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Abstract:
This paper is an analysis of the discourses and attitudes that emerged from a set of daily
journals kept by a particular group of township women during a training course for domestic
workers in South Africa. The principal aim of the paper is to examine the ways in which the
women express emotion, voice, and agency through the act of writing and reflecting on their
experiences during the training course. A secondary aim is to uncover those recurrent
discourses and attitudes that either empower or disempower these women from becoming
effective agents capable of challenging their positions in their families and society. The
theoretical and conceptual framework for this study draws on Appraisal Theory and studies
on voice, agency and identity.
Introduction
Post-apartheid South Africa is engaged in a number of macro-discourses relating to
current and future socio-political developments in the country. However, the microdiscourses of citizens at grassroots level are surely just as important to determine the key
issues affecting the lives of ordinary people. This paper uses the Appraisal framework of
White (1998, 2000), Martin (1997, 2000), Martin and Rose (2007), and others in an
examination of the discourses present in the personal journals of a group of unemployed
women from a peripheral Cape Town township. According to White’s Appraisal
homepage (White, n.d.), the Appraisal framework is ‘a particular approach to exploring,
describing and explaining the way language is used to evaluate, to adopt stances, to
construct textual personas and to manage interpersonal positionings and relationships’.
The women who wrote the journals were selected by a university centre to attend a threeweek training course in domestic service in order to provide them with a qualification in
this field, which would improve their employment prospects. Every day, they were
transported out of their township to the training centre in a major university town
approximately 20 km away. In their journals, they reflected on the experience of leaving
the township daily to attend the course in a more pleasant environment, leaving behind
their situations of poverty and male dominance, in most cases, their hopes for the future
and their beliefs or not in how the experience might enrich their lives.
The paper poses the following questions:
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In what ways do these women express emotion, voice, and agency through the act of
writing and reflection on their experiences during the training course?
•
Which recurrent discourses and attitudes appear to empower these women to or
disempower them from becoming effective agents capable of challenging their positions in
their families and society?
•

In the following section, we situate this paper within the context of the larger research
project of which it formed a part.
Background
The study on which this paper is based formed the starting point of larger NRF-funded
project entitled ‘Township women’s discourses and literacies’. The project focuses on
the transportability of linguistic and literacy resources in a conception of literacy as a
mobile resource in ‘a township of migrants’ (Dyers, 2008). It also examines how these
linguistic resources can be used as tools of empowerment in relation to all the societal
structures (such as family, community and local government) people need to negotiate in
order to become more powerful agents of their own transformation into full participatory
citizenship, as described by Stroud (2009) and Sutton (2008). We believe that studying
the discourses of marginalised, previously-silenced communities in post-apartheid South
Africa is of importance precisely because such micro-discourses reveal the real issues
ordinary citizens grapple with. At the same time, it also has the potential to show whether
people are taking on their roles as active, participatory citizens in this relatively new
democracy.
It is no coincidence that we decided to focus on women for this project. The majority of
women in South Africa have been doubly disadvantaged, both by the apartheid system,
which severely damaged both the physical and emotional security of these women, and by a
paternalistic society, which tried to keep women in perpetual subjugation to men. In the new
South Africa, despite all the constitutional imperatives which guarantee freedom and
equality for all, women continue to battle many obstacles of which poverty is a central
component. Weiss (2004: 49) captures the essence of the condition of black and coloured
women in post-apartheid South Africa which ‘… include the trauma of the colonial past and
apartheid with its aftermath; lack of education and vast poverty; traditional customs such
as female circumcision …’.
Another important aspect of this project is identity, which, according to Williams (2010:
131), is ‘socially constructed and constituted’. In the context of this paper, we can see a clear
link between the different discourses of the women in our study and their sense of their
own identities. Apart from sharing with many women from other ethnic groups in South
Africa a common identity of being disadvantaged, these women also share the identity of
being coloured and mainly Afrikaans speaking. The coloured people of South Africa are the
descendants of unions between people of different races. Some are direct descendants of
South Africa’s indigenous Khoi and San people, while others are descended from political
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captives and other victims of the colonial era brought to South Africa as slaves (Dyers,
2008). Despite the negative connotations attached to the term ‘coloured’ as a form of racial
classification (Dyers, 2004), we make use of this term throughout the paper as there are
currently no acceptable alternatives.
Language is a key indicator of identity, and the South African ‘coloured identity’ is often
attached to the language Afrikaans as principal home language, as was the case with the
majority of these women. However, there are significant differences between knowing and
speaking a language and actually writing it. These women mainly used Afrikaans to
communicate orally but, as our data reveals, their writing revealed a range of proficiencies
as well as practices like blending in features from other languages. With reference to the
distribution of Afrikaans in the greater Cape Town area, Van Der Merwe and Van der Merwe
(2006: 68) write: ‘The spatial distribution of Afrikaans speakers is heavily concentrated in
three wards, namely Blue Downs, Mitchells Plain and the Cape Town ward, where 56% of
the city’s Afrikaans population was accommodated.’ The Blue Downs ward incorporates
the township housing the women in our study.
Where people live, whether by choice or forced by circumstances, naturally also has a
significant impact on their socio-cultural identities. Currently, the majority of black and
coloured South Africans continue to live in townships on the periphery of major cities or
in impoverished rural settings, dependent either on subsistence farming, employment in
agriculture, or related industries. Unemployment is unacceptably high, particularly among
the young (Statistics South Africa, 2011). The township in which the women in our study
lived, is a 12-year-old, low-income housing initiative on the periphery of Cape Town known
as Wesbank. This is a developing community that was established in 1999, following the
country’s first democratic elections in 1994 which brought an end to white rule and the
rigid separation of races known as apartheid. The formal development of Wesbank brought
together people from mainly rural areas and of different races to co-habit, learn and work
together in one of the first racially mixed housing developments in the Western Cape after
the end of apartheid. Moola (2002) as well as Achmat and Losch (2002) documented how
the Provincial Administration of the Western Cape (PAWC) decided in September 1995 to
earmark Wesbank as an area to which minimum income/‘maximum subsidy’ families
could be relocated. This was their response to dealing with the growing crisis in housing
provision to the escalating influx of people from rural areas into urban Cape Town after the
end of apartheid.
Blommaert et al. (2005: 4) state that the houses in Wesbank ‘are uniform and excessively
simple in structure – people call them “matchbox houses”’. Joncker and Newton (2004:
113–118), in Blommaert et al. (2005: 3), contend that ‘Wesbank is by all standards a
peripheral community, isolated from neighbouring communities and plagued by a variety
of social and economic difficulties’. Wesbank can also be described as a hybrid community
characterised by the fact that black, coloured and (some) white people are living in the same
community (Joncker & Newton, 2004).
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The data
As was noted in our introduction, this qualitative research study used the Appraisal
Theory framework (discussed below) to analyse the journals of our respondents – a
group of 13 unemployed, coloured, Afrikaans-speaking women attending a training course
to become qualified domestic workers. These women were part of a group of 25 women
selected to do the training based on their limited yet reasonable level of literacy (most had
completed Grades 5 to 7 of primary school), the amount of time they had on their hands,
and their willingness and motivation to attend the course. As a result of the language
distribution of the group as a whole, the women were taught in two groups – one group,
made up of 17 coloured women, was taught in Afrikaans, while the other group, made up
of eight black women, who were mainly isiXhosa speaking, was taught in English as the
particular centre where the course took place had no isiXhosa-speaking facilitator. The
discourses of the latter group will be the subject of a second paper.
A module aimed to improve the spoken and written communication skills of the course
participants formed part of the course. Each lesson in communication skills started with
10 minutes of writing their daily journal entries. The initial aim of the journal-writing
sessions was quite simply to see whether the women’s writing skills were improving as a
result of doing the module. The women provided their written permission at the end of the
course for the use of their journals as research tools, on condition that their names and
personal details were not revealed. It would appear that while some women started the
course with limited literacy skills, the course may indeed have helped to develop these
skills. This was evident from their improved handwriting, language use, as well as the
structure and increased length of the entries as the course progressed.
The journals analysed in this study can also be called ‘participant diaries’ (Jones et al.,
2000) as these women focused on both the cognitive and affective aspects of participating
in a training course. Keeping a daily journal was one way in which the women could be
active, reflecting research participants instead of passive research subjects. As Jones et al.
(2000: 319) note: ‘the participant diary genre lends itself particularly well to the study of
the action and interaction of people’s day to day lives and the ways in which spoken and
written languages are intertwined in different types of literacy events’.
Having data as personal as journals/participant diaries to work with enabled us to ‘hear’
each woman’s voice, even the voices of those who wrote very little. According to
Blommaert (2005: 4), ‘Voice stands for the way in which people manage to make
themselves understood or fail to do so. In doing so they have to draw upon and deploy
discursive means which they have at their disposal, and they have to use them in contexts
that are specified to conditions of use’. We are in full agreement with Blommaert (2005: 5)
when he further contends that voice ‘is the issue that defines linguistic inequality (hence,
many other forms of inequality) in contemporary societies. An analysis of voice is an
analysis of power effects’. Finding their voice and expressing it in writing may not be
enough, however, as it does not necessarily signal an ability to move past locations in
passivity, but it is an essential consideration in extending views about agency – what
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people are not only capable of doing within the circumstances in which they find themselves,
but what they are willing to do. Labelle (2011: 174) sees agency as the type of control
individuals exercise over the ways in which they present themselves to the world and
contends that it depends on ‘the society they live in (and) the way in which their language
encodes social categories’. Hernandez-Zamora (2010: 9) emphasises that the development
of agency is inseparable from developing people’s literacy and education levels, as ‘their
crucial role is to enable us to think and speak for ourselves’.
In identifying the main discourses present in the journals of our respondents, we were
guided by the presence of particular emotion words. Pavlenko (2005, 2011) and others
have done valuable research into the link between emotion and cognition and areas such as
inner speech, language, thought, and autobiographical memory. Altarriba (2005) has
demonstrated the ways in which memory is stimulated by particular emotion words such
as ‘love’, ‘envy’, ‘hate’, and ‘jealousy’. For many of the women, the journals became a kind
of confessional in which they were quite open about their daily experiences and the
emotions aroused by these experiences. However, this act of writing could potentially
place them in a (symbolic) space (Baynham & De Fina, 2005: 259) that left them
exposed, vulnerable, and possibly disempowered as they revealed the conditions of their
lives. The research team, however, found the women willing to ‘open up’, particularly as
they were performing the act of writing in the confines of a classroom in the pleasant
environment of the training centre with its sympathetic facilitators. They had therefore
been moved, albeit for a short period, from a disadvantaged space to a kinder, more
privileged space which may have disposed them to unburden themselves in their journals.
Appraisal Theory
Appraisal Theory was initially developed as a branch of Systemic Functional Linguistics
(SFL) by Australian academics belonging to the ‘Sydney School’, namely, Martin, Rose, White,
Christie, Coffin, Rothery and others (White, 2000). These researchers have explored the
literacy requirements of the discourses of science, technology, the media, history, English
literature studies, geography, and the visual arts. Martin and Rose (2007: 17) offer the view
about Appraisal being concerned with evaluation – ‘the kinds of attitudes that are negotiated
in a text, the strength of the feelings involved and the ways in which values are sourced and
readers aligned’. These meanings, they argue, ‘realize variations in the tenor of social
interactions enacted in a text’ (Martin & Rose, 2007: 17).
According to White (2000: 1), Appraisal Theory ‘is concerned with the linguistic
resources … by which … speakers come to express, negotiate and naturalise particular
inter-subjective and ultimately ideological positions’. In other words:
APPRAISAL is a system of interpersonal meanings. We use the resources of APPRAISAL
for negotiating our social relationships, by telling our listeners or readers how we feel
about things and people (in a word, what our attitudes are) (Martin & Rose, 2007: 26;
emphasis added).
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Martin and Rose (2007: 25) argue that Appraisal is ‘concerned with evaluation – the
kinds of attitudes that are negotiated in a text, the strength of the feelings involved and the
ways in which values are sourced and readers aligned’. In addition, attitudinal positionings
or relationships are always occurring through a process of negotiation due to the
interactive or dialogic nature of discourse (Martin & Rose, 2007: 26). Discourses like
those explored in our respondents’ journals therefore provide indications or expressions
of attitude. White (n.d.), in his Appraisal website homepage, writes as follows about
analysing attitude:
(A)ttitudinal meanings are better seen as carried by utterances, by complete propositions
than by individual words although in some instances it IS possible to point to
individual lexical items as carrying attitudinal assessment. The unit of analysis, then, is
the proposition or proposal, or a sequence of interconnected propositions or proposals,
analysed in the context of the larger text in which they operate.
There are three main ways in which attitude is expressed, namely, affect, judgement and
appreciation. ‘Affect’ refers to the ways in which people express their feelings in discourse
to indicate positive or negative feelings in a direct or implied manner (Martin & Rose,
2007: 29). ‘Judgement’, on the other hand, relates to evaluations of people’s character or
behaviour. Judgement can be expressed on a personal level to indicate admiration or
criticism of people’s behaviour, and it can also occur on a moral level to suggest praise or
condemnation (Martin & Rose, 2007: 32). ‘Appreciation’ can be identified by looking at the
manner in which the value of things is construed through language (Martin & Rose, 2007:
37).
Attitudes can also be amplified through graduation devices that highlight force or focus
in a speaker’s statement. ‘Force’ relates to the use of words that intensify an expressed
attitude such as ‘very’ or ‘extremely’. ‘Focus’ concerns the use of resources that make
something that is inherently non-gradable gradable to sharpen or soften categories or
concepts (Martin & Rose, 2007: 47).
Compare, for example, the sharpened focus of ‘at precisely 12h30’ compared to the softening
effect of ‘around 12h30’.
Beyond attitudinal positionings with their negative or positive assessments of people or
things, for example, there is also what White (2000) terms ‘dialogistic positioning’ or
‘engagement’. ‘Engagement covers resources that introduce additional voices into a
discourse via projection, modalisation, or concession; the key choice here is one voice
(monogloss) or more than one voice (heterogloss)’ (Martin & Rose, 2007: 59). White (2000)
lists the following key engagement resources present in discourse: disclaimers,
proclamations, probabilisations, and attributes. A subtype of dialogistic positioning is
‘intertextual positioning’, which, at its most basic, is the use of the words or thoughts of
another by a speaker or writer.
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What we found useful in relation to ‘engagement’ was to use an adaptation of this form
of Appraisal as suggested by Slemming (2010), a fellow researcher on the larger research
project. Like her, we also sought to identify traces of active engagement in terms of the
women’s expressions of the degree to which they were engaging beyond the conceptual
and perceptual to the participative, that is, where we saw evidence in what they said about
what they were doing that illustrated a form of active, responsibility-taking behaviour that
could be considered transformative and empowering on personal and interpersonal levels.
Appraisal analysis
A discourse analysis of the journals revealed four major discourses present in the writings
of our respondents:
•
•
•
•

faith in God
being trapped in the poverty cycle
feeling trapped by their personal circumstances
a desire for greater independence.

In these four discursive themes, we found a strong relationship between the ways in
which these women expressed emotion and the ways in which their individual voices and
agency came through. Some women, especially those affected by domestic violence,
appeared to be emotionally overwhelmed by their situations and were greatly in need of
support to overcome their difficulties. Others appeared to be able to transcend these
difficulties by persevering with the course and combating negative emotions with more
positive ones.
The presence of these discourses pointed to the particular value systems of the women as
well as the different assumptions they made about the value and belief systems of their
respective intended audiences. Our Appraisal analysis provides more evidence of these values
and beliefs and is done, firstly, according to the three subcategories of attitude: affect
(emotion), judgement (ethics) and appreciation (aesthetics). Secondly, we analyse the
degree of engagement and dialogistic positioning in the journals.
In this section, numbers (W1, W2, and so on) have been assigned to the women to protect
their identities. We have not made any corrections to the original texts in Afrikaans as
written by the women, but provide translations into English.
Attitude analysis
In line with the affect examples on White’s Appraisal website/affect, the examples provided
in Table 1 indicate affectual positioning through the following indicators:
•
•
•

verbs of emotion such as ‘is dankbaar’ (am thankful) and ‘is wonderlik’ (is wonderful)
adverbs such as ‘baie afkraak’ (often belittles) and ‘so swaar’ (that’s how badly)
adjectives of emotion such as ‘baie ongelukkig’ (very sad)
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nominalisation (the turning of verbs and adjectives into nouns) such as ‘die seer in my
hart’ (the pain in my heart).
•

In addition, affect can either be positive or negative as well as authorial (first person)
or non-authorial (second and third person). Authorial affect occurs when people take
responsibility for their response to other people, situations, or things, whereas nonauthorial affect occurs when the emotions of others are described. ‘Intertextual attribution’
is the inclusion of the ‘words, observations, beliefs and viewpoints of other speakers/writers’
(White, n.d.).

In the examples above, we find intertextual attribution to God and an unsympathetic
husband. These examples are also all dialogistic in nature and assume a dialogue with either
God and/or the person reading the journal.
In the first three examples, the women express themselves and their Christian identity
mainly in the first person (‘ek’ [I]) and occasionally in the second person (‘jou’ [you]), as
can be expected when writing an individual journal. They are therefore expressing their
individual voice and religious ideology, belief, and experience instead of what
Blommaert (2005: 181) calls ‘massive and rock-solid universal-humanist principles.’ In
the extract quoting W5, she remains grateful to God, despite experiencing the terrible loss
of her murdered aunt. Of interest here is her strong reliance on her faith and an acceptance
of the ‘cross’ placed on her shoulders. It is also a matter of pride to her that her children
look up to her. It could be argued that, in conditions of dire poverty, women who have been
let down and marginalised by human agencies such as government naturally look to a

8

http://repository.uwc.ac.za

higher power to give them strength and comfort to face their daily struggles. Writing about
their faith also self-identified them as decent, God-fearing women deserving of respect.
Judgement, as was previously noted, involves either positive or negative evaluations of
human behaviour. For White (Appraisal website/judgement) the analysis of judgement
must take account of both explicit and implicit judgement. Implicit judgement can be carried
by unevaluated facts, such as the simple statement in the first entry of Table 2 by W1:‘Hulle
was finansiel swak’ [They were too poor]. Explicit judgement is usually indicated by lexical
items that carry the judgement value. We can see explicit judgement in all the other
examples listed in Table 2, for example: ‘bitter kwaad’ [very angry], ‘slat my blou oë’ [hits
me, giving me blackened eyes], and ‘besig om my te intimideer’ [is intimidating me]. In
addition to the extra-vocalisation from the boyfriend by W13, who uses his direct words in
her writing, these lexical items have the potential to evoke negative Judgement in the
reader as well.
The above examples represent the reality for most of these women – trapped in poverty
and frequently subjected to crime and violence, with unsupportive partners and parents
who were too poor to provide them with a good education. The example from W11 shows
how family violence is part of the recurrent cycle of poverty for these women. They have
grown up in houses where such violence was common, and now they experience it
themselves. Abusive and unsympathetic partners are powerful figures in the lives of these
women, coupled with a lack of support in running the household and helping with the
children. Two women dropped out of the course after the first week because their partners
objected to them attending the course. Those who persevered, like W2, often had to deal
with negative comments at home. The sometimes startling honesty with which these
women unburden themselves shows that they are fully capable of using their own voice
(Blommaert, 2005) by drawing on the discursive means they have at their disposal.
While ‘appreciation’ is most commonly concerned with aesthetics, White and his fellow
researchers (Appraisal website/appreciation) also include positive and negative assessments
of processes and states of affairs under this subcategory of attitude. The three examples in
Table 3 all reveal appreciation of the training course and particular elements of the course.
The course appears to have been a very positive experience for most of the women and a
welcome break from their daily lives. This was in fact the only aspect singled out by them for
positive appreciation, which could be another indication of the harshness of their lives.
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Engagement and dialogistic positioning
White (Appraisal website/engagement) sees engagement as the ways in which the writers
‘adjust and negotiate the arguability of their utterances’, and he further contends that all
utterances that can be classified as engagement are ‘dialogistic’ in nature, as the speakers
or writers ‘present themselves as taking up, acknowledging, responding to, challenging or
rejecting actual or imagined prior utterances’. The examples in Table 4 can all be seen as
attempts by the women to ‘talk back to’ or challenge particular assumptions, persons, or
groups.
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Some of the key engagement resources as listed by White (Appraisal website/engagement)
are used by the women quoted in Table 4. These are:
proclamation, including expectation and pronouncement – these are formulations that
challenge any contradictions, like the expectations of W6
•
disclamation, including counter-expectation – the introduction of alternative
positions in an assumed dialogue, as with W5
•
probabilisation, including evidence, likelihood, and hearsay – these are possible
points of contention the writer wants to point out, as with W4.
•

W7 did not allow the negative perceptions of her by the rest of the group to divert her
from working hard on the course. Despite the social power of the group as a whole, which
could intimidate some women, she did not allow any negativity from the group to
influence her. W5 was planning to use her new qualification to look for work beyond
domestic service, which is an indication of her ability to decide for herself what she wants
to do with what she has gained from the course, instead of just following the expected
outcome of doing domestic work. Although the course elicited appreciation from most of the
participants, W4 was critical of the communications facilitator who asked them to share
some of their journal entries with each other at the start of one session. She clearly felt that
some deeply personal issues should not be shared with others.
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A strong sense of personal agency (Labelle, 2011) is present in these extracts, which show
that these women were doing their best to remain positive even though they faced many
difficulties. W2 appears determined to minimise her problems by referring to them in the
diminutive form (‘probleempies’ [teeny problems]) and trying to stay positive. The women
wanted to gain skills through this training so that they could provide better for their
children and also accomplish and establish a sense of independence for themselves. They
longed, like W6, for the luxury of not having to rely on someone else for money or food
and to have some control over their own lives, moving from a situation of disempowerment
to empowerment.
Conclusion
Through an Appraisal analysis of the journals of 13 women, this paper has revealed the
ways in which these women express emotion, voice, and agency through the act of writing
and reflecting on their experiences during a training course for domestic workers. The
paper also attempted to uncover those recurrent discourses and attitudes which appeared
to empower or disempower the women from becoming effective agents capable of
challenging their positions in their families and society. Their micro-discourses have shown
that the key issues affecting their lives include being trapped in the poverty cycle, feeling
trapped by their personal circumstances, which include abusive and unsupportive partners,
and a desire for greater economic independence. Their faith in God was also a constant
refrain throughout their journal entries.
The group of women studied in this paper were all working class individuals who were
trying to improve their living conditions. Their journal writing within the context of a
more enabling space gave them the opportunity to respond to both the positive,
empowering forces and the disempowering forces in their lives, by giving them a channel for
self-expression. The application of Appraisal analysis provided us with evidence of strong
agency and voice coming through in certain entries, but we also noted that such confidence
could, with the same respondents, slip back into depression and a sense of being
overwhelmed in some of the entries that followed. However, every woman’s journal ended
very positively at the end of the course – either because they wanted to impress their
facilitators or because there had really been a positive change in the way they viewed
themselves.
The practice of writing a journal was clearly empowering, not simply as a means of
practising a literacy skill, but also because it provided the women with the opportunity ‘to
produce a lasting, consequential, thoughtful discourse artefact’ (Blommaert, 2005: 96). A
common thread throughout the journals was that this course could be a lifeline to
empowering themselves as strong, independent working women. Although there are a
number of exceptions, such as the women who dropped out of the course, these journals
on the whole embody their transformation from a disempowered position to a more
empowered position with the aid of the course. While we would argue that, in some cases,
the effects only lasted for a short while, in other cases, the effects were much more lasting.
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Proof of this is that of the women surveyed here, eight gained meaningful employment
after completing the course, while conditions for the other five women remained
unchanged when we did a follow-up study on them six months later.
Taken as a whole, we contend that some of these women were perhaps already active,
participatory citizens before attending the course, but that the course had improved their
sense of agency while helping the more submissive participants to realise their own
strength to some extent and to challenge, or at least begin to question, the existing power
structures in their lives through the act of journal writing.
Acknowledgement – We wish to acknowledge the generous funding of the National
Research Foundation (NRF) which paid for the studies of two of the authors as part of the
research project ‘Township women’s discourses and literacies’.
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