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Introduction


This is a study of how respect is shown amongst the South African cultural community.  “Respect” was the general topic of this study, including the differences between how it is shown in South Africa and the United States.  Specific areas of respect studied were; respect for selves, others (elders, youth, authority figures and peers), respect for their ancestors, their culture and heritage.

Participants


Five people who were either first or second generation South African were asked to participate in this study and agreed to answer questions based on the general topic of “respect”.  Of the six, four were male and two were female, and all were white.  The participants ranged in age from twenty-four to seventy-six and were from different social statuses. 

Method


The researchers each formed rudimentary questionnaires, which were submitted to the others for comparison and approval.  In a joint effort, questions were added and deleted until the researchers agreed upon a final list of questions.  These questions were then presented to the participants in the form of an interview or via e-mail.  The interviews were recorded on audiotape and transcribed.  The e-mails were printed in transcription form.


All answers were presented to the researchers for study, and based on the replies, a second list of follow-up questions were created in the same manner as the first list of questions.  The second set of questions was presented to the participants in the same manner as the first (some interviews, some by way of e-mail).  All answers were transcribed in the same manner as the first set and submitted to the researchers for study.

Findings


Upon comparing participants’ answers, cultural patterns of communication were found.  When asked to define respect, the replies were very similar.  None of the participants were able to give a clear definition of respect, but they all felt that all people deserve some respect as a matter of courtesy.  Two of the participants mentioned the elderly as deserving respect unconditionally, with one saying that was a practice ingrained in school at a young age.  One informant suggested that respect was “having a regard for other individuals’ talents and abilities, basic integrity and personality” and that respect would be a “matter of titles and so forth”.


One participant felt that respect is the way a person relates to another, and consideration of the other person’s feelings and thoughts define respect, whereas another informant felt that intelligence and kindness warrant respect, citing charity work as a determinant.  With no clear definition of “respect” in general, the pattern observed is that respect is determined by kindness, consideration, and social status, but when asked who deserves respect, all participants felt that everybody deserves respect at first. 

Whether or not the respect is continually shown is based on the actions of an individual.   “Common courtesy” was the reason shared by all informants on as to why all people deserve respect at first, and the reasoning for continued respect were somewhat similar, suggesting a pattern.  Kindness was a recurring theme, with one participant saying, “How they treat others, directly or indirectly, will depend on whether they continue to deserve respect”.  As already mentioned, one participant felt that charity work was an important factor in deserving respect, and he also said that intelligence, for him, was a big factor in whom he shows respect to.

One of the participants stated that if a person was “honest with themselves”, they would warrant respect, also citing “talent and ability” as a factor, as did one other informant.  Two of the participants did not offer any reasons as to why a person would no longer deserve respect.

Two of the participants gave statements suggesting that the age of an individual is a determinant in the amount of respect they receive, with one person saying, “…it (respect) was based on the person being older or younger than you.”  The other participant, when asked, “Would respect be shown to your older siblings in the same way (as your parents)?” he said, “Generally in South Africa, age demands a certain amount of respect.  I used to respect my older sister because of her knowledge and understanding and because she loved me.”  When asked about younger siblings, he said, “…it is a different kind of respect.” 

In contrast, two participants did not feel that age was a determining factor.  When asked about showing respect to siblings (older or younger), one person answered, “I respect them the same way I respect any other person.  I would be honest, decent, and help them in any way I could.”  The other person stated, “Siblings are usually treated as equals.”  

This lack difference in respect for older or younger siblings is not consistent, however, with how respect is shown for older people that are not siblings.  There is a definite pattern to this.  Four of the five informants said that the uses of words like “sir” or “ma’am” are implemented when addressing an older person.  In the neighborhoods when growing up, two of the participants referred to the use of “uncle” and “auntie” when addressing adults, regardless of blood relation. 

This respect for the elderly is similar to how the elderly are treated in parts of Europe.  In Vienna, old people can be seen sweeping the street, in an effort to provide a community service, and remain useful to society.  The elderly are not sent to retirement communities where they feel neglected.

These signs of respect for older people were learned at young ages in grade school, according to three of the participants, where the students were punished for not showing the respect.  The three people said that “caning” was a common punishment for failure to show respect, and only one of those people said that any verbal warning preceded the caning.  All five participants gave similar examples to how respect was shown in the classroom for teachers.  Whenever a teacher entered the classroom, all students were required to stand up, and in unison say, “Hello”, and the boys were required to remove their caps.  This suggests a pattern that South African children were instructed to show respect for authoritative positions at a young age, as shown in their behavior when teachers entered the room.  One participant’s answer reflected this pattern succinctly when he said, “All authority figures command respect – as long as they don’t abuse that authority.”

This type of discipline taught to youngsters early in school is not uncommon in Japan, where a strong sense of honor is deemed respectful.  Japanese students are taught discipline and respect at a young age because education is very important in the Japanese community, for the average college tenure is much longer in Japan than in the United States.

The behavior of unconditional respect for authority figures is consistent when dealing with the police as well as teachers, but the reasoning is slightly different.  One person said teachers deserved the respect because of their value to society, but the views on police were different because they have had different roles over the decades and worked for different people.  Another informant stated he respected the police simply because “they were enforcing the laws”.  It is important to re-iterate that respect for authoritative figures was a practice taught in school from a young age, and harsh punishment was the penalty for lack of respect.  The assumption can be made that respect for those not in positions of authority were taught in the home.

All five participants were asked to give examples of how respect was shown to their parents, and another pattern was discovered.  Answers suggested that respect for parents was inherent and automatic, with one informant saying that she witnessed her friends referring to parents as “sir” and “ma’am” as the British do (although she admitted that her relationship with her parents was not as formal as this).  It was still commonplace amongst her friends.

Two participants, when asked about respecting their parents, listed “taking their advice” as a way of showing respect, as well as respecting their decisions and abiding by their rules.  One said he would provide them with any financial needs that arise, and do whatever gave them “satisfaction”.  One informant put it this way, “…respect is earned, and my parents earned that by educating me, housing me, and most importantly by loving me unconditionally.”  This unconditional love was the basis for a child to respect their parents, and authority figures demanded respect because it was taught in school, but this does not account for the type of respect for non-authoritative people or older family members.

As stated earlier, all five participants felt everybody deserved respect out of courtesy and, as three of the people said, “good manners” are important, but when the questions of gender and race were brought up, it was discovered that the levels of respect differed.  When asked if gender was a factor in determining amounts of respect, the answers were mixed.  All but one of the informants felt that men and women were treated differently in regards to respect.  “No.  Women are not treated in the same way as men.  Women usually are not shown as much respect even though they hold many of the same positions” was the reply from a woman in the interview.  When asked to provide an example, she used herself.  “In a previous job, a gentleman believed I didn’t deserve the position because I am a woman.  He did give my predecessor respect, but not me even though I was equally qualified.”  She went as far as to say that even the relationship between spouses is unequal.  “In many families wives are treated not as equals but as a person of a lower status than that of her husband.”

Another participant cited song lyrics to describe the difference in how men and women are treated.  Translated from Afrikaans, it says, “Good morning my wife, there’s a kiss for you.  Good morning my man, there’s coffee in the pot.”  The participant describes what the lyrics mean to him, “She got up early to fix his coffee, and he rewards her with a kiss that is no real hardship for him!”  He described the respect between the sexes among whites as it was shown in the traditional, old world European ways.  “Holding doors open for women, and women not trying to overpower men in conversation.”  He also notes that these answers should be put in the perspective of living among the “intensely” patriarchal native African cultures.  “A South African white woman might feel very well treated when she compares herself not to white men, but to black or Indian women who were totally subject to their husbands.”

Another participant had this to say about the differences in respect in regard to gender, “…As a boy/man I am treated very differently (than) my sisters.  My parents are a lot more protective over them, as I am, than they are over me.”

Only one participant said that everyone is shown the same amounts of respect.  He felt there was no discrimination between sons and daughters, and husbands and wives are treated as equals.

On the issue of race, the patterns of equality were much more defined.  The researchers posed the question, “Does the color of a person’s skin affect the respect they are given?” and all five participants answered in the affirmative.  “Due to apartheid and hundreds of years of oppression, white people have always commanded and demanded more respect.”  This participant elaborated further, “However, the respectful ways and culture of the black tribes are far more pure and true.”

Another person said, “Even though the status of colored people has changed, the respect they are shown hasn’t.  They are still treated as second-class citizens.”  This poor treatment is evident in a statement from another participant.  “…an adult Zulu male would be called ‘boy’ by a six year old white.  Among the Zulu themselves there was a great deal of respect placed on age and their elders…they showed respect by acknowledging the wisdom of an old person…In the white culture it wasn’t so much an issue of respect as it was a very authoritarian hierarchy.”

Another participant used the example of a six-year-old white calling a forty year old black “boy”, and added that the blacks showed whites respect because it was the law, and the whites did not return the respect.

One informant said, “Not me personally but the general population, I would say yes.  They (blacks) were not treated as equals.”

Racism based on skin color was what led the United States to the bloodiest conflict in that nation’s history.  The American Civil War was fought over slavery, and even after the war was over, there was still discrimination of the blacks that lingers today in American history. 

Because the responses were so similar, the participants were asked if these inequalities affect the way they feel about racist issues today, and the replies were different.  One person felt that it was a “two-sided issue” all over the world.  He felt that because of South Africa’s history, their people are more aware and more accepting of differences and they are also better able to accept people’s differences.  He does not feel that most other cultures have yet achieved that maturity.  Conversely, one of the participants felt that the people of South Africa still needed to work towards the understanding that unification with cultures that are more intertwined is necessary.

Another person left a lucrative medical practice in South Africa because he did not wish to live in a racially unequal society.  “I was very well established and very well off, but I gave it all up.”

Once it was determined that race and gender were deciding factors in giving respect, the questions of social standing and social status were posed and once again, a pattern was discovered.  All but one participant avoided the question and instead gave an opinion about social status.  The one who answered the question said, “Income and class undoubtedly command a certain amount of respect and assume a certain level of proficiency and intelligence.  Education and wisdom do the same thing.”  All the other informants gave opinions.  One participant said that she didn’t feel social status was appropriate in determining how much respect is deserved, but noted “…the lower class may show respect that is not reciprocated by the upper class.   In the words of another participant, “I am not interested in social status; I’m interested in intellect.  If a person is intellectual then I’ll show them more respect than I would if they were not.”  It was difficult to reach a conclusion on respect based on social status from these answers; therefore further research on this specific area is needed.

India is a perfect example of a country centered on social status, for the caste system is exactly that.  Each level of social standing in India is clearly defined, and it is the root of their social and economic systems.

The researchers also studied reciprocation of respect in order to determine if the participants felt they receive the same respect that they show to others.  It was determined that the participants had similar views and ideas on respect in general, therefore the receiving of respect seemed the next logical line of questioning.  The participants were asked if they felt there was ever a time they did not receive the respect they felt they deserved, and if respect was shown in both directions in South Africa and most of the answers seemed to based on “manners”.  Three of the five participants used the word “manners” in their responses, stating that they felt South African adults were taught better manners as children due, in large part, to the fact that they learned to respect authority figures in school, facing harsh punishment otherwise.  For instance, one response was, it was about how one defines respect.  “If you’re talking about manners, than yes I was not shown the proper respect sometimes.”  He went on to say that he felt people in South Africa have basic manners, and compared it to England, where he also lived.  He said manners were not as prevalent in England.  He went on to say that he could not remember a specific time where this happened; it may have been in a situation where a person did not speak the same language (he has been to fifty different countries) and may or may not have said “thank you”.

One participant felt his neighbors labeled him as an “outcast” because his parents were of British descent, and did not believe in apartheid.  Based on these political views, he felt he was not respected to have his own opinion, and refers to how, when he was a child buying ice cream from a vendor, he would be called “boy”, and the label of “outcast” followed shortly.

One participant felt she was not getting the proper respect from her parents.  When asked if her respect for her parents was mirrored in the way they acted towards her, she laughed and said, “That’s funny!  They still believe I can’t make decisions for myself.”  She also reflected on a time when she felt she was not given her due respect at work because she is a woman.  “I just tried to ignore the man and continue to do the job I was hired to do.”  She added that respect is not always “a two-way street” in South Africa.  “This is apparent in the different social classes.  The lower class may show respect that is not reciprocated by the upper class.”  

The issue of race was brought up in one of the answers, where the blacks in South Africa were forced to show respect to the whites because it was the law, and it was never a mutual sharing of respect.  He posed the question, “If the law demands respect, is it real?”  This raises a serious point, and offers light on our findings.  It suggests that there was no real respect because it was forced, and the respect was not returned anyway.  When a black man must be forced to have a white child call him “boy” and be forced to provide a service, and the only way he is allowed to respond is “Yebo, boss”  (Yes, boss), it is not a genuine display of respect.

One of the participants re-iterated a previous statement from his interview, that everyone starts off deserving respect, and in answering the question, he said, “If for some reason they did something to lose that respect, then fine, but a lack of respect without reason is unfair and unnecessary.”

Once the researchers had determined a pattern in how the South African participants felt about respect as a general topic, the next course of study was how they felt about Americans and how they show respect.  This was possible because all of the participants have spent considerable time living in the United States, and have interacted with Americans enough to form opinions on the matter.  The question presented to the informants asked how they felt about the types and amounts of respect Americans display, and how it differed from respect in South Africa.  A definite pattern was discovered in the sense that all five participants felt that Americans are not as respectful as South Africans are, and the things Americans base the respect on differ from South Africans.  Each participant offered different examples of how Americans do not show enough respect, with four of them saying that respect is based more on materialism than anything else, and two participants saying that Americans show far too much respect for professional athletes.

Athletics was something that all South African youth were required to participate in; therefore they cannot understand why so much admiration and respect is given to athletes.  As one of the informants put it, “I think in America respect is a lot more materialistic.  And also sports stars get a lot more respect here.  Back in South Africa everyone was forced to play sports, so being an athlete did not separate you or make you special.”  This person went on to say that one thing that is universally respected is a person “…who is honest and delivers what they promise…and if you don’t have self-respect it is very difficult for someone to in turn respect you.”

One participant felt that Americans were not very respectful towards the elderly.  She did not feel that Americans treat the elderly as well as in other cultures who cherish the wisdom these people posses. 

One participant (who also felt Americans are too materialistic) said that Americans tend to be less considerate and have less time on a personal basis.  “Americans are less respectful of things they don’t know.  If it is foreign, new…then it is not good or acceptable.”  He continued by saying he was brought up by believing that things are not good or bad, just different, and that needs to be accepted.

One participant felt that the United States’ great diversity made it very difficult to generalize the entire country, but he did say that in his travels, he found that respect was definitely not a consistent practice throughout this country.  “I did find that children in Boston were much more respectful than children here (California).”  He also felt the biggest difference was the lack of manners in the United States.

Another participant brought up the opinion that Americans do not show enough respect to the lower classes, and they don’t show the same dignity as they do the upper class.  “Americans believe power and money deserve respect.”  The final note on this topic was the belief that we (people in general) are far too rude to one another.  “…and it starts in the homes with the parents allowing the smart talk and cursing.  It is really sad.”

The final topic for study in this research was to learn how South Africans respect themselves and their culture.  To do this, it was determined to first get an idea of the cultural diversity found in South Africa.  The findings were similar to the diversity in the United States, as one participant said, “South Africa has combined cultures from all over the world.  European, mainly Dutch and British, Asians mostly from India, and some Portuguese have combined with the Venda and Tsonga.”  She added that many other ethnic groups are working to overcome the past and provide a more integrated culture.  Another informant said the country consists mostly of blacks, which have many different tribes; the largest tribe being the Zulus.  The country has about five million whites, and he said, “…some colored people (black and white mixed) and a lot of Indians.”

Once the ethnic diversity of South Africa was discussed, the researchers posed questions dealing with the respect of South Africa as a country, culture, and their ancestry.  There were more patterns in the sense that they all alluded to the South African love of the outdoors, and the lack of ritual in honoring dead ancestors.  Although all participants said there is a strong respect for the elderly, none said that a respect for the dead did exist in their culture.  A typical answer was, since they are dead, they cannot be respected.  Four of the five participants answered in this manner, while the fifth did not make any reference to the dead at all.

All five mentioned South Africans have passion for the outdoors, and have respect for nature with three of them citing sports participation as just one way of respecting the outdoors.  The more popular sports of South Africa are played outdoors; as one participant said that basketball is not as popular as rugby, soccer, cricket, or golf.  The two others who mentioned sports also listed these as the most popular.  South Africans are very proud of their athleticism, and are quick to mention that the national rugby and soccer teams are among the best in the world.  One informant did mention that mainly the rich, white population of South Africa played golf.

One participant, when asked about the appreciation of the outdoors, said, “It is recognized as our strongest asset.”  Two participants mentioned “braaivleis”, or “braai” (which is similar to the American tradition of barbeque) as another way South Africans get together and spend time in their asset.  There is a strong sense of unity and patriotism that is not unlike the way most Americans feel about the United States.  

Conclusion


This research proved to be both informative and heuristic.  A more in depth look at respect in general is necessary because none of our participants could give a clear definition.  If the sample group had been larger, more similarities in responses would appear, and a more precise definition would be found.  That would be a study for more general research, and would be enlightening when studying any culture.  In regard for a more in-depth study of South Africans, an informed knowledge of apartheid would be necessary in order to understand the respect between whites and blacks in that country.  Also, a trace history of how the relations between those two groups have grown together would prove interesting.  Additionally, a better understanding of the social structure in South Africa would be helpful, but it would be difficult to ascertain such information, as was noted earlier in this report, because all but one of the participants merely gave opinions.  Clear answers about respect based on social status were not achieved, and would prove to be a challenging goal for future research.


A more precise study of South Africa itself would be informative when learning exactly how it became such an ethnically diverse culture.  A test to see if its birth and growth parallels the growth of the United States, a country that has a cultural diversity similar to South Africa, should provide interesting results.


A study of the South African school system, from early ages to college would be an excellent way to see how youngsters are brought up to respect others, and a study of average families would be essential to see if the children bring what they learn in schools home with them.  The use of the knowledge they acquire, and the discarding of other lessons would be a very interesting study.


A closer study of athletics in South Africa would be an excellent forum in studying how young South Africans learn to respect themselves and nature.  Youth activity groups like the Boy and Girl Scouts of America were not mentioned by any of the participants in this study, therefore the questions could be asked, “How do South African children learn about wilderness training?  How do they acquire this love and admiration for the outdoors?”


A study of the black tribes would be essential to understand respect in South Africa.  To study how they respect, and how they feel about respect in relation to their white neighbors is necessary to understand South African culture.


Many questionnaires could be made to learn more about these people.  Observation would be a tremendous source for research material.  Based on the studies performed by these researchers, it can be determined that the very diverse South African culture would prove to be an exciting study for ethnographers, and it is most certainly a culture worth studying based on what was learned in this project.

