the 

nurses resisted and reproduced also the traditional gender roles. By idealizing women’s 

economic independence, they condemned the structures generating the gender 

inequality. However, by judging the dependent women and blaming them for the 

domestic violence in their families, the interviewees maintained the patriarchal attitudes. 

According to my analysis, the Marxian class positions intersect with the Weberian 

status groups, in this context with racial, tribal and gender memberships. If using the 

terminology of Fraser (2003), the economic injustice interwoven with the cultural 

injustice. Blackness, minority ethnic status and female gender represent less valued and 

less legitimized cultural capitals in comparison to whiteness, majority ethnic position 

and masculinity. The access to power is limited compared to white men for example. 

Race, tribe and gender form together a triple oppression.  

For my interviewees the ideal of an economically independent woman linked tightly to 

their profession as nurses. It was their work that enabled their middle class position. 

Nevertheless, the nursing career, like entire womanhood, was characterized by the 

controversial gender expectations. A decent nurse was supposed to be simultaneously a 

feminine and kind-hearted mother-type of figure and a capable professional having 

technical skills and strong knowhow. Like Magnussen (1998), I found out that the 

Christian values and older female role models encouraged young girls to apply for the 

nursing school. They were also inspired by the uniforms and they appreciated the 

respect they got in the community due to their expertise. However, nursing acted also as 

a decent compromise between the desires of being financial non-reliant and following 

the traditional gender roles. Because of its feminine associations nursing was perceived 

being a respectable and traditional profession for women, unlike more masculine 

occupations like engineering. Still, like Skeggs (2001) mentioned, through education 

caring turns into professionalism, and female decency becomes a legitimized cultural 

capital. To summarize, the nursing profession both strengthened and faded the 

traditional ideals. 
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As noted earlier, the nurses claimed strongly for gender equality. The equal division of 

labour was conceived the decent way to exercise gender roles in the private sphere. 

However, also in this context there was a conflict between traditional and modern 

expectations of a respectable woman. Many of the nurses addressed that the tradition 

presumed women to handle the domestic work alone, although the change in attitudes 

had started to take place. Moreover, the Bible obligated women to respect the position 

of their husbands as the heads of the household.  

The importance of tradition became evident also as the common cultural and tribal 

background of spouses was highly valued. This revealed the intersection of a ‘proper 

woman’ and tribe. Shared language, mutual habits and senses of morals were conceived 

handy as they were stated making the everyday life easier. In this way tradition served 

as a tool to achieve a convenient way of living. On the other hand, the joint tradition, 

and for example the continuous bloodline had an intrinsic value. In this light, it can be 

argued that the coexistence of traditional and modern female ideals enabled the 

remaining of one’s decency in the changing society. It became possible to be proud of 

one’s traditional past, current situation and the dreams of modern future.  

These findings are very similar to the findings of Khumalo et al. (2015), who studied 

the Namibian female respectability in the Zambezi region in the Northern part of the 

country. Both in my study and the research of Khumalo et al. woman’s decency 

constructed around providing and economic independence. A respectable socio-

economic status was achieved through respectable means: education and honest hard 

work. However, in both studies the interviewed women encountered also traditional 

gender expectations. Men were still perceived being the heads of the households and a 

decent woman represented the traditional feminine caretaker. The Namibian women 

were forced to navigate between the traditional and modern, or local and global like 

Hailonga-van Dijk conceptualized (2007) it.  

It is significant how differently the interviewees concerned racial interaction and the 

tribal group relations. They judged racism and claimed for extreme equality between 

blacks and whites. They told that racism existed, and that the whites discriminated 

blacks for example in the hospital world, but did not approve the racism targeting the 

whites either. However, also internalized racism came up as the whites were stated 

being ‘naturally smarter’, and hereby, deserving their better class status. 
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Controversially, regarding the tribal attitudes the nurses used ethnic stereotypes to 

stigmatize other groups as indecent and also to credit themselves. They demonstrated 

their better moralities by referring to these tribal caricatures. In this way, they justified 

the class differences between ethnic groups. Considering this, prejudice and 

discrimination were not condemned, but rather reproduced. In terms of racial relations, 

the strong boundaries between groups were resisted and judged as improper. In short, 

the group boundaries and prejudices were simultaneously maintained and rejected.  

The perceptions of decency reflect the significance of the colonial past. This concerns 

both class, racial, tribal, gender and professional identities. On the one hand, as a protest 

for the previous discrimination, equality is appreciated extremely high and brought up 

in all possible contexts. Still, on the other hand, the class dominance and group 

boundaries are reproduced. Equality-based values are emphasized in the spirit of the 

new, the most equal constitution in the world. However, for example the class 

inequalities, physical segregation in residence and health care, are clearly legacies of 

apartheid. The institutionalized discrimination still prevails. In addition, like in the 

history, the blackness still includes a stigma. The interviewees experienced that the 

residents of Katutura were conceived as “dirties” in the eyes of whites. The difference 

between the current and previous black stigma seems to be only that nowadays the 

prejudices are expressed more indirectly. The open reference to race is avoided, and 

instead it is more proper to allude to the people living in Katutura.” Still, as noted so 

many times, being from Katutura equates with being black. 

Colonialism has also affected the gender roles of today. The Europeans diminished the 

power of women in many Namibian communities for example by limiting the migration 

of women and setting them under the watching eye of the male leaders. Moreover, the 

Christian mission played the crucial role in the introduction of the ideal of a housewife. 

All this strenghtened the patriarchal structures and attitudes. These attitudes still prevail 

today, as the education of girls for example is, in many cases, found less important than 

the schooling of boys. However, it must be underlined that the constitution and 

globalization have pushed also the change in gender roles. Like my findings verify, the 

female ideals are in transition, despite the fact that the models of behaviour implanted 

during the colonialism resonate in the society.  
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The post-colonial era has also created and enhanced ‘new’ identities in Namibia. On the 

one hand, the discriminatory past has led to the situation, in which reconciliation and the 

universal human rights have become the cornerstones of the equality-based, national 

identity. The new constitution has had its impacts on racial attitudes and identities as the 

bridges between groups are tried to build. Nevertheless, on the other hand, by accusing 

the whites being racist, and in this manner distinguishing the ‘decent us’ and the 

‘indecent them’, the nurses enforced their black identity. Moreover, the tribal identities 

have had more space in the post-apartheid Namibia. As my findings have shown, race is 

not anymore necessarily the most important identity, but the ethnic background has 

become a great source of pride. This was exemplified also by Sharp & Boonzaier 

(1994), who had studied the development of Nama identities.  

Lastly, like noted by Vandeyar (2008), the non-racial and non-ethnic identities have 

emerged to challenge the traditional belongings. The nursing identity can be said being 

one of these alternative identities. It highlights the similarity and the shared experience 

of a professional group, not specifically a tribal community or a racial group. However, 

like we have seen in this study, the alternative identities, including the nursing identity, 

intersect with other identities. There is a difference between being a black nurse or a 

white nurse in contemporary Namibia. Thus, it is possible to state that the traditional 

and alternative identities co-exist and influence side by side. 

The perceptions of decency seem essential to explore as they are used to justify the 

moral ‘betterness’ of one’s own in-group. For example, the own ethnic group is claimed 

being more decent than others. During the past decades we have seen multiple times in 

different African countries how the independence struggles have led to violent conflicts 

and wars between tribes. In Namibia the situation is one of the best in the whole 

continent as the independence process has not evolved strong ethnic power 

competitions. Still, like my research results suggest, the majority-rule of SWAPO has 

raised dissatisfaction among other tribes. In these kinds of occasions the role of the 

continuing reconciliation is fundamental. In Namibia the new constitution and the 

conscious mediation between groups has hindered the revolts that kind have taken place 

in South Africa. However, even after 25 years the compromising and the active 

reconciliation seem to be required in order to maintain the positive group relations.  
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It is still arguable if the results of this study are directly applicable to other countries or 

for example to Western contexts. Apartheid history offers a unique setting, and things 

such as the comparability of class have to be thought thoroughly. I have found out that 

the middle class positions seem to be the most desirable ones. Thus, the similar upper, 

working and lower class hierarchy exists also in the context of Namibia. Nevertheless, it 

is needed to remind that the socio-economic inequalities between these groups are much 

larger compared to Europe and especially to the Nordic countries. The Namibian 

wealthy are much wealthier than the Finnish wealthy, and the poor of Windhoek are 

much poorer, in absolute terms, than the poor in Helsinki. 

This thesis has considered only certain elements of person’s identity. It was partly my 

decision to focus on these identities and perspectives to decency. Class, race, tribe, 

gender and nursing profession are only dimensions of uniqueness. The interviewed 

nurses were, however, much more. They were young, they had different hobbies and 

they lived in different parts of Katutura. So they had several other identities as well. The 

rural and Christian identities were brought up in our conversations as they tangled other 

topics, but these themes could have had a bigger role in the analysis. Furthermore, this 

research excludes other groups that could illustrate the other side of the coin. How 

would men, the older generations, other professional groups, whites or tribes excluded 

from this study perceive decency? Or how the ideas of good morals would change in ten 

years? These are interesting questions, but they are for the further research. 
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7. Concluding remarks 

My aim in this thesis has been to investigate the perceptions of decency among young, 

black female nurses living and working in the township of Katutura. I wanted to 

discover how the different elements of respectability interlink, and in this context I 

chose to study class, race, tribe, gender and nursing profession. Furthermore, my 

interest was to go deeper into the gender roles and more specifically to the expectations 

young women encounter. And what are the strategies of women when navigating 

through these expectations? Finally, I explored the racial and tribal attitudes and 

prejudices, and how the discrimination is simultaneously rejected and reproduced.  

Decency in terms of socio-economic position set the nurses between the better and 

worse-off. The upper class, for example the whites and the biggest tribe of Owambos, 

was judged as discriminatory due to their better opportunities in life. The lower class 

instead was claimed being lazy and not having manners, and thus, deserving their low 

class position. However, as the nurses had lived their childhood, more or less, in 

poverty, they also showed their understanding to the deeper structures behind the 

economic distress. 

Regarding the gender ideals, it became apparent that young, black women undergo 

several external expectations in Namibia. The changing society idealizes modernity and 

tradition at the same time. On the one hand, the extreme equality of the post-

independence era should be respected, but on the other hand, also the tribal traditions 

should be honoured. A proper woman is supposed to be financially independent, but 

also to recognize her husband’s position as the head of the household. This conflict 

reflects also to the concept of an ideal nurse. According to the interviewed nurses, a 

decent nurse was expected to be feminine, but also to supplement the femininity with 

masculine, rational professionalism. Therefore, the young nurses were pushed to 

simultaneously reproduce and resist the traditional attitudes. Nevertheless, it is 

intriguing that in the middle of the societal transition the chasing of the conflicting 

female ideal turned into a coping mechanism. It served as a means of remaining one’s 

decency in the eyes of different actors. Women could be proud both of their traditional 

past and modern aspirations for future.  
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Similar to the class dominance, the nurses both rejected and reproduced the traditional 

gender roles and the strong group boundaries (and prejudice) between races and tribes. 

They suffered from the patriarchal structures and stated how men had better 

opportunities to succeed. Still, they also suggested that the women relying financially on 

men were not respectable women. Furthermore, concerning racism, the women 

condemned discrimination, but controversially in regard to tribal interaction, they 

stigmatized other tribes by using ethnic stereotypes. In this way they differentiated the 

‘decent us’ and the ‘indecent them’. By blaming others for being discriminatory and by 

underlining the betterness of their own tribal traditions, they became to strengthen the 

group boundaries and to recreate the negative attitudes between groups. Despite the fact 

that equality equated with decency. 
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9. Appendix: The table of the interview participants 

Pseudonym Age Tribe 

Becky 29 Herero 

Caroline 25 Owambo 

Cecilia 25 Herero 

Esther 23 Owambo 

Felicity 30 Owambo 

Fiona 25 Nama 

Hannah 28 Owambo 

Jenny 25 Owambo 

Lucy 23 Owambo 

Mary 27 Damara 

Norah 34 Owambo 

Susan 24 Caprivian 

 


