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underdeveloped account of capability formation, this paper

conceptualises aspirations as aspirational agency: the

bounded capacity to form, sustain, revise and pursue

future-oriented commitments under structural constraint,

and introduces aspirational capacity as the structural,

psychosocial and relational conditions that make such

commitment possible. It proposes the Aspiration-Capability

Lens (ACL) as a processual framework tracing how

constraints accumulate across the opportunity-resource

field, aspirational capacity, aspiration formation, pathway

engagement and pathway outcomes. Drawing on a

qualitative case study combining key-informant interviews,

focus groups and narrative interviews with young people,

the findings show that while young people aspire

ambitiously, poverty, organised violence and institutional

thinning systematically erode the conditions on which

those aspirations depend, contracting what aspirational

agency can coherently pursue across time. The paper

contributes empirically to Global South capability

scholarship by demonstrating how organised violence

reshapes the institutional conditions through which

aspirations become real freedoms, and conceptually by

specifying aspirational capacity and aspirational agency as

processual components of capability conversion in violent,

impoverished settings.
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Introduction

Young people in Bonteheuwel aspire ambitiously and with considerable specifi-
city toward work, education, community contribution, and other valued
futures. Yet these aspirations are pursued within a context shaped by persistent
poverty, institutional fragility and organised gang violence. This paper exam-
ines how these conditions shape whether aspirations can be sustained,
pursued and converted into real freedoms across time, and why gang-
affiliated pathways come to register as credible and accessible within this
environment.

The capability approach understands human development as the expan-
sion of substantive freedoms: the real opportunities people have to pursue
valued ways of living (Sen 1999). Its central analytical strength lies in
explaining why formally equivalent provisions produce different outcomes
for different people through the operation of personal, social and insti-
tutional conversion factors (Robeyns 2005). Scholars have nevertheless
argued that the approach leaves underdeveloped the processes through
which formally available opportunities become stable objects of agency
under conditions of inequality (Davis 2015; Ibrahim 2011; Flechtner 2017).
Aspirations research makes this processual gap legible. Dominant accounts
within poverty research and education policy have been deficit-oriented,
framing poverty through supposedly diminished aspirations while obscuring
the structural conditions that shape whether aspirations can be sustained and
realised (St Clair and Benjamin 2011; Rainford 2023); aspirations-based
poverty-trap models similarly argue that material deprivation produces
low aspirations, weakening future-oriented investment and perpetuating
poverty (Dalton, Ghosal, and Mani 2016; Genicot and Ray 2017). Yet
research across South Africa and the Global South consistently shows that
marginalised young people aspire ambitiously while confronting structural
conditions that constrain the conversion of those aspirations into real free-
doms (Mkwananzi 2019; DeJaeghere et al. 2022; Mtey 2024). Aspirations
are therefore the conceptual site at which the capability approach’s proces-
sual gap is most legible: they reveal the distance between what is formally
available and what can be coherently pursued.

This paper addresses this processual gap by conceptualising aspirations as
aspirational agency: the bounded capacity to form, sustain, revise and pursue
future-oriented commitments under structural constraint.

The paper draws on qualitative research conducted with young people and
community practitioners in Bonteheuwel, a historically marginalised township
in Cape Town marked by entrenched poverty, territorial gang violence and
institutional fragmentation. It analyses how young people form, sustain,
revise and pursue aspirations within this context, and how gang-affiliated path-
ways become legible and credible within constrained opportunity structures.
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Three research questions organise the inquiry. First, what do young people
in Bonteheuwel aspire to, and what conditions shape whether those aspirations
can be sustained and acted upon? Second, how does the gang economy function
in relation to young people’s engagement with formal pathways? Third, how do
poverty and organised violence shape the capability conversion process across
time?

The paper makes three contributions. Empirically, it shows how organised
gang violence reshapes the institutional conditions through which aspirations
become real freedoms. Conceptually, it develops aspirational agency as a proces-
sual component of capability conversion and distinguishes aspirational capacity
as the structural, psychosocial and relational conditions that sustain future-
oriented commitment across time. Theoretically, it proposes the Aspiration-
Capability Lens (ACL), a processual framework tracing how constraints accumu-
late recursively across the opportunity-resource field, aspirational capacity,
aspiration formation, pathway engagement and pathway outcomes, and how
capability trajectories narrow through cumulative feedback across time.

Background: Bonteheuwel, Poverty, and Organised Violence

Bonteheuwel is a township on Cape Town’s Cape Flats, shaped by the forced
removals of apartheid and enduring socio-economic marginalisation, and ident-
ified as one of the city’s poorest suburbs as a consequence of that history (Esau
2008). Its estimated population of 52,956 includes a substantial youth cohort,
with those aged 15-24 comprising approximately one-fifth of residents. The struc-
tural conditions shaping young people’s lives are significant: only 21 per cent of
adults over 20 completed matric, fewer than 2 per cent accessed higher education,
and the official unemployment rate stands at 27 per cent with a labour absorption
rate of 41 per cent (Statistics South Africa 2013; sub-place level data from Census
2022 is not yet publicly available at this geographic resolution).

What makes Bonteheuwel analytically significant is the intersection of
poverty with organised gang violence. The forced removals that produced the
Cape Flats disrupted community bonds and entrenched territorial gang cul-
tures that have persisted across generations, shaping the institutional landscape
within which young people navigate daily life (Pinnock 2016). Kinnes (2000)
shows that Bonteheuwel is one of the areas where major Cape Flats gangs are
based and exercise strong territorial influence, while Dos Reis (2007) illustrates
how this violence permeates everyday institutional life, from armed incursions
onto school premises to educators’ and learners” exposure to shootings.

Farmer’s (2004) structural violence and Nixon’s (2011) slow violence frame
the analysis: poverty and organised gang violence together constitute systema-
tic, camulative harm embedded in Bonteheuwel’s social arrangements, and the
findings trace how their interaction shapes the conditions under which aspira-
tional agency can operate.
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In other settings, informal economic activity can offer accessible alternatives
for young people for whom formal education and work routes are structurally
inaccessible (Mkwananzi 2019; DeJaeghere et al. 2022). In Bonteheuwel, organ-
ised gangs are involved in, and exert significant influence over, key informal
markets and public spaces (Kinnes 2000; Standing 2003). Where this middle
ground is absent, what young people can coherently aspire to and pursue
becomes inseparable from what the structural environment makes institution-
ally available.

Aspirations, Agency, and the Capability Conversion Process

Aspirations in the Capability Approach: Toward a Processual Account of
Aspiration Formation

The capability approach has not been inattentive to the processual questions the
introduction raises, but its existing tools leave them only partially addressed.
Sen (1999) recognises that deprivation shapes evaluative outlooks through
adaptive preferences, and Nussbaum (2000) responds with a list of central capa-
bilities intended to guard against the normalisation of diminished expectations.
Both sharpen the approach’s evaluative tools but leave open how feasibility
beliefs and commitments are formed, revised and enacted over time as
people move through fragile institutional landscapes. It is through attention
to aspirations that this processual gap becomes legible. Recent capability scho-
larship has begun integrating aspirations into accounts of capability formation,
with Leflmann (2024) conceptualising them as mediating commitments
between capabilities and functionings, Hart (2024) analysing how aspirations
and feasibility judgements shape young people’s educational capabilities, and
Bonvin and Zimmermann (2024) and Zimmermann (2024) theorising the
capability to aspire as a capacity for navigating institutions and exercising
agency over future projects. These accounts give less explicit attention,
however, to the structural and psychosocial conditions that enable such com-
mitments to form and hold over time and to the processes through which
they are sustained, revised or abandoned. The present article addresses this
by distinguishing aspirational capacity (the structural, psychosocial and insti-
tutional conditions that make future-oriented commitment possible) from
aspirational agency (the temporally structured process through which such
commitments are formed, sustained, revised and enacted under constraint).

Aspirations, Aspirational Capacity and Aspirational Agency

Young people in Bonteheuwel draw on a broader landscape of future-oriented
concepts including dreams, goals, hopes and preferences, and aspirations must
be located within it. Dreams are imaginative projections only loosely connected
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to planning or perceived control (Shek, Wu, and Leung 2017); hope offers moti-
vational orientation without specifying which futures to pursue (Graham and
Pozuelo 2023); goals are proximate targets linked to implicit timelines
(Nurmi, 1991; cited in Shek, Wu, and Leung 2017); and preferences rank avail-
able options, usually treated as given (Stephanus and Vero 2024). Aspirations
occupy a middle and analytically productive position: future-oriented commit-
ments that join valuing an outcome with orienting toward its pursuit, more
action-relevant than dreams or hope and evaluatively broader than discrete
goals or preference orderings, specific enough to guide action yet open to revi-
sion as structural conditions change.

Appadurai (2004) shows that aspiration formation proceeds on the basis of
what the structural and social environment makes visible and what the capacity
to aspire makes perceivable as worth wanting and worth striving for. Where
Appadurai’s capacity to aspire describes the navigational and cultural resources
through which people imagine and map futures, Ray’s (2006) aspirations
window describes the range of lives that seem attainable from one’s social pos-
ition. Hart’s (2016) freedom to aspire adds the degree of freedom individuals
feel they have to form and express aspirations, shaped by habitus, social
capital, access to information and the institutional environment. Together,
these concepts foreground the structural, psychosocial and institutional con-
ditions that shape whether aspiration formation is possible and toward what
it orients.

This paper defines aspirational capacity as a synthesis of the capacity to
aspire (Appadurai 2004), the aspirations window (Ray 2006) and the freedom
to aspire (Hart 2016): the structural, psychosocial and relational conditions
produced through ongoing interaction between individuals and their environ-
ments, which make aspiration formation and maintenance more or less poss-
ible depending on how social relations and institutional conditions are
configured and experienced. Aspirational capacity names the conditions
under which aspirations can form and hold; it does not capture the temporal
and navigational work through which young people form, sustain and revise
their commitments under constraint.

Zimmermann (2024) theorises aspirations as a mode of agency that orients
actors as they navigate institutional constraints and future projects, and
Lefimann (2024) treats aspirations as expressions of agency embedded within
cultural and institutional contexts. Drawing on Emirbayer and Mische’s
(1998) account of agency as inherently temporal and structurally conditioned,
comprising iterational, projective and practical-evaluative dimensions, this
paper builds on Zimmermann (2024), LeSmann (2024) and Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) to define aspirational agency as the bounded, navigational
capacity to form, sustain, revise and act on future-oriented commitments
under structural constraint, complementing Sen’s (1999) agency freedom by
specifying how valued goals are formed and revised under constraint.
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Locating aspirational agency within the capability conversion process clarifies
its analytical function. Robeyns (2005) identifies personal, social and environ-
mental conversion factors as the conditions through which resources become
real freedoms. Aspirational agency operates at a prior and constitutive moment
in this process: it shapes whether formally available opportunities register as
worth pursuing, feasible to sustain and coherent within a given social world.
Together, aspirational capacity and aspirational agency specify a mechanism the
conversion factor account presupposes but does not itself explain: the process
through which structural conditions, relational resources and institutional
arrangements become, or fail to become, actionable commitments across time.

From Low Aspirations to Constrained Aspirational Agency

Aspirations-based poverty-trap models portray low aspirations as leading to under-
investment in education and productive activity, making aspiration-raising the key
lever (Dalton, Ghosal, and Mani 2016; Genicot and Ray 2017). Critics argue that
such accounts obscure the structural conditions shaping whether aspirations can
be sustained and acted upon (St Clair and Benjamin 2011; Rainford 2023). Appa-
durai (2004), Ray (2006) and Zimmermann (2024) instead emphasise how poverty
narrows experiential fields, navigational resources and observable futures, weaken-
ing people’s capacity to commit to alternative trajectories.

The analytical problem is not to raise aspirations in the abstract but to trans-
form the conditions that limit what aspirational agency can coherently pursue.
This argument depends on a distinction the capability approach has not always
drawn clearly: between aspiration revision, a rational recalibration of commit-
ment under structural constraint, and adaptive preference formation, which
involves the erosion of what is valued itself.

Adaptive preferences involve the erosion of the evaluative standard itself,
coming to be satisfied with less as a consequence of structural constraint
(Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000). Aspiration revision can occur while core values
remain unchanged: a young person may continue to value a certain future
yet, after repeated institutional exclusion, judge that present conditions
cannot support its pursuit. The evaluative standard remains; the commitment
is adjusted. Structural constraints on aspirational agency are therefore the
primary problem, and the appropriate object of intervention.

The Structural, Psychosocial and Institutional Conditions of Aspirational
Agency

Whether aspirational agency can operate depends on the structural, psychoso-
cial and institutional conditions that enable or foreclose it. These conditions
include self-efficacy, validation, perceived control, and the material and rela-
tional foundations that determine whether aspirations take hold and motivate
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sustained investment (Bandura et al. 2001; Hart 2016; Lybbert and Wydick
2018). Poverty and relational deprivation erode these foundations (Dalton,
Ghosal, and Mani 2016; Ghosal 2021), as does exposure to violence (Kabiru
et al. 2018). Institutional conditions further shape what registers as feasible:
opportunities that are precarious or incompatible with caring responsibilities
fail to count as genuine options, and opaque bureaucracies discourage engage-
ment with programmes for which people formally qualify, weakening belief that
institutional pathways can serve as reliable routes out of poverty (Bonvin and
Farvaque 2005; Ibrahim 2011). Pathway quality, which can be characterised
in terms of navigability, accompaniment and continuity, determines whether
aspirational agency can be enacted or stalls; where these conditions are
absent, repeated failure feeds back into aspiration formation, leading young
people to lower or narrow their commitments over time (Walker 2024; Hart
2016, 2024; Zimmermann 2024).

Normative Implications and the Case for a Processual Account

Sen (1985) argues that agency freedom is not only instrumentally valuable but
constitutive of human development itself. Hart (2016) applies this to aspirations
specifically: being able to form, revise and act on meaningful aspirations is itself
a valuable capability. Expanding the conditions that enable aspirational agency
is therefore doubly significant: it enlarges a form of freedom that people have
reason to value in its own right, and it strengthens the mechanism through
which formal opportunities are converted into real capabilities. Where these
conditions are systematically foreclosed, capability trajectories contract
because aspirational agency, the mechanism that initiates conversion, has
itself been damaged. This dynamic, traced empirically in this paper, builds
on and extends Global South capability scholarship that foregrounds structural
and institutional conditions as constitutive of aspirations and capability devel-
opment (Hart 2016, 2024; Mkwananzi 2019; Walker 2024).

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative case study design with a process-oriented
analytical focus (Creswell and Poth 2018), suited to examining how aspirations
form, stabilise and erode within a specific community context and to capturing
the social, cultural and institutional conditions through which aspirational
agency operates. Data were collected in Bonteheuwel between September and
November 2022 using three complementary methods.

Six key informants were recruited through a combination of purposive and
snowball sampling across five domains identified as the primary institutional
sites through which young people encounter structures of support, constraint
and opportunity: civic engagement, social work, youth and community
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development, education and religion. An initial participant was identified pur-
posively through a human rights organisation active in the community; the
remaining five were recruited through snowball sampling, with the aim of
securing at least one practitioner per domain. Inclusion required a minimum
of five years’ sustained engagement with youth or community development
in Bonteheuwel, sufficient to observe aspiration and pathway dynamics
across more than one institutional cycle (Patton 2002). The six informants,
aged 33-53, included three women and three men. Full characteristics are sum-
marised in Appendix A.

Thirteen young people aged 18-24 participated in two focus group discus-
sions, an age range that reflects the developmental and policy significance of
the transition from schooling into work and other adult roles for aspiration for-
mation and capability trajectories (Frame, De Lannoy, and Leibbrandt 2016;
Walker 2024). Groups were organised by employment status: one comprising
employed and studying participants (n = 7), the other unemployed participants
(n = 6). Eligibility required a minimum of five years’ residence in Bonteheuwel,
ensuring sustained rather than transient exposure to local structural conditions
across secondary schooling, post-school transitions and early labour market
engagement. Sampling aimed to capture diversity across gender, educational
attainment and employment status; last-minute cancellations meant that nine
males and four females participated, which should be borne in mind when
interpreting the focus group data. Participants were invited to describe
valued futures, perceived constraints and the steps they believed were required
to pursue them. Two participants subsequently requested individual narrative
interviews to share biographical experiences they had not felt able to disclose
in the group context. Full characteristics are summarised in Appendix B.

Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis,
drawing on their updated six-phase framework, which treats themes as actively
constructed through interpretation rather than residing pre-formed in the data
(Braun and Clarke 2006, 2019). This approach aligns with the abductive logic
employed in the study (Timmermans and Tavory 2012), combining inductive
pattern-seeking with iterative engagement with the developing theoretical
lens. Coding proceeded inductively across transcripts, identifying recurrent
meanings related to aspiration formation, perceived feasibility, relational
support, pathway navigation and structural or psychosocial barriers. In
defining and naming themes, the five elements of the Aspiration-Capability
Lens emerged as a post-analytic synthesis that organised what the data made
visible. The final analytic phase involved writing an integrated narrative in
which empirical excerpts and the ACL are brought into dialogue. Across
these phases, the analysis also generated three expansions to the initial theoreti-
cal framing, which are developed as theoretical contributions in the discussion.

All sessions were conducted by the first author in English and Afrikaans,
audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim. Afrikaans
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speech and colloquial expressions were translated into English drawing on the
first author’s lived linguistic knowledge of the community. The insider position
this entailed was held reflexively throughout, with the second author serving as
an external critical interlocutor to guard against over-identification. Ethical
approval was obtained from the University of the Western Cape; confidentiality
was ensured through pseudonyms and transcript de-identification.

Findings: Aspirational Agency and the Capability Conversion Process
in Bonteheuwel

The findings put the paper’s construct of aspirational agency to empirical work,
examining what young people aspire to, how the structural, psychosocial and
institutional conditions of their environment shape whether those aspirations
can be formed, sustained and enacted, and what the gang economy’s promi-
nence reveals about the relationship between institutional failure and capability
development. What the data make visible is the systematic erosion of the con-
ditions that would allow aspirational agency to convert into real freedoms. The
ACL emerged through this process and is presented schematically in Figure 1.

The ACL identifies five elements: the opportunity-resource field, aspirational
capacity, aspiration formation, pathway engagement, and pathway results and
feedback. The opportunity-resource field is the structural envelope within
which the full sequence operates, shaping what aspirational capacity can take
hold toward, which options aspiration formation can evaluate, what routes
pathway engagement can draw on, and whether those routes are adequately
resourced to produce agency-congruent results. Aspirational capacity shapes
aspiration formation by determining what within the field is perceived as reach-
able and the stability of the commitments aspiration formation can produce.
Aspiration formation shapes pathway engagement by producing the aspiration
configurations that engagement proceeds from. Pathway engagement shapes
pathway results by determining the nature and quality of engagement,
whether aspiration-directed, survival-directed, or structurally imposed.
Pathway results feed-back simultaneously through two channels: agent-level
feedback reshaping aspirational capacity, aspiration formation, and pathway
engagement at the individual level; and field-level feedback reshaping the
opportunity-resource field itself, flowing through to all elements in the next
iteration. These elements are represented as a sequence for analytical clarity;
in practice all five operate concurrently and dynamically.

The Opportunity-resource Field

In Bonteheuwel, the opportunity-resource field is severely contracted by
poverty, unemployment and organised violence, resembling what Farmer
(2004) describes as structural violence: social arrangements that systematically
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The Aspiration-Capability Lens

(TRACING HOW ASPIRATIONAL AGENCY MEDIATES THE CAPABILITY CONVERSION PROCESS IN CONTEXTS OF POVERTY AND ORGANISED VIOLENCE)
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Figure 1. The aspiration-capability lens (ACL).
Source: Developed by the authors, 2026.

put people in harm’s way and deny them the conditions necessary for human
flourishing.

Gang territorial control contracts formally available provisions and the
futures that are observable within the field. “The environment that we’re
living in, that’s what causes us to be like that. There’s no inspiration, no
people to look up to. The only thing you see is gangsterism, drugs and all
that.” Gang violence also drove organised sport and recreation out of the
area: “We would have all these clubs: soccer, netball, chess, judo, debating.
And they would shoot the children, rob them because they are in the
wrong territory. All our clubs left the area to play elsewhere.” A key infor-
mant named what fills the resulting vacuum: “If there’s no after school pro-
gramme, the children come from school, they walk past the merchant’s
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house. It’s the vulnerable child that they take in.” Violence shaped the prac-
tical geography of daily life, determining which routes could be walked,
which schools safely attended, which public spaces used. “Inside schools,
the gangsters just come over and then they shoot or they stab you.” For
some, the contraction of safe space was total: “I'm even scared to go out
my door, because you don’t know if you gonna die if you in the road.”
Where physical space contracts so sharply and already fragile formal insti-
tutions thin further, the signals about what is possible narrow: “There is
no future in Bonteheuwel. Bonteheuwel is not actually a place where you
could grow up to become a lawyer or something like that.” Within Bonteheu-
wel’s opportunity-resource field, formal institutions have thinned or exited,
observable trajectories of formal participation are scarce, and gang econom-
ies occupy the institutional space formal arrangements have vacated. What
the contracted field makes available shapes what aspirational capacity
orients toward, what aspiration formation can evaluate, and what pathway
engagement can draw upon.

Aspirational Capacity

In Bonteheuwel, aspirational capacity is eroded through the slow accumulation
of structural pressure that Nixon (2011) terms slow violence, a form of harm
that occurs gradually and out of sight, dispersed across time and space and
therefore difficult to attribute to any single cause. At the household level, par-
ental time poverty contracts the relational support available to young people.
“The parents work an 8-12h day. When they get back they are extremely
tired and can’t give the kids enough time. They lack in homework and even
the love or just having a parent to listen to them.” Parents who had not com-
pleted further education were ill-placed to accompany their children through
formal routes: “They are not encouraged by their parents to continue their edu-
cation because many of them didn’t have the opportunity, so they fall into the
same patterns of having to find a job to help feed the family.” Food insecurity
compounded these pressures: “I was hungry for a full year. When you’re
hungry, you're angry. Starving is very bad. It affects your thinking.”

Schools compounded this accumulation. One participant with dyslexia
described being mocked throughout primary school: “I was bullied a lot.
‘You can’t read. You are dumb.’ I just felt like giving up on life.” A key infor-
mant named the structural failure directly: “Our school system is a one-size-
fits-all approach. We are not designing education around our children’s learn-
ing abilities and inabilities.” The tertiary system then reimposed exclusion:
“The colleges don’t want to accept me because of my diagnosis. They say
your marks must be higher.” Counselling was inaccessible: one psychologist
served multiple schools, and parents could not take time off work to accompany
children. One participant put the cumulative weight plainly: “I set these high
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standards and high goals. Just after high school I had to find out how life really
is. It hit me to the point where I was in depression for a while.”

The stigma attached to Bonteheuwel compounds this erosion: “Wherever
else you go outside the suburb, and people ask ‘where you from?’ ... when
you say ‘Bonteheuwel’ the reaction is ‘wow that evil place’...so whenever
you go to a place you don’t actually tell people where you’re from because
you're ashamed of the place.” One participant described internalising this:
“My mindset was, ‘Oh, you come from Bonteheuwel, you're never gonna
make it out’ because everyone would tell you that.” What begins as an external
structural message becomes an internal constraint on what seems worth com-
mitting to, narrowing the range of futures that aspiration formation can coher-
ently orient toward. As one community practitioner explained: “There is a lack
of belief in themselves. These children don’t know self-worth.”

Where different conditions were present, different outcomes followed. Par-
ental accompaniment held commitments open across repeated setbacks: “My
mother was there as my supporter; she told me ‘don’t give up, I know you
can do this.” And then I showed her at the end of the year I passed. She’s my
everything.” A key informant described schools producing good results,
career workshops, and bursaries being made available: “We encourage them
to dream and to visualise and we will continue to guide them towards achieving
their goals.” These accounts describe a different distribution of conditions
within the same community, and their presence or absence is what dis-
tinguishes capability trajectories that hold from those that collapse. A con-
tracted field and eroded aspirational capacity together thus narrow what
aspiration formation can coherently orient towards. They do however not
extinguish aspiration formation.

Aspiration Formation

Young people in Bonteheuwel aspire with specificity and tenacity despite the con-
tracted field and eroded aspirational capacity, exercising aspirational agency
within the bounds that both produce. “They all wrong when they say people
from Bonteheuwel don’t have dreams and goals, we actually do have dreams
and goals.” Named commitments included tertiary education, law, hospitality,
business management, soccer coaching, mechanics, boilermaking, and naval
architecture, often traceable to specific encounters with people whose paths had
made those futures visible. One participant traced his aspiration to become a boi-
lermaker to a neighbour he watched leave for work each morning: “I asked him
one day ‘where do you work? ‘I work on the docks. 'm a boilermaker.” And
I'm like, ‘it sounds like a cool job.” Key informants confirmed what participants
insisted: “The vulnerable children, they have the biggest dreams.”

Two aspiration orientations emerged, frequently coexisting within the same
person. The first was oriented toward status, visibility, and material recognition
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in a context where poverty is experienced as shameful. Young people described
aspirations to “look cool,” “be popular” or “stand out” as strategies for avoiding
the shame associated with poverty. As one informant explained, “Children are
walking with shame because they’re poor ... it affects the child’s self-image.”
Material display signals both status and safety: “If you don’t wear cool
clothes, everybody will trample on you.” The second centred on stability,
care, and contribution. “Buying my mother a house, my father the car he
always wanted. Moving them out of Bonteheuwel into a safer area.” One par-
ticipant studying law described wanting to return professionally: “I would
like to come back as a somebody that could maybe set up a law firm in Bonte-
heuwel so people can come work there. My mom taught me that if you can get
out of Bonteheuwel you can come back and help Bonteheuwel.” Another
described an aspiration shaped directly by the community’s environment:
“My goal was and is still up until today to work for the army force. Because
that is like doing something positive also with guns. And that’s the only
thing you know in Bonteheuwel is guns.” Both orientations are responses to
the same structural conditions, shaped by what poverty makes threatening,
what the community makes visible, and what survival in Bonteheuwel requires.

Where aspirations shifted under structural pressure, the shift took the form
of aspiration revision. One participant revised her immediate route after
repeated tertiary rejections: “I always wanted to be a chef but it’s too hard
outside. The colleges don’t want to accept me ... so 'm planning on going on
the cruise ships one day.” But the institutional rejection she encountered
went further than non-acceptance: “You call them and then you tell them
I'm from School of Skills, and they’re like, ‘we don’t take such people on.’
And then you feel like you are hopeless, because you just wanna study, go
into what your dreams are. They just tell you they don’t accept. You don’t
get feedback....” Despite this, her long-term aspiration remained not only
intact but actively planned: “I'm not giving up on my dreams. My plan is to
do my dream job, to be a chef one day. I would stay in Cape Town, False
Bay College, they do the training I want to do, they take you to like a hotel,
then they do practicals. I'm looking for bursaries.” The cruise ship route is a
pragmatic bridge toward her long-term commitment, taken while formal ter-
tiary routes remain closed to her. The evaluative standard holds, and what
changes is the assessment of which expression of that commitment present con-
ditions can currently support.

A second account illustrates the same dynamic with greater complexity. One
participant held a sustained aspiration to become a soccer player: “When I got
to high school I decided I wanted to become a soccer player.” He expressed
doubts about its feasibility: “The age throws you out to become a soccer
player. Because you have to go from a young age already out and get scouted
and all that.” Alongside this, he held a second aspiration oriented to relational
care: “To move myself and my aunty out of Bonteheuwel, start over and open a
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new chapter.” The material circumstances bearing on that second aspiration
were pressing: “I am now going to be responsible and gonna have to take
over the house ... 'm going to have to also now get a job and that is pretty
tough because I just recently dropped out of school.” Albeit under material
pressure, taking the job to provide for his family expresses one of his valued
commitments. It however comes at the expense of pursuing others. Yet his
soccer commitment remained intact: “My main goal is still a soccer player. If
you want to become something, just stay focused on that ... Let that be your
24/7 motivation everyday.” What his situation reveals is a person navigating
between two aspirations that present conditions cannot support simul-
taneously, holding both rather than abandoning either. Aspiration formation
in Bonteheuwel thus produces coexisting commitments shaped by structural
conditions and aspirational capacity, which in turn organise how young
people engage possible pathways.

Pathway Engagement

When young people engage with formal pathways, the aspiration configurations
that aspiration formation has produced encounter a field whose routes are under-
resourced, poorly accompanied, and frequently blocked. Employment was
described as “like searching for a mouse in a forest.” Credential requirements
had risen beyond what many circumstances allowed: “You must have a matric
certificate to be a cleaner now.” Experience was simultaneously required for
entry-level work. Networks shaped access: “Some of us don’t have connections
because of where we come from. It’s not easy finding a connection.” Bureaucratic
requirements foreclosed access before application: “Without an ID, you cannot
write matric. If a parent cannot be traced to sign the forms, brilliant children
are blocked.” Key informants described what accumulates: “The whole environ-
ment in Bonteheuwel doesn’t really give you hope. There is a lot of doubt. Too
many disappointments from parents, communities, brothers, sisters ... whatever
has happened along the way for years.”

Where formal pathways fail, the gang economy presents itself as an alterna-
tive route that the contracted field and eroded aspirational capacity have made
visible and credible. Gang-affiliated figures are among the most prominent role
models in daily life: “That is the role model because it’s the flashy cars. It’s the
rings. It’s the gold. For children, it’s instant wealth. Rather than to go study four
years, you know?” Another added: “You can’t go tell them go study and there is
no food for tomorrow.” Gang members offered material support to vulnerable
families: “What’s different in our communities is that gangsters help. They give
money. Clothes. They give food.” These returns are also social: “The clothing
gives you recognition. They see you. You standing out.” Beyond material
returns, the gang economy provides relational anchoring and affirmation that
formal institutions have consistently failed to supply: “Kids see gangsters as
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kings. They give dignity that the church or state often fails to.” “Children need
affirmation. If they don’t get it at home, they find it in gangs.” One participant
described turning to the gang when he had nowhere to live: “It happened when
I had no place to live in Bonteheuwel. They became my family.” Recruitment is
organised, deliberate, and early: “At 12 years old, they brand you. They recruit
you early already.” Engagement with the gang economy operates through
different mechanisms: survival necessity (“The gang offered me protection”),
household-mediated pressure (“Some parents even tell their children to go
work for the merchant so the family can eat”), and coercion (“They intimidate
these children and force the children to join or sell or do some type of illegal
thing for them by threats of violence”). Across all three, what the data contained
were accounts of young people for whom formal routes had closed, household
conditions had foreclosed deliberation, or coercive recruitment had bypassed
aspiration formation entirely. No participant named the gang economy as a
valued goal.

Pathway Results and Feedback

Pathway results feed back through all preceding elements simultaneously,
reshaping the conditions of aspirational agency at both the agent and field-
level. One bursary rejection captures what this does to the conditions of aspira-
tional agency: “When they tell you you’ve been declined then you lose hope. So
you check, no 'm not gonna apply for that thing again, rather go with the
brothers [gang], it’s better with the brothers. Your mind is going to the
wrong thing because you hoping for something more that didn’t come.” The
risks of the routes that fill the resulting space are known: “You die or you
land up in prison.” One participant’s trajectory makes the compounding
logic concrete. Survival within the gang led to incarceration: “I received a 4-
year prison term.” That record then closed the formal employment routes
that had previously remained open: “Approaching a company, you need to
have a criminal check. Knowing that you go there for a police clearance and
you're not gonna succeed it makes it tough and it puts you in a depression. I
was at home for almost three years.” Homelessness produced gang entry;
gang entry produced incarceration; incarceration foreclosed employment; fore-
closure produced depression and withdrawal from formal systems.
Agent-level feedback erodes aspirational capacity by diminishing self-
efficacy (“they are very quick to say that they are ‘too stupid’ and don’t want
to try”) and depleting relational affirmation (“It’s like they are raising them-
selves”). It narrows aspiration formation by revising the assessment of which
commitments present conditions can sustain (“My sister is a qualified boiler-
maker, but she is still waiting on companies to employ her. So I told myself
that isn’t one of my goals anymore”); here the feedback operates not through
direct personal experience but through the observed trajectory of a proximate
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other, contracting what the aspirations window makes perceivable as reachable.
It reduces the credibility of formal pathway engagement in subsequent iter-
ations (“you check, no im not gonna apply for that thing again ...””). Field-
level feedback contracts the opportunity-resource field further as formal insti-
tutions withdraw and gang economies consolidate (“They are structured. They
buy and sell houses. They are more organised”) producing not only fewer avail-
able routes but routes that are less adequately resourced to deliver agency-con-
gruent outcomes. As one practitioner observed: “The children, they have
dreams ... but getting to that dream, it’s a different story. It’s the crime ... it’s
the lack of money, the lack of resources, the lack of opportunity.”

Across the five elements, the ACL traces a compounding sequence in which a
contracted opportunity-resource field erodes aspirational capacity, which
narrows what aspiration formation can coherently orient toward, which shapes
the aspiration configurations pathway engagement proceeds from, which produces
overwhelmingly non-agency-congruent results, which feed-back to and contract
the field further still. The findings document this as a community-level pattern:
aspirational agency is systematically depleted across household, school, community
and institutional life, narrowing capability trajectories over time. Young people
aspire ambitiously throughout; what the sequence forecloses is the structural con-
ditions that would allow those aspirations to convert into real freedoms.

Discussion and Theoretical Contributions

The central analytical problem this paper addresses is the progressive contrac-
tion of the structural, psychosocial, relational and institutional conditions
through which aspirations become real freedoms. The findings deepen the
capability approach’s conversion-factor account by specifying aspirational
agency as the mechanism through which this conversion occurs: the process
by which opportunities are registered as worth pursuing, sustained as feasible,
and enacted as commitments across time. Where these conditions are eroded,
capability development stalls because the conditions enabling sustained com-
mitment to formal opportunities are systematically depleted.

The findings clarify how aspirational agency sits in relation to existing capa-
bility scholarship on agency and aspiration. Sen’s (1999) agency freedom estab-
lishes the evaluative importance of pursuing goals one has reason to value;
Appadurai’s (2004) capacity to aspire conceptualises the navigational cultural
resources through which futures are imagined. Aspirational agency builds on
both by specifying the temporally unfolding process through which commit-
ments are formed, sustained, revised and enacted under structural constraint,
and aspirational capacity names the conditions that make this process sustain-
able across time. This distinction is particularly significant in relation to aspira-
tion revision. Participants consistently maintained valued futures while
recalibrating the routes through which those futures might be pursued.
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Educational ambitions shifted toward more accessible pathways after repeated
institutional rejection; others narrowed their commitments after observing the
blocked trajectories of peers. These dynamics differ from adaptive preference
formation as traditionally understood within capability scholarship. The under-
lying evaluative standard often remained intact; what changed was the per-
ceived sustainability of pursuing particular commitments within existing
structural conditions. Aspiration revision therefore emerged as a rational and
temporally informed response to repeated pathway disruption, institutional
exclusion and diminished feasibility.

The findings also contribute to capability scholarship on violence and insti-
tutional exclusion by demonstrating how organised gang violence operates as a
constitutive feature of the institutional environment rather than an external con-
textual factor. Territorial control reshaped mobility, educational participation,
recreational life, social recognition and the visibility of possible futures. Formal
institutions withdrew or operated intermittently, while gang economies provided
material support, affirmation, protection, visibility and organised routes to
income, safety and belonging. The gang economy became legible to many
young people because it supplied forms of navigability, accompaniment, continu-
ity and recognition that formal pathways frequently failed to provide.

The Aspiration-Capability Lens provides a processual account of these
dynamics through its five mutually shaping elements. Across these elements,
the findings trace a compounding sequence in which a constrained field
erodes aspirational capacity, narrowed aspirational capacity contracts aspira-
tion formation, constrained aspiration configurations shape pathway engage-
ment, and repeated non-agency-congruent outcomes feed-back to further
weaken the surrounding field conditions and aspirational agency overall. The
ACL provides a framework for analysing how organised violence and insti-
tutional fragmentation become embedded within capability development itself.

These findings carry important normative implications for human develop-
ment policy and practice. Interventions centred narrowly on aspiration-raising
are unlikely to succeed where institutional pathways remain unreliable, inac-
cessible or structurally foreclosed. Expanding capability requires strengthening
the conditions that sustain aspirational agency over time: relational accompani-
ment, institutional continuity, navigable pathways, psychosocial support,
material stability and credible transitions into education and work.

Bonteheuwel represents an intensified case of these dynamics, but the under-
lying processes extend beyond this setting. Across contexts marked by persist-
ent poverty, institutional fragility, territorial violence and chronic exclusion,
young people may continue to aspire ambitiously while confronting environ-
ments that systematically undermine the conversion of those aspirations into
real freedoms. The capability approach requires stronger processual accounts
of how this erosion unfolds if it is to fully explain how capability trajectories
are produced, narrowed and sustained over time.
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Conclusion

Young people in Bonteheuwel aspire ambitiously and with considerable specifi-
city. What shapes their capability trajectories is the progressive erosion of the
conditions required to sustain and pursue those aspirations across time:
within the opportunity-resource field, aspirational capacity, aspiration for-
mation, pathway engagement and pathway outcomes. The ACL makes this
sequence analytically visible, specifying how constraints accumulate across
the conversion process and how capability trajectories narrow over time.
What this paper has shown is how the structural conditions surrounding
young people’s aspirations shape what can be sustained, pursued and realised
across time. The violence of exclusion is produced through institutional
arrangements, accumulated deprivation and foreclosed pathways, and can
therefore be transformed through them as well. The ACL offers one framework
for doing so, specifying where in the conversion process conditions concen-
trate, how constraints accumulate and where intervention would need to reach.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has several limitations. The processual account the ACL advances requires
further empirical testing; whether sustained positive pathway engagement strength-
ens aspirational capacity and expands capability trajectories across time remains its
most important unverified claim. The study was conducted in a single community,
and the focus groups were predominantly male. Gender likely shapes the conditions
enabling aspirational agency in ways this study could not fully capture.

Two directions for future research follow. First, the ACL’s processual claims
should be examined longitudinally and comparatively across contexts charac-
terised by different configurations of poverty, institutional fragility and organ-
ised violence, to clarify which dynamics are context-specific and which transfer
across settings of marginalisation. Second, the gendered dimensions of aspira-
tional agency and capability trajectory development in violent environments
require dedicated empirical attention. Research centred on young women’s
experiences would deepen both the analytical framework developed here and
wider gender-sensitive capability scholarship in Global South contexts.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Key informant participant summary

Designation Age Gender Description

Domain

Key Informant A 42 Male Chairperson of local development programme —
an after-school programme focused on
reading, sports and food security

Key Informant B 33 Female Psychologist practicing social work in a local
development programme

Key Informant C 52 Female Board member of the Bonteheuwel Ratepayers
Association; community activist

Key Informant D 52  Male Teacher at local school; chairperson of a local
sports club

Key Informant E 51 Female Political activist
Key Informant F 53 Male Maulana (Islamic scholar) based at a local
mosque

Youth and community
development

Social Work
Civic engagement

Education; Youth and
community
development

Civic engagement

Religion

Appendix B: Youth Sample - key Demographic Variables Total

Demographic variables Number (Percentage)
Gender

Male 9 (69%)

Female 4 (31%)
Age -

18 2 (15%)

19 3 (23%)

20 3 (23%)

21 4 (31%)

24 1 (8%)
Employment status

Employed and/or studying 7 (54%)

Unemployed 6 (46%)
Highest level of education completed

Some secondary school 1 (8%)

Completed Grade 12 10 (77%)

Some post-school education 2 (15%)
Ethnicity

Coloured 13 (100%.
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