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WE HAVE A STORY TO TELL 
DIEPSLOOT YOUTH : A QUEST FOR SAFE SPACES AND 

OPPORTUNITIES TO EARN A LIVING 
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INTRODUCTION 

Literature reveals intriguing twists and turns 

associated with youth culture, identity, leisure 

activities, career choices and transition into 

adulthood. The short research, upon which this 

article is based, shows the often paradoxical nature 

of lives of impoverished youth in low-income 

communities, manifest in the many and varied 

decisions they make. These decisions take the 

form of looking for jobs and entrepreneurial 

opportunities to help put food on the table, talking 

and writing about their experiences, choosing how 

and when to partake in recreational activities that 

keep them out of trouble, being hopeful or living in  

despair, or keeping to the straight and narrow, or 

deciding whether to succumb to drugs or engage 

in delinquent or criminal activities. In contrast to 

clichés that lump and label youth as problematic or  
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confused or, for the most part, making a mess of 

things as they experiment and learn, I discovered 

different voices in the youth of Diepsloot, the 

results of which will hopefully contribute to the 

broader discussions about youth in general in 

South African townships. The research period2 

started during the run-up to the 2014 elections 

during a time when unemployment and strategies 

for job creation formed the thrust of a considerable 

number of campaign speeches by politicians from 

different sides of the track. This article was 

finalised during the significant month of June when 

Youth Day is commemorated. I discuss critical 

issues raised by the youth that include unemploy-

ment, opportunities for further education and job 

opportunities, entrepreneurial ventures, partici-

pation in local development initiatives, youth crime 

and the desire for a safe environment. Youth crime 

is a hot topic in Diepsloot. Another issue is that of 

periodic vigilante attacks that are sparked by 

factors ranging from frustration with the police, 

fatigue from the threat of crime and a perceived 

                                                           
2 In-depth interviews were conducted with 50 youths in 
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development in Diepsloot.  
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notion that vigilantism provides instant justice and 

problems disappear. One may be quick to respond 

that Diepsloot youth and their issues are no 

different from those faced by youth elsewhere in 

the world, but their circumstances must be viewed 

against the social and historical melting pot that is 

Diepsloot. Often when the area makes news 

headlines, it is to detail horrific crimes and violent 

protests. This article presents the youth’s side of 

the story as victims and perpetrators of crime, the 

prevailing insecurity, a constant quest for safe 

spaces and their journeys as they look for 

economic opportunities as gateways to escape 

perpetual poverty. 

The youth in the townships and rural areas of 

South Africa are very aware of the margins within 

which they live. The topics of concern featured are 

from the young people I encountered in Diepsloot 

most of whom have minimal opportunities and 

exist on the fringes of the economy. This is 

resonated in Mbembe (2011) argument that most 

youth in South Africa are yearning for what the 

democratic South Africa cannot provide, barely 

surviving and with scant possibilities within a 

democracy that has rendered life increasingly 

complex for them. This was evidenced by the 

details the Diepsloot youth shared. The young 

people I encountered shared different stories, but 

at the heart of many of these tales is a desire to 

improve their lives. They candidly expressed their 

aspirations in both pessimistic and optimistic ways, 

giving reasons for the decisions they make as 

young adults. A considerable number feel that 

those who do not live in Diepsloot such as 

politicians, government officials and the police are 

far removed from the realities of survival. A 22 

year-old man told me, “we have a story to tell”, 

and although many stories will remain untold, it is 

through the nuances of some of them that we 

glimpse the future generation.  Prompted by the 

picture on the status of youth in the country 

painted by Deputy President, Cyril Ramaphosa, in 

June 2014, my question is, “How are the youth of 

Diepsloot doing today?”  

A PLACE OF CONTRADICTIONS 

Post 1994, people who were moved from other 

informal settlements, homeless people, immigrants 

and those unable or unwilling to be 

accommodated by communities in established 

townships found a place to call home in Diepsloot.  

A disparate group of people with different tribal 

backgrounds, cultures, traditions, nationalities, 

norms and values live in Diepsloot where the 

majority are united in urban poverty.  There are 

mixed feelings about Diepsloot, some label it a 

notorious place of dire circumstances, full of crime, 

protests and unpredictability, while what is 

overlooked are the 300 000 different life stories.  

Population figures are contested but estimated to 

be around 300 000 (Makwela 2014). In short, urban 

poverty, in Diepsloot is shown and expressed 

through material deprivation, lack of security and 

the absence of fundamental needs such as 

sanitation and infrastructure development. Anton 

Harber (2011) describes Diepsloot as a place 

mirroring the general country’s political and social 

dynamics - including the burning issue of service 

delivery. My research revealed that the story of 

Diepsloot and its people changes daily. As one of 

the large poor areas in Johannesburg it has also 

experienced the emergence of political power 

growing from the margins. This is a place where 

one witnesses what Nuttall and Mbembe (2008:30) 

refer to as “intermingling improvisation”, hence the 

stories depicted by Anton Harber in his recent 

book on Diepsloot recounts both generally 

unmentioned seemingly insignificant issues as well 

as major ones that occur on a daily basis.  

 

In Harber’s view (2011:19) development planning 

for Diepsloot “has constantly lagged about five 

years behind reality, and the numbers have shot 

well beyond what authorities can deal with.” In 
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reality, for the majority of residents the repetitive 

provincial, local planning and urban renewal 

rhetoric has not transformed the township in the 

manner in which they were led to believe, or of 

which they had dreamt. According to residents of 

Diepsloot, things are slow in terms of service 

delivery. The extent of neglect of large parts of the 

township also featured prominently in discussion. 

The physical and social space, the changing 

composition of Diepsloot and the families of shack 

dwellers who have limited access to everyday 

amenities are a reminder of the enormity of work 

that still needs to be done. The hub of activity in 

Ndimatsheloni Street that cuts across and 

connects the many different parts of the township 

tells a story of some Diepsloot residents who make 

efforts to earn as traders selling all sorts of wares. 

The activity in Ndimatsheloni Street and JB Marks 

Street that cuts across extensions 1, 4 and 6, 

overflows into the smaller streets and pathways 

between houses and shacks in the different areas 

but does not tell the full story of Diepsloot. Only 

after talking to people who contribute to that vibe 

and activity does one get a sense of the mesh of 

stories of the individuals who call Diepsloot home. 

 

WHY THE YOUTH?  

For the purpose of this article the youth is not 

defined as a specific age cohort or within age 

categories as stipulated in policy. I utilised Wyn 

and White’s (1997:3) ideas of defining the youth in 

their book Rethinking Youth. Their work provides a 

framework in which the ‘youth’ are seen not only 

in the narrow sense of the word, for example, as 

just being below a certain age, but point out that 

being a young person, ‘is tied to historical and 

specific circumstances and the ways in which 

relations of social division play out.’ ‘Youth’ then, is 

a historical construct that provides certain aspects 

of the biological and social experience of growing 

up its meaning.’ Of importance is how they view:  

[…]‘youth’ as a specific process in 

which young people engage with 

institutions such as schools, the 

family, the police, welfare and many 

others. The outcomes are shaped by 

the relations of power inherent in the 

social divisions of society […] the 

concept of youth is important in 

enabling us to understand some of 

the complexities of social change 

and the intersections between 

institutions and personal biography 

(Wyn and White 1997:3,10).  

 

The ways in which Wyn and White frame 

definitions of youth, provide a tool to define being 

a young person as a social process shaped by the 

relationship of power and historical and specific 

circumstances as they interact with complex 

institutions in society. Framing the definition of 

youth in this way enables one to talk about youth 

agency and marginalisation. Another point of value 

that Wyn and White make is that the way young 

men and women negotiate their futures varies 

depending on cultural and national context. They 

go on to argue that the position and opportunities 

of young people in society are ultimately shaped by 

the relationship between poverty and wealth. This 

point is particularly evident as regards Diepsloot’s 

youth.  

 

I was also reminded in my reading of Wyn and 

White (1997:6, 9) about why it is vital to study the 

youth: ‘It is important to study youth, because the 

points where young people engage with the 

institutions that either promote social justice or 

entrench social division are significant points of 

reference for every society’. They added that youth 

‘are embarking on a process involving transitions in 

many dimensions of life, towards becoming an 

adult and establishing a livelihood’ (Wyn and White 

1997:9). Such statements reiterate, what is often 

said, that youth represent a country’s future. 



4 Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung 

 

Research participants were youth involved in 

programmes run by CBOs and NGOs, those in the 

streets and places where they meet to have fun, as 

well as matric students in their homes - a diverse 

sample in terms of age and gender. Some were in 

the process of studying towards their matric 

examinations while others had just finished school. 

Some were unemployed, others not, while a 

number were actively looking for job opportunities.  

 

MARGINAL EXISTENCE 

Following discussions, my findings show that 

youth development needs are yet to be adequately 

addressed. After twenty years of democracy, the 

challenges facing the youth are obvious because 

many young men and women struggle to realise 

their full potential despite government efforts and 

community based organisations or youth-led 

initiatives that support and work towards youth 

development. A panelist on an ENCA television 

programme aired on Youth Day aptly pointed out 

that democracy brought freedom but “there is no 

freedom to avoid inequality, unemployment and 

poverty.” Many young South African men and 

women continue to find themselves on the fringes 

of society as they surely do not have the freedom 

to avoid the fangs of poverty and inequality. This 

kind of youth marginalisation that I refer to is best 

described by Wyn and White (1997: 123, 125):  

Being disenfranchised from 

major institutions and material 

benefits of society…[and] 

subjected through dual 

processes of disconnection 

from institutions revolving 

around production, con-

sumption and community 

life…[and] which in turn directly 

affects how young people 

engage in and with time, space, 

activity and identity formation. 

When their needs are not met 

because of failure of being 

integrated into mainstream 

society, the result is being 

engaged in criminal activity for 

the youth to achieve or get 

material possessions and 

symbols of status.  

 

The realities of primarily the marginalised youth in 

Diepsloot point to the persistent inequalities in 

South Africa and to similar issues facing youth in 

comparable contexts. Obvious constraints and 

marginalisation of the youth are reflected in terms 

of unemployment, poverty, disrupted family life 

and poor learning environments as reported by 

Diepsloot youth. 

 

PRESSURE POINTS  

YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT  

Unemployment is this current generation’s 

struggle. Repeatedly during my conversations with 

the youth, lack of jobs opportunities was 

mentioned as a primary concern. During the week 

many active youngsters roam the streets where 

ideally they would either be working or busy with a 

business of their own or furthering their education. 

The Diepsloot youth are very aware of their socio-

economic conditions and the lack of job 

opportunities. They clearly articulated and 

understood the consequences of unemployment.  

They pointed to the difficulties they face as they 

look for job opportunities; some lived in despair or 

gave up at different points, while some fluctuated 

between hope, disappointment, optimism and 

limbo. Those without employment expressed a 

wish to improve themselves by furthering their 

education or acquiring new skills. Further probing 

revealed both anxiety and optimism. On one 

occasion, a 21-year-old woman spoke seriously yet 

optimistically saying that if people want 

opportunities, “they have to go and look for them 

and not wait for someone to bring them to your 
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doorstep.” She confidently ended her story with, 

“there are opportunities out there, you have to go 

out and search, it is like being on a treasure hunt, 

at times you may hit a wall but keep searching 

even if it is hard.” Similarly this notion was shared 

by Noluvuyo Mpekelana on Voices24 blog who 

said that the youth of today should not just rely on 

someone else offering opportunities but learn to 

create their own. The same sentiment resonated 

on an ENCA television Youth Day debate 

programme when a panellist said, “we need to 

change the mind-set of the youth and make them 

understand how the job market has changed.” 

Another participant stated that “the issue now is 

what is actually referred to as a job in South Africa, 

what was conceivable before is doable. Let us 

teach the youth so that they can be social 

entrepreneurs.” All these are valid arguments 

especially mind-set change among the youth, but 

being a social entrepreneur and creating 

opportunities for oneself relies largely on social 

capital and soft skills to facilitate manoeuvrability to 

earn a living. Apart from financial capital, young 

men and women must be equipped with basic 

business savvy and financial literacy critical for 

business start-up. Creating opportunities for the 

youth means commitment to assisting them to 

access further education, making them employable 

so that they are able to competently meet skills 

deficits. Particularly in poor communities, this also 

entails building youth social capital and soft skills. 

Social capital and soft skills include, for example, 

access to people with similar interests, networking, 

confidence, commitment, competence and 

knowledge of how to apply one’s skills, all of 

which have become increasingly important in a 

changing job and business market. It is not enough 

for one to have skills training and certification, but 

social capital and soft skills enhance one’s 

employability. Slow efforts to attend to youth 

employment were brought to the fore by the 

pessimistic political sentiment expressed during 

recent election campaign rallies in which the ANC 

was lambasted for not having made significant 

progress in this regard. Statistics speak volumes 

with the 2014 unemployment rate at 36.1% 

(StatsSA). High youth unemployment is surely a 

cause for concern.   

FURTHER EDUCATION: ZOOMING IN ON SOUTH 

AFRICA’S SKILLS DEFICIT 
 

Youth unemployment acquires more meaning 

when discussed in conjunction with education. I 

share the same sentiment as Moleke (2014) who 

said that “youth unemployment is linked to the 

problems in schooling, including the numbers of 

school dropouts, poor quality education and few 

pathways for those who exit school early or do not 

choose to follow the academic option of going to 

university.” There are indeed limited choices 

available when one does not finish matric, or 

obtains a poor matric result. A matric certificate is 

a starting point for young adults to look for 

opportunities and place themselves in terms of 

training and further education. The reason I 

mention school dropouts here is that I encountered 

a number of youth who had exited the school 

system and a considerable number who had poor 

matric results, further complicating the next step in 

their adult life to earn a living. Learners who drop 

out between grades nine and twelve are ‘lost’; I 

say lost because, they are youths who end up 

falling through the cracks with no access to 

training after school. Most also do not get the 

necessary guidance from their families or 

immediate environment.  

 

The headline news in May 2014 that revealed that 

South Africa was globally ranked last in 

mathematics and science education confirmed 

what Motala (2013:222), stressed; that “although 

there is a high rate of participation in schooling 

throughout basic education, meaningful access, 

equity and quality are yet to be achieved, and 

inequalities in learning outcomes continue to 

entrench marginalisation and the exclusion of poor 
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communities. Deeper insight into these factors is 

critical to inform policy making if South Africa is to 

achieve equitable access to quality schooling 

within the next decades.” One important element 

in dealing with the challenges in the education 

sector is a requirement to address the limitations in 

the labour market. Diepsloot youth are in need of 

further opportunities after matric. For school 

dropouts the fact is not that they cannot excel in a 

particular field, but that they become trapped in the 

daily drudgery of basic survival.  

Education should include the youth being 

enthusiastic and participating in local affairs, 

keeping themselves updated on political, economic 

and social developments within the country. One 

vibrant young man in Diepsloot told me that “as 

the future of South Africa, we have to know what 

is happening in our politics and economy. We 

must be knowledgeable youth who know about 

things beyond our borders that affect us. If we do 

that, we can make better informed decisions about 

our lives.” 

YOUTH AND CRIME 

Youth crime emerged as extremely troubling. Of 

major concern were the feelings of insecurity and 

fear of crime that continue to grow in the light of 

the violent crime patterns in Diepsloot. Crime talk 

is often present in the conversations one has with 

the people of Diepsloot. Youth are both 

perpetrators and victims of crime and are 

influenced by factors such as being idle and 

unemployed, prone to drug and alcohol abuse and 

crime and the fear of crime. Their recollections of 

crime permeated their life stories. Their stories 

were indeed interwoven with imagery, metaphors 

and expressions that did not only refer to crime but 

expressed their aspirations for themselves, their 

families, career, and relationships with others in 

the communities where they lived. Their 

viewpoints were at times filled with desperation, 

abandoning the idea of a safe and secure 

environment that they yearned for.  

The manner in which Diepsloot youth from diverse 

backgrounds spoke about crime and their goals in 

life revealed other dimensions to life beyond crime. 

Similar issues that Caldeira (2000) wrote about 

from her fieldwork in São Paulo. She argues that 

the talk of crime extended to many other themes. I 

experienced related issues in so far as how;   

[talk] of crime almost always [led] to 

reflections on the state of the 

country. Economic crisis, inflation, 

and unemployment were repeatedly 

associated with violence by people 

who were losing their hope of social 

mobility Caldeira (2000:53).  

The boundary is therefore blurred between the 

worries and the fear of crime and fear and anxiety 

about other things according to Sparks, Girling and 

Loader (2001). They correctly point out the 

connections between ‘crime-related’ anxieties of 

citizens and social conflict and division, social 

justice and economic justice. I noted that fear of 

crime was not solely the fear of crime, but 

connected to other anxieties people had that 

showed unfulfilled needs as citizens. 

 

There are different forms of agency that the youth 

exhibit, they make different choices, some get 

involved in crime for diverse reasons while others 

do not. The disjuncture between aspirations and 

actual achievements, for example, desire for a job 

and earnings may result in resorting to criminal 

activity. One community development worker 

explained the issue of youth and crime in Diepsloot 

with the following significant statement; 

“when it comes to crime, “Diepsloot is no 

different from the rest of South Africa. The 

majority of young people in Diepsloot are 

exposed to and want to make a quick buck 

and experiment, so they do crime and other 
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things that include drugs as well. Most of 

the youth who do crime are involved in 

petty theft, housebreaking, assaults and 

robberies for example. The young people 

who are involved in crime go for the easy 

targets, such as snatching bags and phones 

in the evening or in broad daylight. Of 

course they are aware of the risks, you can 

get killed, get arrested and go away for a 

long time but there is a magnet pulling 

them to crime, making a quick buck and 

others just gave up on their lives or they 

want to get out of crime but are afraid of 

taking that leap to turn over a new leaf, so 

they live a life of crime.” 

 

Below are some of the ways in which youth 

crime was talked about; 

 

“The issue of crime is troubling in Diepsloot. 

You cannot tell where the crime will come 

from. Your things are not safe. You cannot 

be safe especially after dark.” 

 

Crime was also talked about together with the 

issue of drugs; 

 

“Dagga is easily accessible here. What do 

you think those without much to do spend 

their time doing - smoking and drinking? 

Nyaope is affecting especially the young 

men.” 

 

“The drug of choice here in Diepsloot 

depends on how much one can pay. You 

can get nyaope, heroin, cocaine, dagga, 

everything. But we are poor in Diepsloot, if 

someone has to fund their drug habit, they 

have to find the money though illicit means. 

In the next decade, you will see what drugs 

would have done to the youth if nothing is 

done about it.” 

  

“Drugs are a problem, over the weekends, 

those in flashy cars drive around preying on 

the youth. At one point, the houses in 

Diepsloot had copper taps, over a short 

period of time, the taps disappeared, and 

this was because of Nyaope. That drug is 

dangerous, it creates monsters and they will 

do anything to get it. Cocaine and dagga is 

available here as well and that is big 

business. Nyaope is only at the lower end of 

these drugs and arresting someone is a 

waste of time when big business happens 

with the very hard drugs.”  

 

“Youth crime and related problems cannot 

be solely attended to by the police. After all, 

the police are not social workers, nor are 

they community development workers, 

though they seem to take on those roles, 

especially when they attend to youth crime 

issues. The police can arrest some people 

and even ruffle them sometimes but this is 

does not take care of the problem. Youth 

rime cannot be dealt with by policing but 

dealing with many things that need to be 

attended to in Diepsloot.”  

I became aware that surely the issue of youth 

crime did not just require the attention of the 

police. Again, I am reminded of Steinberg’s (2011) 

commentary at a seminar that there is a whirlwind 

of complexities when it comes to dealing with 

crime on the ground. The police make an effort to 

convey an image of strength but they are doing so 

from a point of weakness due to insufficient 

resources to deal with the issues at hand. 

Youth crime discussions revealed that at some 

point in their lives, the young men and women I 

talked to make a choice to take drugs and engage 

in crime for a variety of reasons. A community of 

peers or friends may share drugs or engage in 

crime as a form of recreation in order to fit into a 

particular youth subculture, or as a hobby or a life 
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style. For some this develops into habitual crime 

and drug abuse. Krug et al  (2002) World Report on 

Violence and Health reported similar issues in 

identifying risk factors for youth crime and violence 

such as associating with delinquent peers, poor 

law enforcement, and a history of early aggressive 

behaviour associated with poor family relationships 

and the normative use of violence to resolve 

conflict. Pepinsky (1980:18) argues that there are 

numerous psychological ways to explain 

delinquency and crime among the youth by 

referring to poverty, disrupted family life and poor 

learning environments. These factors emerged 

during discussion of youth crime in Diepsloot. 

 

Furthermore, aspects of youth crime are 

reminiscent of what Anderson (1999) in Forman 

(2004:4) points to young men and women walking 

a tight-rope faced with ‘street values and decent 

values’. The so-called decent values would be the 

kind of moral order as defined by the schools, 

churches, family and the law. On the other hand, 

there are street values from peers with known and 

unmentioned rules of what is acceptable and 

unacceptable from their peers and the streets. 

Some of the young men and women I interacted 

with had self-justifying explanations and others 

criticised youth crime. Some expressed worry 

about the young people who were engaged in 

crime. The most interesting outcome was that they 

were able to justify it for a number of reasons. 

Therefore, there is no denying youth crime and 

how senseless and problematic it is, or the issues 

of remorseless youngsters who turn brutal and 

violent, moving from committing petty crimes to 

serious crimes as they grow older. Involvement in 

crime from an early age may stem from peer 

groups, learning from the environment they grow 

up in, or gaining knowledge from someone in the 

family or in the community who has been involved 

in crime but was never punished or imprisoned. In 

March 2013, the then Correctional Services 

Minister, Sibusiso Ndebele,  sounded alarm bells 

when he revealed that South Africa has the highest 

prison population in Africa of which 53 000 are 

youth offenders. He also expressed concern about 

the number of youth below 20 who have been 

found guilty of serious crimes.  

 

Fear of crime was also addressed in random 

conversations with Diepsloot residents. In essence, 

what drives the fear of crime in South Africa is the 

violence associated with criminal activity. In many 

cases crime is not restricted to petty thievery but 

involves excessive use of violence to instil the 

maximum amount of fear. Criminals abuse 

children, rape, kill, and assault people in their 

homes or on the streets. Altbeker (2007) refers to 

this violent nature of crime and argues that it is this 

factor what defines the extraordinary nature of 

South Africa’s crime. The shocking crime stories in 

Diesploot in early 2014 that involved children who 

were killed and dumped reveals the shocking face 

of crime that has driven the fear of crime. Criminals 

use this violence to torture, injure and take from 

others as they go about their day. I observed that 

the fear of crime forces people to retreat into their 

perceived zones of safety. Locking doors and 

refraining from roaming around the streets in the 

dark was talked about as a precaution, albeit not a 

very reliable one because safety is not guaranteed. 

Fear of crime may result in feelings of despair, 

anger and loss of hope and at times results in 

vigilante violence as residents try to personally 

combat crime.  

 

The nature and incidences of crime need to be 

understood in terms of the socio-economic 

conditions and experiences with crime. Local 

conditions are the products of economic disparities 

and class. The townships are places where the 

contradictions and complexities of South Africa, in 

terms of economic disparities and class are most 

evident. The ways in which Diepsloot’s youth 

expressed their views about crime are 

representative of the general condition of their 
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environment, unemployment, service delivery 

problems, the wish for a better neighbourhood, the 

promise of more jobs and the hope for a safe place 

to live. I observed that many other personal, social 

and economic complaints were masked as 

problems of safety and security.  

 

CENTRES OF HOPE FOR YOUTH AT THE 

PERIPHERY 
 
How do communities construct hope for the 

future? How do youth position themselves and 

make decisions instilling confidence? There is a 

wide selection of CBOs and NGOs in Diepsloot 

attending to the needs of the poorest of the poor.  

Simply scratching the surface, there is an 

expansive network of NGOs and CBOs not 

confined to merely working with the youth, but 

with children, domestic violence issues, 

encouraging people of Diepsloot to participate in 

local governance structures and small businesses.  

In terms of attending to the youth, NGOs mostly 

strive for skills development. Participating in these 

activities creates hope for the youth I spoke to. 

Those who participated in the programmes said 

they found positive stimuli to adapt to the strain 

they faced because of what they perceived as 

positive outcomes. These NGOs provide a 

transitional point or some kind of waiting room 

until the opportunity that the young man or woman 

yearns for materialises. Diepsloot Youth Projects, 

for example, provides youth career counselling, 

computer training and make efforts to identify and 

obtain job placements or internships for the youth. 

They assist and encourage the youth to seek, 

recognise and utilise the opportunities around 

them. In addition, they provide a one stop place for 

those who want to ask questions that relate to 

career guidance. Yusanka receives funding from 

government and does youth skills training. Afrika 

Tikkun is well funded and has an array of 

programmes for the youth. Youth Crime Forum 

consists of concerned youth who want to do 

something about crime. They participate as 

volunteers with the Community Policing Forum by 

patrolling with the police in the evenings. They are 

part of the Community Policing Forum of 

Diepsloot.  The Methodist Church provided space 

for some NGOs and is active in Diepsloot youth 

initiatives as well. The Diepsloot Arts and Culture 

network consists of a group of people involved in 

arts and culture who train the youth in all kinds of 

performing arts, mentor them for a while and, most 

importantly, teach them how they can earn a living 

with the arts. It is therefore true what Phillip 

Makwela said, that, “there is no shortage of ideas. 

People dream of a better life here, they dream of 

improving their lives, they dream of their children 

having better than themselves. Though 

unemployed, some chose to be active and do 

something about it.” Where there is space for the 

youth to interact and voice their interests, they may 

do so. The message that these NGOs and CBOs 

aim to convey to the youth was explained by one 

mother who said, “We need to teach our children 

to dream, to dream with their eyes open and not 

watch life go by.” Therefore, outreach programmes 

that target the youth in Diepsloot are initiated and 

run with the purpose of giving youngsters 

something that ignites a drive to do astounding 

things with their lives.  

My observations in Diepsloot through engage-

ment with CBOs and NGOs, shows a need for a 

more expansive framework within which these 

organisations can operate. It is not just a matter of 

funding these important organisations, but finding 

a way of combining their efforts to allow them to 

expand their mandates to address additional focal 

areas. Youth issues are often shelved because 

certain CBOs have limited capacity. 

 
CONCLUSION 

In which ways do Diepsloot youth make sense of 

their community and beyond? How do they 

describe their life experiences, roles and 

challenges? They had a way of framing and 
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translating issues according to their most pressing 

needs. Some expressed themselves candidly when 

they told me their life stories. They spoke about 

their ambitions in both pessimistic and optimistic 

ways, giving reasons for criminal activity, drug and 

alcohol abuse or being responsible young people 

(for example, the out-of-school youth, in school 

youth who regarded the local NGOs as places of 

hope, participated in their programmes with the 

desire of making them stepping stones to 

something better). The ways in which the youth I 

encountered in Diepsloot talked about their lives 

shows that ‘[young] people do exercise agency, to 

varying degrees and under diverse circumstances, 

but this agency is subject to the pressures on, and 

limits of, activity arising from their material position 

and the relations in society’ (Wyn and White 

1997:142). Faced with the same challenge they 

choose different pathways to deal with the 

challenges.  

While critical notions of youth may describe them 

as irresponsible, disillusioned, confused and 

irrational, the short research from Diepsloot reveals 

that the young men and women at the margins of 

our society are confronted with difficult choices 

every day; some get involved in crime and 

violence, drug and alcohol abuse, while others 

make a choice to become involved in various youth 

subcultures that facilitate personal growth. The 

same young men and women may vacillate 

between trying to be responsible young people to 

being involved in deviant or anti-social behaviour.  
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