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CHILDHOOD IN BALANCE

POVERTY AND EXCLUSION

Is there any one of us who has not at some time had the experience of being excluded?   It can happen 
to all of us in many different ways at any time in our lives.   It is painful and humiliating.   If it lasts 
only a short time, it’s bearable;  it destroys humanity if it is without an end.

I come from South Africa with its apartheid background.   Today I will be speaking out of my own 
experiences and perceptions.   It is not researched material and could be refuted by others who have 
perceived differently.    I may say things that are not necessarily “politically correct” but are factual. 
I have been working in Early Childhood Education as a Kindergarten Teacher Trainer for seventeen 
years.   I have taught and worked with black women in the ‘township’ / slum areas around Cape Town 
and have, therefore, experienced the changes that have happened since the beginning of the new 
democratic South Africa.

South Africa is a land of dramatic contrasts and polarities whether you consider climate, landscape, 
oceans or people – it is difficult to get a true picture of the country – it all depends on where you are 
and who you meet.

Who we South Africans are today, has been shaped by the forty-eight years of increasing division and 
exclusion under apartheid rule and its aftermath.   Apartheid thrived on division, discrimination and 
exclusion.   Not just the white/black separation as is commonly thought. Every aspect of life was 
affected;  everyone was excluded from something in some way.

In the white community there were two major language groups – English and Afrikaans-speaking South 
Africans.   Language is a communication barrier, but beyond language, there was a division of principles, 
thoughts and beliefs.   The division festered so that mistrust and suspicion grew and each group 
regarded the other as a threat.   The government fostered division, not wanting the ‘pure’ Afrikaner to 
be influenced and infiltrated by the ideals of the English-speaking “communists”; “foreigners with 
their liberal ideas and wicked immorality”.   As an English-speaking child, I could not attend an 
Afrikaans-speaking school.   At one time there were nine Education Departments, each servicing 
different population groups in different areas, and each with its own curricula designed to exclude 
some groups from the employment market.

There is a large Indian community in South Africa, and from the Western Cape come the Coloured 
community.   Racial groups were forced to live in separate designated areas.   Again, fear and mistrust 
developed.  None of us really knew much about the others, and, of course, what is strange or unknown 
is feared, especially when underpinned by subtle propaganda.

Black South Africans are divided into many tribes or clans speaking many different languages (we have 
eleven official languages) and each with their own culture and beliefs.   The ‘township culture’ that has 
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developed with the movement from rural areas to the city is another division, and naturally differs 
from city to city.   During apartheid times breadwinning parents who had a pass to work in the cities, 
had to leave their children with the ‘go-gos’, the grandmothers, in the so-called homelands. 
Grandparents often had too many children to look after, and were themselves old, weak and frequently 
ill.   There was always the stress of a lack of money.   Farm work took priority over schooling, and 
children stayed away from school to work at home, sometimes for weeks on end, as in the planting 
season.   Many, or most, of the grandmothers or other relatives who were left to look after the 
children did not have the time or the energy to give more than a place to live, and the result was that 
children felt unwanted and unloved.  They missed their mothers, and could not understand why they 
had been abandoned.    It seems that there was little perception that children have needs beyond 
shelter and food.

All these population groups have differences – language, cultural and social norms, humour, attitudes, 
values, education and economic status.   The economic gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ 
becomes ever greater, although the demographics have changed - the ‘haves’ now include a much larger 
proportion of wealthy black South Africans, particularly in Johannesburg.   Economic inequality is 
responsible for myriad social problems and unless it is addressed children’s lives and their prospects 
for the future are dim indeed.

The majority of the population live in abject poverty,   People pour into the cities hoping for work, 
hoping to get a ‘slice of the pie’.   The shack-lands (townships) grow as people make shelters out of 
anything they can find, and are faced with a lack of basic needs such as sanitation and clean water on 
tap.    The government is constantly trying to address the housing issue, but the number of people 
moving to the cities makes it impossible to catch up, no matter how quickly they build.   In a society 
where male superiority and dominance is the accepted norm, these conditions encourage abuse of 
women and children, violence and substance abuse, born out of hopelessness and despair.   While men 
are dominant and insist on their ‘rights’, women have little power to plan child birth, and the small 
amount of money available for food has to be stretched ever thinner,   The pregnancy rate in young 
adolescent girls is rising, causing more hardship, and, of course, the scourge of HIV/AIDS is ever 
present.

Children take on the entire framework of the parents, and the surrounding society they grow up in.   If 
parents feel disempowered, unworthy, and that life is just survival, this is what the children adopt, 
unconsciously.   The only thing that can change this is education, of the right sort [human development 
education].

Is poverty a state of mind or is it a physical state?    To what extent is it both?  Does the mindset of 
a person growing up in poverty keep them in poverty?   But maybe it is chicken-and-egg!   In spite of 
poverty and in spite of the sad quality of childhood most of our students experienced, they light up 
when they talk about ‘home’, and the life they lead when they go there;   a life which includes family 
and community in beautiful surroundings, and a connection with nature.   Money has been poured into 
Africa - billions and billions.   But the majority of lives have not changed or improved.   Why?   There 
are many reasons, but one stands out for my colleagues and I.   Hand in hand with poverty goes a 
loss of meaning, a loss of the meaningfulness of life.  Both apartheid and the past and present 
economic inequality strip people of dignity and motivation.   Nothing supports them to take their own 
lives in hand.   People come from a rural area, where life is relatively meaningful, to an urban area with 
its bleak chaos.   They do not have the background education to support their endeavours, and often 
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have little belief in their own capabilities.   We need education for all ages, education that lovingly 
supports human development, as well as giving skills. 

I was teaching in a Waldorf kindergarten.   I had twenty children in my group, mainly from middle-
class back-grounds – ‘the haves’.   When I was given the opportunity to train township child carers as 
kindergarten teachers, I jumped at it, because so many more children could benefit.   Only a few white 
people ventured into the townships at that time.   Apartheid propaganda preached ‘swart gevaar’  - 
‘black people are dangerous.’   So in a state of terror I began my work!   And what did I find?   Mostly 
normal friendly people going about their business as people do everywhere!

We begin our training programmes with discussions about how the attitudes and demeanour of the 
adults around children affect those children, not only in the present, but in their future lives.   We 
explore and discuss the Three Golden Rules of Waldorf Education which apply from the beginning of 
life:   

Receive the child in Reverence
Educate the child with Love
Let the child go forth in Freedom

What is ‘reverence’ in education?   It has to do with standing before the child in wonder, with the 
inner questions – “Who are you?”   “Who will you become?”  and  “what do you need from me in the time 
we are together?”
‘Educate with love’:   we discuss the importance of love in the life of a child, how they need touching, 
holding and gentle care, etc.   Remember that many of our students come from the generation when 
children were left in the ‘homelands’.   You can imagine how such a discussion touches the sad neglected 
child within.   There are tears and heartrending stories of abuse, neglect and lack of mothering.   We 
see how this restricts the freedom to become a confident human being. 

Many of our students are barely literate due to poor schooling where they have learned by rote and 
never encouraged to develop conceptual skills, individuality or curiosity.    These are terrible problems 
which leave people seemingly completely accepting of their lives.   They appear to have no urge to 
improve themselves or their surroundings, to do anything differently or search for more meaningful 
things in life.    But somehow within these circumstances there are always individuals who do not lose 
their meaning (or is it trust or faith) in life, and who work towards ideals;  but struggle, of course. 
These are the people who have the motivation to seek help and use it to rebuild their society, in new 
and different ways.    In our work we have often been led to meet those people who are seeking for 
betterment, who have a sense that there is more to life.   It is difficult to reach people who are not 
asking questions, not looking for something better.   It seems to be a question of destiny that we meet 
those people who are ready to take next steps for themselves, and also for their communities.  They 
can influence their community, indirectly or directly, in a way that we as outsiders could not do.   We 
believe that everyone has this capacity, it only needs to be woken.

We introduce as much artistic work into our training as we can – painting, drawing and modelling.   Here 
there is no judgement of ability or skill, students are allowed the freedom to experiment, enjoy and 
expand their creativity at their own pace.   An atmosphere of acknowledgement and acceptance helps 
them to grow in themselves, becoming confident.   We see a rebirth of pride in themselves and their 
heritage.    We teach through stories (creating word pictures), song, role-play, discussion and laughter. 
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We, the trainers, learn so much as we teach and are slowly accepted into the lives of our students. 
We have discovered the amazing strength of women in adversity.   We have been touched by the sense 
of community and the way people who have so little generously care for neighbours when they are in 
need.    We have seen terrible suffering as a result of the crime and violence, alcohol and drugs, when 
student’s sons have been killed, children raped.   People gather round in support.   Often we have put 
the training aside while our students sing, pray and speak beautiful words to someone in the group who 
has suffered a tragic loss.   Both the sympathy and support given, and the crime and violence are the 
polarities which result from suffering and economic inequality, both in the past and the present.

Government house-building projects continue, and people are taken from their shacks and transplanted 
to better, but soulless, accommodation in housing suburbs.   Physical conditions are improved - people 
are dry in the winter and warmer than before.    But, in effect, nothing has changed.   There is still 
terrible crime and degradation.   There is still unemployment and poverty.   There is still overcrowding. 
People are still excluded from economic equality.   And the support of ‘village life’ with their former 
shack-land neighbours is gone.   There is no inner transformation possible.   

This is the whole question of transformation.   It cannot happen on a political level [although politics 
can support or hinder transformation], also not on mere sociological decision-making, it has to happen 
in each and every individual, leading us back to education.   Child, teenage and adult education.   We are 
all, at whatever stage of development, having to learn and not remain stuck in past concepts, hurts, 
etc, it is a continual battle to maintain a positive attitude. 

Inner transformation – to believe that you are worthy, that you can make change happen for yourself, 
no matter how small the steps may be  (have nots)
Inner transformation – compassion, generosity in helping uplifting of those in need through giving and 
supporting education and training  (haves)
Government:  

Ensure that EVERY young child has at least one nutritious meal a day.
Increase support for broad teacher training programmes, especially for the early years, and 
giving attention to on human development.
Support early childhood centres by paying their teachers a living wage.

We wanted to establish a ‘demonstration’ early childhood education centre to show Waldorf 
kindergarten education in practice.    One of our students (now a trainer) was the teacher.   She 
planned a winter festival, where the children would ‘act’ the story of The Seven Ravens as a circle-play 
filled with movement and song.   During the afternoon the classroom was transformed.   Diaphanous 
coloured cloths were hung to make the glass mountain, lanterns made by the children were hung around 
the room and arum lilies completed the picture.   The children watched and helped, and later their 
parents came.   

For the children and their parents who experienced that winter festival, the utter beauty of it; that 
must live in their souls forever.   The parents who were there, were so appreciative, and began to take 
an interest in what their children were experiencing at school.    “Why only kindergarten?” they asked, 
“We would like our children to continue in this education“.  The principal of the kindergarten responded 
and worked with us and the parent community.   As a result of that festival (and the excellence of the 
teaching) a whole primary school was started.  -  a prime example of how developmental work can have 
such a profound effect.
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A good friend of our department and its work said:

“If one looks at what is needed to bring about transformation in poverty circumstances, it is a  
major undertaking.   It requires huge investment of human and financial resources, as well as  
the support of local government, etc.    It needs a vision shared by the community itself,  
government and social structures, human developers, and above all, the understanding that it  
takes years to get somewhere, maybe only one step per generation.

The work you have been doing is building up towards this kind of vision.   It is building the new 
thinking that is needed.   Thoughts have wings, and influence everything, both the area 
concerned, but also the whole country.   We do not realise how powerful our thoughts, visions,  
and actions really are, what seeds they plant for future development.   Even if one does not  
see the physical changes one would want to see, the fact that your women are different having  
gone through your training, and all the loving care you have given them, influences their  
children (who will adopt a different attitude towards life) influences their community and the 
thinking in the country.”

Governments can make laws, but it is PEOPLE who make the difference.

I want to conclude with a poem by RICHARD RIVE, a South African poet.    He talks about race (the 
poem was written in apartheid times), but in our minds we can broaden it to looking at a future which 
encompasses universal brotherhood.

There’s going to be a place, brother,
Where the world can sing all sorts of songs,
And we’re going to sing together, brother,
You and I, though you’re white, and I’m not.
It’s going to be a sad song, brother,
Because we don’t know the tune,
And it’s a difficult tune to learn.
But we can learn, brother, you and I.
There’s no such tune as a black tune,
There’s no such thing as a white tune.
There’s only music brother,
And its music we’re going to sing
Where the rainbow ends.

ANN SHARFMAN
Budapest, 15th October 2010
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