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Men and Masculinities  
in South Africa

Almost twenty years into South Africa’s democratic era, the process of transformation 
to social justice has only just begun. The Bill of Rights in our celebrated Constitution 
includes gender rights as an essential part of our shared vision for racial, class and 
gender equality and justice. And yet, prejudice and violence against women, children 
and sexual minorities continue. Male domination persists in society, and many doc-
trines and practices of churches reinforce the patriarchal tradition. But there are also 
signs of hope: the numbers of women in leadership positions are increasing; many 
organisations are working for gender justice; gender-based violence has become a 
national concern; and there is evidence that attitudes are slowly changing.

In many ways, it seems as if gender justice 
has been truly forgotten in the kitchen of 
the nation building project. The SA Med-
ical Research Council’s gender research 
unit found that 30% of women are sexually 
abused in South Africa; that one in four men 
admitted to having raped a woman; that a 
large proportion of men align themselves 
with an oppressive version of masculinity; 
and it named South Africa the rape capital 
of the world. Rape is always horrifying, but 
particularly the “corrective rape” of Lesbian 
women and rape of the very young, the very 
old, and even the disabled. Gender injustice 
is also prominent in the church. The voice 
of women is largely marginalised. Some 
churches continue to assert that women 
cannot take up ordained or lay leadership 
positions, and many still preach women’s 
obedience to men.

This situation is not confined to South 
 Africa. Even in some of the most ‘liberal’ 

and developed countries, oppressive per-
ceptions of masculinity dominate. A strong 
masculine ideal is not to care, since caring 
is seen as a marker of femininity. Many 
men base their sense of male worth on 
performance, rather than on the quality of 
relationships. Women and men who do not 
fit the norm are damaged and diminished 
in painfully obvious ways, and also in less 
visible ways, by hegemonic forms of mascu-
linity. Women also play their part in perpet-
uating the male-dominant versions of mas-
culinity and femininity through socialising 
their own children into them. 

What hope, then, do we have? Hope lies 
in the large number of gender activists, 
NGOs and gender interventions, in South 
Africa and elsewhere. Local community 
men’s forums show that many men are 
ready to participate in gender transforma-
tion. Other initiatives include the HSRC’s 
travelling photo exhibition of men in caring 
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situations, and the Medical Research Coun-
cil’s Stepping Stones project to enable ru-
ral men to relate to women differently. The 
South  African Men’s Forum has publicly 
challenged gender injustice through legal 
and media channels. The One Man Can 
programme and the Targeted AIDS Inter-
vention (TAI) tackle the vital links between 
gender and HIV prevention.

But change requires men to be willing to 
confront their own gender stereotypes 
and oppressive practices, and to learn to 
relate anew to fellow human beings. This 
leads them to engage in caring – together 
with women – in situations which require 
them to learn new attitudes and skills. The 
success of such programs depends on the 
creation of safe spaces where boys and 
young men can begin to hatch new gender 
outlooks and behaviour, away from the op-
pressive and controlling gaze of other boys.

Two NGOs closely involved in gender trans-
formation work are PACSA and the Sonke 
Gender Justice Network. PACSA’s Gender 
Desk, formed in 1996, established a Men 
and Gender Project in 2005, having rec-
ognised that gender injustice is best ad-
dressed by working with both men and 
women. Sonke, formed in 2006, works 
widely with many partners in Africa and 
South Africa to prevent domestic and sex-
ual violence, reduce the spread and impact 
of HIV and AIDS and promote gender equal-
ity and human rights.

PACSA and Sonke have collaborated in the 
production of this three-volume series. It 
offers a unique compendium of resourc-
es on various aspects of masculinity, and 

is born of many years of direct experience 
and research in numerous communities.

Volume 1 contains encouraging stories 
of real men trying to make a difference in 
their lives and sharing their struggles, pain 
and victories.

Volume 2 analyses destructive conse-
quences of gender inequality from differ-
ent perspectives, in relation to the difficul-
ties experienced by South African men in 
light of conflicting traditional, cultural and 
religious assumptions; political and social 
upheaval; and the revolutionary demands 
of the Constitution.

Volume 3 contains resources to assist read-
ers to engage with gender issues in their 
lives, churches and communities. Most of 
these chapters offer Christian faith resourc-
es for groups and individuals who want to 
grapple more deeply with masculinity and 
gender issues from a social justice perspec-
tive. There are also accounts of communi-
ty-based initiatives to bring about gender 
transformation. This series is most obvi-
ously useful to men and people working 
with men. But it offers useful resources for 
women too, since women play major roles, 
either in maintaining oppressive forms of 
masculinity, or in challenging them and de-
veloping alternative, healthy masculinities.

The work of gender transformation is on-
going. We invite readers to use this mate-
rial to contribute to the vision of a world in 
which men, women and children can enjoy 
equitable, healthy and happy relationships 
in a just and democratic society.
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MEN AND MASCULINITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA

Volume 2

Understanding Masculinity in  
South Africa –  

Essays and Perspectives

While there has been a growing debate amongst academics about men and their 
manhood over the last two decades, these issues have hardly reached ordinary peo-
ple. This volume intends to contribute to the debates related to men’s place in the 
struggle for gender justice, but in ways that enable ordinary men and women to grap-
ple with what it means to be a man in South Africa today. 

This is no small task in the face of the many 
mixed messages from our cultures and 
traditions, religious teachings and social 
norms on the one hand, and the radical re-
quirements for transformation enshrined 
in the South African democratic Constitu-
tion on the other.

In the social construction of what it means 
to be a man or a woman, and how they 
should behave, it has for centuries been 

assumed that the dominance of men was 
‘the way the world is’. This order has many 
benefits for men of course. But there is 
much evidence that men who do not fit the 
social ‘standard’ for manhood also suffer 
under this system, often called patriarchy. 
Thus, many men are likely to benefit from 
analysing and reviewing the social norms 
that bind them to particular socially accept-
able roles and behaviours. 
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This volume is based on the premise that 
another world is possible. South Africa has 
the bad reputation of having higher levels 
of violence against women than any other 
country that is not at war, anywhere in the 
world. It also has one of the highest rates of 
violent crimes by men against men. 

The first three chapters provide some in-
sight into this violence and other destruc-
tive consequences of gender inequality, 
by focusing on the difficulties experienced 

by men in the transitional period in South 
Africa. They focus specifically on the many 
conflicting traditional, cultural and religious 
assumptions as well as the recent politi-
cal and social upheaval in South Africa, in 
light of the changing demands of the new 
Constitution, and they make some practical 
recommendations for gender activists who 
work with men. Chapters 4-6 offer their un-
derstandings of what is needed for gender 
transformation from traditional African, 
Christian and activist perspectives. The 



Volume 2 - Understanding Masculinity in South Africa – Essays and Perspectives

3

final two chapters deal with two central and 
controversial aspects of working with men: 
fatherhood and homosexuality. 

There are questions for reflection and dis-
cussion at the end of the collection, which 
can be used in cell groups, book clubs, or 
even Bible study meetings. They are intend-
ed to stimulate further discussion on issues 
raised by each chapter.

Some feminists have argued that gender 
work with men runs the risk of undermin-
ing women’s contributions to the gender 
struggle. They correctly argue that genuine 

change can only take place ‘from the bot-
tom up’ and needs to be led by those who 
are the most affected by oppressive sys-
tems. The purpose of this volume is to cre-
ate a space for both men and women to 
engage more deeply with men’s role in this 
struggle, both as perpetrators of injustice 
and in some senses also victims of the sys-
temic injustice of patriarchy. The papers try 
to grapple in an open manner and from a 
number of perspectives with what gender 
means for men today, and how men can 
contribute in complementary and useful 
ways to the gender work which has been 
led effectively by women for many years. 
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1. Zulu Masculinity –  
Culture, Faith and the Constitution

Lindani Hadebe

This article is based on a research study carried out by Lindani Hadebe for PACSA, 
using interviews and literature research, and submitted as an M Theol dissertation at 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg, in 2010. The interviews were con-
ducted with fifteen Zulu men, ranging in age from 21 to 50 years, most of whom lived 
in peri-urban areas of the uMgungundlovu region in KwaZulu-Natal.

Hadebe’s passion for gender justice work was 
sparked by his own childhood experiences – 
his uncle, with whom he lived, used to batter 
his grandmother, and he was powerless to in-
tervene. As a student his passion grew through 
his involvement in theology and gender stud-
ies; and through his increasing awareness of 
the escalating levels of gender violence and 
other socially destructive male behaviours in 
society. 

He believes that these problems can only be 
solved with the participation of men; and that 
a solution is not possible without understand-
ing how masculine identities are constructed. 
In this study he explores how cultural and 
faith/religious practices influence Zulu men’s 

understandings of their masculinity, and the 
extent to which the political culture as in-
fluenced by the South African Constitution 
(clause 9 of the Bill of Rights) is, if at all, chang-
ing these understandings.

Hadebe expresses the hope that “this study 
will open up some discussion amongst men 
and women about what it means to be a man 
in South Africa today, and how we as men and 
women together can contribute towards a so-
ciety where all people, regardless of gender, 
are given the respect and dignity they deserve 
as God’s people, and are able to fulfill their 
God-given potential.”

Volume 2 - Understanding Masculinity in South Africa – Essays and Perspectives
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What is masculinity?1 
Basically, this term1refers to what it means 
to be a man. Someone may say, “That is not 
very masculine”, for example. But exactly 
what people mean when they use the term 
varies, depending on who is using the term 
and who they are talking to! Mostly, what it 
means to be a man is defined differently in 
different societies, and different communi-
ties within societies.

Robert Connell, an internationally rec-
ognised scholar in masculinity studies, be-
lieves that ideas about masculinity are not 
fixed, but constantly changing, according 
to social context. A number of factors influ-
ence understandings of masculinity, includ-
ing family life, sexual relationships, and the 
ways men present and understand them-
selves. A boy is usually raised to under-
stand what is acceptable and unacceptable 
social behaviour, based on the dominant 
understanding of masculinity in a society. 
Connell identifies four different types of 
masculinity.

Hegemonic masculinity is the dominant 
form of masculinity in a society. It is often 
used to define ‘the ideal man’. In most so-
cieties, the dominant form of masculinity is 
aggressive, competitive, powerful and may 
even be violent compared to other forms of 
masculinity, because it subordinates wom-
en and other men. Hegemonic masculinity 
is particularly glorified in sports culture, 
which values the strength and skill needed 
to defeat an opponent. It manifests itself 
in the systems of patriarchy enforced by 

1 Much of this section is based on Morrell, R. 2001a. ed. 
Changing Men in Southern Africa. Pietermaritzburg: Univer-
sity of KwaZulu-Natal Press.

culture and religion, and historically in the 
male domination of institutions.

patriarchy: a social system which gives men 
power over women and other men. It does 
not have to mean the control of individual 
men over individual women but it defines 
men as dominant in a society, and organ-
ises society in such a way as to maintain 
men’s dominance over women.

Subordinate masculinity refers to ways of 
being a man that do not live up to the ‘ide-
al’ of what makes an ‘ideal man’, and that 
are defined and constrained by the domi-
nant understandings of masculinity. These 
men do not meet societal expectations of 
what it means to be a ‘real man.’ Gay cul-
ture is an example of this kind of mascu-
linity, because it is discriminated against by 
hegemonic masculinity, which strongly pro-
motes heterosexism.

heterosexism: the belief that everyone is 
heterosexual, or if not, they should be.

Complicit masculinity: Men who accept 
the rewards of hegemonic masculinity, 
without defending the patriarchal system 
from which they benefit, can be said to live 
out complicit masculinity. It does not chal-
lenge the system that suppresses women 
and some men, but passively accepts the 
way things are. Many men are ignorant of 
oppressive structures and accept them as 
given. For example, many men benefit from 
an economic system which favours men 
over women, though they themselves may 
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not be promoting discriminatory labour 
practices based on gender. 

Marginal masculinity appears in exploit-
ed and oppressed groups. It shares many 
of the characteristics of hegemonic mascu-
linity (i.e. domineering, often violent), but 
has no power to act in society. Discrimina-
tion because of class, race, ethnicity and 
socio-economic status also contributes to 
defining marginal masculinity. For exam-
ple, immigrants often feel marginalised be-
cause of their minority status. Men who are 
unemployed often feel inadequate as men 

because they cannot provide for their fam-
ilies, and thus seek ways to ‘prove’ they are 
still ‘real men’. Gangs are a manifestation of 
marginal masculinity.

There are many conflicting definitions of 
what it means to be a man in South Afri-
can society. It is difficult to define a form of 
masculinity that is dominant, or hegemon-
ic, within South Africa because of its diversi-
ty in race, class and ethnicity. For instance, 
what counts as ‘a real man’ in a rural Zulu 
community is not the same as in a wealthy 
urban white community. 

Changes in gender relations since 1994
The Bill of Rights equality clause promotes 
gender equality along with equality based 
on race, culture, etc. More than any other 
influence, this clause has created a new 
political culture since South Africa gained 
independence in 1994. This culture of gen-
der equity and human rights has had an im-
portant influence on gender relations and 
continues to do so today. Gender equality 
as promoted by the Constitution requires 
men to find alternative ways of being a 
man, (just as it defines altered social roles 
for women). A growing social movement for 
transformed gender relations is working 

to promote respect, tolerance and mutual 
submission.

Different reactions to changes in 
 gender relations in South African 
society
Men can respond to the changing expec-
tations of what it means to be a man in 
three ways: defensive, accommodating or 
responsive. 

Defensive reaction: Men who have not 
welcomed the changes in gender rela-
tions are often defensive. Their behaviours 
show that they try to turn back change and 

[Masculinity] refers to what it means to be a man. ... 
ideas about masculinity are not fixed, but constantly 

changing, according to social context.
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reassert their traditional power. This re-
action suggests that they may be afraid of 
and insecure about gender equality. This 
response often leads to a crisis of mascu-
line identity, and such men can resort to 
destructive ways to regain male dominance 
such as crime, gender-based violence, sub-
stance abuse and suicide. Some religious 
groupings also respond defensively, by 
presenting a narrow scriptural perspective 
that defines gender roles in a narrow way. 
They may use scripture to make women 
feel guilty if they do not fit into the norm, or 
may use scripture to force a woman to be 
obedient to her partner even if she is in a 
violent domestic relationship.

Accommodating reaction: Men who are 
‘accommodating’ passively accept the cur-
rent changes in gender relations and do not 
act violently against them. These men may 
still uphold traditional or patriarchal ideals 

of masculinity but do not assert them in 
a violent way. Many churches respond in 
this way, by accepting the legal equality of 
women in South Africa, while continuing 
to assert male dominance as the only true 
biblical perspective.

Responsive reaction: The responsive re-
action accepts the changing context and 
supports equality in both heterosexual and 
homosexual relationships. This ‘alternative’ 
way of being a man challenges the more ex-
treme traditional notions of violent mascu-
linity by not being afraid to be caring and to 
express emotions (which are traditionally 
linked to women). There are spaces open-
ing up in some churches that are re-exam-
ining traditional interpretations of gender 
roles and notions of what it means to be a 
man, through a more contextual approach 
to the Bible that nevertheless keeps to the 
principles of the Gospel. 

Background to the study: A short history of Zulu 
 masculinities in South Africa2 

A number of research studies show that 
multiple factors have caused Zulu mascu-
linity to change over time. These are ex-
plored in summary in this section.2

According to the pre-colonial world view, 
the Zulu people believed in uNkulunku-
lu (the Great One) and ancestral spirits 
as mediators – beliefs which were sym-
bolically expressed in ritual activities. The 
Zulu people upheld a morality which con-
ceived ubuntu (the spirit of good human 

2 This section draws heavily on the work of pioneers in mas-
culinity research such as Hunter, Morrell, Shope, Vilakazi, 
and Xaba. See the bibliography for further details.

relationships) as a basis for ethical systems, 
and also emphasised respect for all human 
persons, seniors in particular. The unnec-
essary disturbance of, or violent behaviour 
against, any homestead (umuzi), or against 
individual neighbourhood members, was 
condemned. Moreover, ilima – the Zulu val-
ue of neighbourliness and supporting oth-
ers for the good of the community – was 
crucially important for the social fabric of 
family and society. This was where the fam-
ily and wider community would come to-
gether and share skills and resources with 
a community member who was in need.
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The homestead (umuzi) consisted of a clus-
ter of nuclear families whose huts were 
built around the cattle kraal (isibaya) and 
who were dependent on the head of the 
kraal. The head was expected to grow the 
homestead economy, through farming ac-
tivities and the accumulation of cattle by re-
ceiving ilobolo (bride price cattle) from the 
bridegroom’s family. The socialisation of 
boys served as a preparation stage toward 
becoming men or household heads (abam-
numzane). Boys were expected to be good 
hunters and, as cowherds, were expected 
to milk the cows to provide milk and amasi. 
Their activities socialised boys to be aggres-
sive and vie for respect among their male 
peers, and were designed to prepare them 
for manhood.

The homestead economy as the centre 
of male dominance did not withstand the 
external forces of change. Colonialist cap-
italism introduced the need to find new 
ways to obtain the resources needed for 
the homestead, especially wage labour to 
earn money. This resulted in the evolution 
of a new Zulu masculine identity. In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ry the shift from the homestead economy 
to labour migrancy created tension be-
tween the homestead heads (subsistence 

farmers) and cash-earning men and sons. 
The homestead heads complained about 
youth who had lost respect for parents, 
drifted from cultural practices, consumed 
alcohol and lived with unmarried partners. 

Another influence on Zulu masculinity was 
the missionary enterprise. Missionaries in-
troduced a form of faith which was differ-
ent from the Zulu religion. They set new 
standards which would change many basic 
behaviour and structural patterns. Firstly, 
the roles played by men and women in the 
church were different from – and so chal-
lenged – the traditional separation of roles 
between genders. Secondly, Christian men 
were prohibited from polygamous mar-
riage, ancestral veneration, carrying sticks, 
drinking and smoking. Thirdly, the estab-
lishment of the mission stations drew many 
converts away from the ‘rule of the chiefs’ 
to the rule of the missionaries, thereby 
contributing towards the tradition of sepa-
ration and class. 

In many ways, however, the Christian tra-
ditional hierarchical model ‘endorsed’ Zulu 
patriarchy. This meant that the Zulu Christ-
ian separatists used scripture to confirm 
their cultural practices and beliefs in rela-
tion to male dominance.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the 
shift from the homestead economy to labour migrancy 

created tension between the homestead heads 
(subsistence farmers) and cash-earning men and sons.
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The Christian tradition of separation and 
class also aided the introduction of apart-
heid in South African society, which con-
tributed very negatively to the evolution 
of Zulu masculinity. Apartheid reinforced 
separate development of the races. By 
defining blacks as inferior, it also caused 
emotional, moral, social, and intellectual 
problems among black people, and men in 
particular, as it undermined their respect 
and authority. 

In response to apartheid policies, Zulu na-
tionalism was gradually eclipsed by mobil-
isation around black solidarity. Zulu loyalty 
to cultural tradition gave rise to ethnicity 
and nationalism as a protest against social 
change in the later nineteenth century. Zulu 
masculinity and tradition became politi-
cised and were used to redefine what it 
meant to be a Zulu man. The politicised Zulu 
masculinity gave rise to tensions in the late 
1970s when the African National Congress 
(ANC) proposed to its members alternative 
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views of militancy and what it meant to be 
a radical, which attracted young men. But 
the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), which was 
more rooted in Zulu culture, accused the 
ANC of luring the young people away from 
and devaluing Zulu culture. 

In the early 1990s Zulu ethnic nationalism 
was largely mobilised around a militarised 
concept of manhood. But it did not with-
stand the transition to democracy in South 
Africa, with the release from prison of Nel-
son Mandela and his pronouncements on a 
non-discriminatory new order. A culture of 
gender equality was enshrined in the South 
African Constitution of 1996 which states 
that no one can be unfairly discriminated 

against on grounds of gender, religion, 
race, culture, marital status, origin or sexu-
al orientation. Different policies promoting 
gender equity, together with the high rate 
of unemployment generally, have disrupt-
ed men’s position as the sole ‘provider’ 
and hence their dominance in the house-
hold. Many men now face role changes, 
trapped between old- and new-style roles, 
with households beginning to be headed by 
women. On the other hand, there has been 
a mushrooming of Men’s Forums around 
the country, participating in the effort for a 
culture of gender equality in South Africa. 
Men are now being challenged to change 
their attitudes and behaviour and to be-
come part of the new democratic order. 

Interview questions and responses

Each participant was asked the same four questions. Their responses are 
summarised below. 

Question 1:  What influences from Zulu culture and tradition have defined who you 
are as a man?

Three central issues emerged from this 
question: 

 � respect and dignity,

 � the importance of rituals in marking sex 
differences, and

 � authority.

Respect and dignity
All of the eight participants between 21 and 
35 years stated that a man manages the 
affairs of the household. In his role as the 
household head, he earns respect and dig-
nity. According to Zulu culture, a man must 
have a house, wife, children, work and cat-
tle to preserve his culture. One participant 
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said that a man is not taken seriously if he is 
not married, and is regarded as a boy:

A man should have cattle, work, wife and 
money. If you do not have all these things 
you are not regarded as a man. Society does 
not take you seriously. Married men will not 
discuss issues with you. 

Another participant added more detail 
about the kind of wife that shows respect:

To have a traditional wife gives me respect 
and dignity. It marks the stage for manhood. 
You become a household head. You learn 
from other men, that is, they shape you to 
become a man, so that in turn you can be 
proud of them.

Gender role differences
Eight participants stated that the require-
ments for successful household leadership 
pose a great challenge to them, because 
a man is expected to perform tasks that 
mark gender differences. A man is respon-
sible for burning incense in umsamu, which 
is a place in the centre of a rondavel or a 
room which is regarded as ‘holy’. A woman, 
however, is not allowed to burn incense in 
umsamu or to enter a cattle kraal. Explain-
ing why a woman cannot enter a kraal or 
umsamu, participants stated a woman is 

buthakathaka – biologically weak as a result 
of menstruation. 

The participants said rituals define the roles 
that a man/boy and a woman/girl should 
assume in the household. A young boy is 
taught roles such as hunting, shepherd-
ing, and stick fighting. Through performing 
these tasks it is believed that he can become 
brave as preparation for being a household 
head. On the other hand, a girl is taught to 
perform other less physically demanding 
duties which are traditionally allocated to 
girls. One participant commented:

A man performs rituals like slaughter of 
animals. Household duties are separated. I 
have not seen a woman slaughtering a cow. 
I was told that a woman is not allowed to 
enter a kraal. Boys and girls play separate-
ly. Parents play an important role in deter-
mining gender differences. Boys do outside 
work. Men do heavy stuff; women easier 
stuff. If a boy is the only child at home he 
is forced to do domestic as well as outside 
duties. 

Another participant added,

Cultural practices define who I am. A man 
conducts rituals. Culturally a man has a spe-
cial place called umsamu. There are places 
for women and men. Men and women do 

“A man should have cattle, work, wife and money. If 
you do not have all these things you are not regarded 

as a man. Society does not take you seriously. Married 
men will not discuss issues with you.”
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not sit together. During a ritual ceremony 
boys would be given iphaphu (animal lungs). 
Boys would fight for it. Our socialisation has 
a great influence. Meat is also separated. 
Men get special meat. Men hunt in danger-
ous areas where a woman cannot enter. 

Authority
Seven participants stated that a man should 
have authority in the household, which 
means he has the right to decide what his 
wife and children should do. He, as a man, 
is the one who has power over his family 
members. They said a man can only have 
authority over his household if he is mar-
ried. In addition, a man is also responsible 
for the separation of roles between the sex-
es as a sign of his authority. 

On the other hand, a woman has no right 
to carry out rituals because of the belief 
that the ancestors select men to manage 
household affairs. Participants said a man 
burns incense and slaughters a ritual ani-
mal on behalf of his family. They also said 
a man makes sure that boys are educated 
in preparation for manhood, including how 

to hunt and look after the cattle. Culturally, 
a man should behave well and be a provid-
er. Boys are expected to emulate the be-
haviour of their fathers when they become 
household heads. According to the partici-
pants, all these functions endorse a man’s 
authority over his household. One partici-
pant commented:

I am placed as a household head … who is 
a leader. The household head is a provider. 
I lay a foundation through discussion with 
the family. I am responsible for ensuring 
that the family is fed. These actions make 
someone a man who has authority over his 
family.

Another participant added,

A woman has no right to do what she wants, 
because a man is the one who has the au-
thority in the household. She is not allowed 
to burn incense. During the mourning period 
and ritual activities a woman is not allowed 
to participate. A woman is not allowed to 
enter a kraal. A man will always be the head 
of the household. A woman is ‘weak’. A wom-
an is not allowed to stand in the presence of 
men – she has to bow down. 

Question 2: What practices from your faith have defined who you are as a man?

Two issues emerged from the participants 
regarding issues of faith and masculinity: 

 � the seating arrangements in church, and 

 � male leadership in church. 

Both ideas were supported by their inter-
pretations of the Bible and Zulu culture.

Seating arrangements
Six out of eight participants between 21 
and 35 years stated that the seating ar-
rangements in church should be separated 
by gender. Women sit on the left and men 
sit on the right in church and at Zulu cultur-
al events. Asked why, participants said the 
seating arrangements are ‘confirmed’ by 
Scripture and Zulu culture. Participants ex-
plained that in the Old Testament, priests, 
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men and women sat separately in the syna-
gogue. In Zulu culture, they said, women sit 
on the left in the house to symbolise that 
they cannot protect the household and are 
not responsible for its total management. 
Men sit on the right hand side in the house 
to symbolise strength, protection, and re-
sponsibility for the total management of 
the affairs of their households. One partici-
pant commented:

The seating is separate in my church. Men sit 
together and women sit together and youth 
are similarly separated into boys and girls. 
This is done to socialise men and women 
and youth.

Another participant added,

We were raised in the home knowing that 
a girl has to discuss issues with her mother 
and a boy with his father. That is why we 
sit separately in church. This allows men/
women and boys/girls to discuss issues 
separately. 

On the other hand, two participants had a 
different view about seating arrangements 
in church. They said seating arrangements 
in their churches are mixed, and women 
are regarded as good leaders. Traditional 
interpretations of Scripture were regarded 
as oppressive of women. One participant 
commented:

Seating is mixed in my church. A woman is 
recognised by everyone and is not discrimi-
nated against.

Another participant added,

A woman can preach to men in my church. 
That is why seating arrangements are mixed. 

Leadership in the Church
Six participants said the Bible ‘confirms’ 
God’s intentions for men to be the leaders 
in church. They said in the Old and New Tes-
taments priesthood is reserved for men. Je-
sus was a male and appointed twelve males 
to be his disciples. Participants also stated 
that women can preach only to other wom-
en and not to men. Asked why, they said that 
according to the New Testament, a woman 
is not allowed to preach to men. Partici-
pants also stated that the teachings of both 
their religion and Zulu culture are used in 
church. One participant commented:

Jesus appointed male disciples. This con-
firms that males are leaders in Church. Je-
sus was a male. Christian culture and Zulu 
culture are intertwined.

Another participant added,

A man is the leader in church. A woman can 
read the Scripture but not preach. 

Seating arrangements in church and exclusion of 
women from leadership positions were both justified 
through religious men’s interpretations of Scripture.
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Reading of Scripture 
Seating arrangements in church and exclu-
sion of women from leadership positions 
were both justified through religious men’s 
interpretations of Scripture. 

Seven of the participants between 36 and 
50 years used interpretations of Scripture 
to discriminate against women. They stat-
ed that God created Adam and gave him a 
mandate to lead in the household and in 
church. They also made reference to Mo-
ses, Joshua and Jesus as male leaders who 
‘confirmed’ God’s intention for men alone 
to be leaders. Asked why God appoint-
ed leaders such as Moses, participants 

pointed out that women’s menstruation 
makes them ritually unclean. One partici-
pant commented:

Since the beginning of creation there has not 
been a female leader. The angels are males. 
Women’s impurity prevents women from 
leading.

Another added,

God does not allow a man to take author-
ity from a woman, as we read in 1 Corin-
thians 14:33-34 and 1 Timothy 2:9-11. Men 
are leaders. Women lead one another, as we 
read from Titus 2:3-5. Religion is autocratic 
and not democratic. It has its own kings. 

Question 3: How has the protection of gender rights and sexual orientation as 
outlined in the South African Constitution (in Clause 9 of the Bill of Rights) influenced 
who you are as a man?

Four central issues emerged: 

 � non-discrimination against women, 

 � perceived loss of respect and dignity by 
men, 

 � homosexual relationships, and

 � authority of men. 

Non-discrimination against women
All of the eight participants between 21 and 
35 years stated that the Constitution liberat-
ed women from the traditional rule of men 
which discriminated against women. Wom-
en can now hold public office and more job 
opportunities are available for women than 
before. But participants said it would take 
a long time for equality between men and 
women to be fully realised. They also stated 

that where there are changes in church, 
these are in part a result of the equality 
between men and women awarded by the 
Constitution. In some churches, women can 
be ordained as priests and serve Holy Com-
munion. Legally, women can also now burn 
incense and enter a kraal in the household 
in cultural rituals. As one participant put it:

It has a good impact because it has creat-
ed opportunities for women to be leaders 
in churches. In the past they were not given 
opportunities.

One participant mentioned the economic 
impact:

The new political culture is good in terms of 
creating opportunities for women, for exam-
ple, in employment.
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Loss of respect and dignity
All of the eight participants between 21 and 
35 years stated that gender rights awarded 
by the Constitution have resulted in a loss 
of their respect and dignity because they 
undermine a man’s status in the home. 
Asked how a man’s status is undermined, 
participants said women can now ridicule 
their partners in front of their children. 
Participants also said it is worse if only the 
woman is employed, because a man feels 
disrespected. One participant commented:

Gender equality plays a role in bringing down 
the status of a man. To say a man is equal 
to a woman is problematic. For instance, if 
a man says, “I am hungry”, a spouse might 
say, “Me too”, which shows that there is now 
no respect. It makes a woman sit on top of 
the man’s head.

Another added,

Now women abuse equal rights. 50/50 dis-
course has resulted in women being disre-
spectful. It has changed women from being 
receptive. As a result there are now prob-
lems in relationships because of a lack of 
respect.

Same-sex relationships
Same-sex relationships was another issue 
that concerned all of the eight participants 

between 21 and 35 years. They all con-
demned same-sex relationships, which are 
protected by the Constitution, by stating 
that God created humanity as male and 
female. According to participants, same-
sex relationships are a form of ‘sickness’ 
that can be healed. They related same-sex 
relationships to the passage in Genesis 19 
where God destroyed Sodom and Gomor-
rah for their wickedness. One participant 
commented:

I do not support gays and lesbians. There is 
a male and a female. Cultural praises were 
for male and female. Even the Bible does not 
support it.

Another added,

As a Christian I do not support same-sex re-
lationships. My church says it is the down-
fall of values. Who will be responsible for 
reproduction? My culture and family will not 
allow me to associate myself with a gay per-
son. It will never happen in my life. I am a 
church leader.

Weakened authority
All of the seven participants between 36 
and 50 years said the Constitution weak-
ened the authority of men. They stated that 
equality between men and women only ad-
vances the interests of women. Asked why 

They said some men who rape and kill do not deserve 
to be called ‘men’. The reason given was that a man 
is someone who has respect and who does not harm 

other people.
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they believed this, participants said a wom-
an automatically has an advantage over a 
man in a job interview because of her gen-
der. Once a woman is employed, a man 
believes his authority is taken away, espe-
cially if he is unemployed, and even more 
so if he is expected to do household work 
during his unemployment. One participant 
commented:

Women have one point ahead of men in 
an interview but men were also disadvan-
taged. Men now have no authority in the 
household.

Another added,

I have no clue about the Constitution but I 
would not allow a woman to abuse my au-
thority, for example, by being asked to wash 
dishes and cook.

Question 4: Do you have any other comments about being a man in South Africa?

The issues that emerged from this question 
relate to: 

 � moral regeneration, and 

 � unfair discrimination against men.  

Moral regeneration
All of the eight participants between 21 
and 35 years called for moral regeneration 
to be considered when trying to under-
stand masculinity, because of the growing 
number of women and children raped by 
men. They said some men who rape and 
kill do not deserve to be called ‘men’. The 
reason given was that a man is someone 
who has respect and who does not harm 
other people. Some participants said men 
deserve punishment as a result of their evil 
actions. Others said men need to break the 
silence about gender issues by discussing 
them, because they have a direct impact on 
their welfare. Participants further said men 
should be given the opportunity to prove 
their roles in church and society by reviving 
moral values. One participant commented:

We live in the dirty works of democracy. 
We need to open discussions about the 

immorality of our democracy. We need to 
challenge patriarchy in a positive way. You 
cannot challenge patriarchy without know-
ing its root causes. Our culture upholds 
moral values. 

Another added,

The government should retain moral regen-
eration because men behave like animals.

Unfair discrimination
All of the seven participants between 36 and 
50 years said that the Constitution is pro-
moting unfair discrimination against men. 
The reason given was that men’s power is 
taken away, because they perceived that 
women now have more rights than men. As 
a result, they claimed that men feel they are 
not free and live in fear of abuse because of 
gender rights, and ridicule from authorities 
when they report abuse. Men blamed the 
South African Police for being lenient with 
women who report cases of abuse against 
them. One participant commented:

The police respond quickly to women’s 
claims. But if a man reports a woman, he 
will be laughed at. They will say, “What kind 
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of a man are you?” I would rather beat her 
and stay in jail than go to the police and 
be laughed at. The lawmaker needs to be 
unbiased.

Another added,

I feel undermined by the Constitution be-
cause it favours women and abuses men. It 
is better to be a prisoner than to be a free 
man who is not really free. Women are now 
more important than men. It is a women’s 
world! Something needs to be done. Men 
have no significant role to play. 

Summary
The study found that most of the men in 
the sample, regardless of age group, were 
not open to alternative forms of being a 
man. They did, however, recognise that 
the equality clause in the Constitution was 
probably good for women. In general the 
participants displayed defensive responses 
by trying to reverse changes and reassert 
their traditional power, regardless of their 
age. These responses suggest that the men 
in the study felt insecure about gender 
equality, and that they saw it as a possible 
threat to their manhood. 

Analysis of study findings
The study shows that the participants use a 
combination of cultural beliefs and religion 
in the formation of what are still very patri-
archal views of what it means to be a man. 
These influences are still very strong in the 
men interviewed. They seem to feel their 
masculinity is compromised as a result of 
the changes brought about in gender rela-
tions by the new South African Constitution 
introduced in 1996. Men talked a great deal 
about their struggle with what they see as 
a clash between traditional religious and 
cultural views on the one hand, and pro-
gressive understandings of masculinity as 
enshrined in the Constitution on the other.

The traditional voices still seem a lot stron-
ger than the alternative voices, although 
the alternative voices are emerging, as de-
scribed below. 

Traditional voice
Many of the men interviewed disagreed 
with the Constitution on two key points:

 � They held on to their cultural roots which 
reinforced their status as men, and the 
patriarchal social values which award a 
man respect and dignity from his peers, 
in order to entrench their dominance. 

They referred to cultural traditions such as 
women and men sitting separately in the 
homestead, traditional roles given to men 
by ancestors, such as undertaking rituals, 
and the fact that women are forbidden to 
engage in ritual because of their biological 
make-up, such as menstruation and being 
‘physically weak’, etc. 

The men also referred to religious norms 
that reinforce the cultural ones, such as 
rules about men and women sitting sepa-
rately in church and in the homestead. They 
stated that their roles must be different and 
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that men alone are entitled to respect, and 
went on to say that respect is essential to 
their dignity as men.

 � They upheld authority in the household 
and in public society, in which male pow-
er rests.

The men referred to criteria for being re-
spected as a (real) man, as related to tra-
ditional requirements: a man must have 
possessions – including cattle, a home-
stead and an obedient wife. He must also 
have clear headship in the home, defined 
by clear role divisions. Only men should en-
gage in rituals, provide crucial resources, 
and hold the decision making power in the 
homestead.

The participants also referred to biblical 
texts to prove the authority and dominance 
of men. They mostly selected Old Testa-
ment hierarchical figures who are strong 
patriarchs, owning land, with many wives 
and high public office. This reinforces the 
Zulu traditional idea that a real man has 
many possessions (including a wife, de-
fined as a possession). When it comes to 
leadership, they refer to the fact that Jesus, 
as God incarnate, was a man and select-
ed only men as his closest disciples. They 
use this example to justify the dominance 
of men over women (and dominance over 
men who do not fit with the Old Testament 
view of men). This is interpreted as being 
defined by God. This makes it very diffi-
cult for men with a different view to argue 
against, since it uses the authority of God to 
justify a strong position.  

Their understanding of masculinity is 
linked to the authority and dignity of ‘real 

men’ ― not only over women, but also over 
men who do not fit this definition of a real 
man, e.g. a homosexual man, or a man who 
has not established himself as head of his 
household (e.g. because he is unemployed). 
This shows that religion promotes the same 
sort of exclusive patriarchal ideas of what it 
means to be a man as does traditional Zulu 
culture. Both religion and traditional cul-
ture use a higher authority to justify this ― 
whether it be from the ancestors, or from 
the biblical God. This makes it doubly hard 
for the men we interviewed to accept ideas 
about women as equal, as guaranteed by 
the Constitution.

This puts a great deal of pressure on men, 
especially under the current economic and 
social conditions where many men are un-
able to be the main household providers. 
Some of the participants talked about the 
problem that the Constitution has now giv-
en preference to women to get jobs and 
has also allowed them to behave in ways 
they deem as disrespectful to men. They 
feel South African society is now ‘a woman’s 
world’, leaving the men without respect or 
dignity. This in turn raised questions about 
men’s headship in the home and authority 
in society. Some people, like Rob Morrell, 
say this has led to ‘masculinity in crisis’. In 
other words, it is not easy for men to work 
out for themselves how to be men, when 
they are being confronted with conflicting 
understandings of what this means in soci-
ety today. Men are being forced to rethink 
their positions in society by the Constitu-
tion’s equitable values, and this affects their 
own sense of identity and self-worth.

Could this be one of the causes of increased 
gender-based violence?
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This research thus reveals a deep crisis 
of identity amongst men. While there are 
changes in gender power relations accord-
ing to the Constitution, the impact of the 
tension has re-surfaced from some ‘disap-
pointed’ men. 

The participants’ expressions of insecuri-
ty should be taken seriously in light of the 
high level of gender violence in South Afri-
ca. It is possible that the challenge to male 
hierarchical entitlement, which the partici-
pants in this research talk about, might be 
what results in some men resorting to risky 
and violent acts like rape, murder and sui-
cide; and may even be linked to issues like 
substance abuse and reckless driving. Oth-
er research has shown that there is also a 
rising number of male suicides in South Af-
rica, which may be linked to this ‘masculini-
ty crisis’. Another type of response, by men 
who do not exercise physical violence, may 
be to return to dogmatic cultural and reli-
gious beliefs to legitimate and assert their 
power very strongly. This, in itself, is not 
life-giving for their own personal growth 
and relationships, while obviously being 
very detrimental to women. 

Alternative voices
Some of the men, however, agreed with the 
Constitution on three points:

 � Many of the participants distanced them-
selves from the use of violence against 
women and children and embraced the 
cultural and constitutional values of re-
spect and dignity of human persons ir-
respective of gender. In fact, many ob-
jected to the use of culture or tradition 
to try to defend violent actions, stating 
that men who overstep this boundary 
deserve punishment.

  This suggests that within Zulu culture 
and tradition itself, the participants have 
identified ‘alternative’ ways of being a 
man. They challenge those notions of vi-
olent masculinity that try to justify this by 
referring to their cultural tradition. 

 � Some participants also appreciate the 
way the Constitution is enabling more 
women to get good jobs and engage in 
public life. In fact, countrywide, there is 
no public opposition to the opening up 
of public positions of authority to wom-
en, which suggests that many men are 
accommodating the changes. 

 � Some participants said women can be or-
dained as priests and serve Holy Commu-
nion in some churches as a result of the 
democratic values enshrined in the Con-
stitution. This suggests that these values 
have unseated some of the structures 
that produce dominant masculinity. 

Men are being forced to rethink their positions in 
society by the Constitution’s equitable values, and this 

affects their own sense of identity and self-worth.
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  In our work with men, PACSA has been 
encouraged by hearing the voices of  
gender-sensitive men who are redefin-
ing their masculinity and living this out in 
their lives in positive ways. Some of these 
alternative voices are shared in other ar-
ticles and stories contained in this series.

So there is some evidence of alternative 
voices. Morrell says, “These are men who 
attempt to challenge violent masculinity 
and, in so doing, develop new models of 
how to be a man, challenge other men to 
take responsibility, condemn violence and 
work for more equitable gender relations.” 
(2001:31).

This new way of being a man will require 
that men change their own behaviours. This 
might include different things. For example, 
men would no longer engage in risky be-
haviour (such as having more than one sex-
ual partner and having unprotected and/
or violent sex). They may begin to put an 
end to gender-based violence by accepting 
all men, women and children as human be-
ings with full dignity. To do this, they would 
need to avoid the temptation to assert their 
dominance and control over women, chil-
dren and other men. These possibilities all 
emerged from encounters with the men in-
terviewed during this research. 

Recommendations
The following section suggests two import-
ant ways of working towards transformed 
gender relations in South Africa:

 � Firstly, deconstruct traditional forms of 
masculinity (i.e. study them carefully and 
rethink or take them apart to expose the 
problems they cause). 

 � Secondly, reconstruct masculinities (i.e. 
build up new masculinities to replace 
hegemonic (dominant) ones). This may 
be done by revisiting traditional cultural 
practices and/or religious teachings and 
reinterpreting them in ways that promote 
more life-giving gender relationships, or 
by referring to the values espoused by 
the South African Constitution.

Deconstructing traditional forms of 
masculinity
Deconstructing involves criticising and dis-
mantling the foundations of a destructive 
system in order to reconstruct something 
new and humanising. The findings from this 
study suggest that some cultural practices 
build unhelpful boundaries between men 
and women and among men. They place 
women in an inferior position to men, and 
can limit the active participation of women 
and some men in private and public spac-
es. These cultural practices also shape the 
dominant view of masculinity. For alterna-
tive forms of masculinity to prevail in soci-
ety, a bold and rigorous deconstruction of 
patriarchal hegemonic processes needs to 
take place. 

The study has shown that the Zulu home-
stead economy was traditionally a centre 
of male dominance. The household head 
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had the highest privilege in household af-
fairs. He made the final decisions about 
roles, rights and responsibilities in the 
homestead. The research participants up-
held values of the homestead economy 
such as having a wife, family, cattle and 
house as criteria for being accepted as the 
household head. They claimed that a man 
who does not have some of these resourc-
es would not be taken seriously. However, 
enforced respect, dignity and authority that 
support male individual status over house-
hold affairs are not always conducive to 
men’s personal growth and are certainly 
not equitable. Moreover, these norms can 
pose a great challenge to some men and 
can really affect their sense of self-respect, 
especially unemployed men or men who 
cannot comply with the strict criteria for 
some other reason. In our current context, 
where unemployment statistics in some 
areas are as high as 40%, this has serious 
implications for wider society. They also ex-
clude or limit women’s full and active par-
ticipation in household and public affairs. 
However, most of the participants failed to 
understand that times have changed and 
culture is not static but dynamic. 

The economic values of the Zulu home-
stead are contrary to the constitutional 

values which promote and protect equita-
ble gender relations, and promote equality 
and access to opportunities for both men 
and women. The participants did not agree 
with the notion that one is a man irrespec-
tive of the values mentioned, and more so 
(rather than less) if one embraces values of 
responsibility, sharing, non-violence, care 
and love. South Africa needs men who can 
use their energy, wisdom, respect and dig-
nity to overcome gender-based violence 
and the spread of HIV infection. 

The shifts that have taken place in South 
African society under the new Constitution 
suggest that culture can be deconstructed 
and reconstructed to offer the possibility 
for change in gender power relations. Activ-
ist work with men should tackle the values 
of the homestead economy because this 
often results in emotional abuse of men 
who do not meet the rigid requirements of 
respectability in their relations with each 
other. 

Reconstructing masculinity for an 
equitable society
However, deconstruction of destruc-
tive forms of masculinities is not enough 
and there needs to be a process of 

This new way of being a man will require that men 
change their own behaviours. This might include ... 
accepting all men, women and children as human 

beings with full dignity.
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reconstruction. It is proposed that those 
engaged in activist work with men should: 

 � strengthen relationships between wom-
en and men, 

 � promote equitable gender roles in the 
household, 

 � orientate men about the South African 
Constitution, 

 � engage religious leaders in gender justice 
work. 

Each of these is spelt out further below. 

Strengthening relationships between 
men and women 
The study indicates that many aspects of 
Zulu culture do not strengthen relation-
ships between women and men. Instead 
they place men above women, which limits 
the opportunity for men and women to bet-
ter understand each other. The high level of 
gender-based violence and the large num-
ber of women infected by HIV in South Af-
rica, and in KwaZulu-Natal in particular, are 
indicators of broken relationships that exist 
between men and women. 

On the other hand, a return to cultural val-
ues that promote dignity, respect and shar-
ing in a way that relates them specifically 
to relationships between men and women 
might offer a way to reinterpret gender re-
lations from within the Zulu cultural con-
text. Some of these are mentioned below. 

The participants in the study indicated that 
they struggle to relate well to women. For 
them, respect, dignity and authority were 
emphasised as being key to relationships 
with women, and little mention was made 
of mutual love and mutual respect. Tak-
en at surface value, these are traditional 
norms that often perpetuate dominant 
understandings of being men and lead to 
unhelpful and often abusive relationships 
with women. On the other hand, the tradi-
tional value of ubuntu, taken to its deepest 
sense, does imply mutual respect (“Umntu 
ngumntu ngabantu” – “I am a person be-
cause of other people”). Interrogating the 
essence of this traditional value could offer 
a useful tool for opening up the conversa-
tion about mutual respect in relationships 
between men and women. 

... a return to cultural values that promote dignity, 
respect and sharing in a way that relates them 

specifically to relationships between men and women 
might offer a way to reinterpret gender relations 

from within the Zulu cultural context.
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Activist work with men should seek to create 
safe spaces to discuss how men and wom-
en could live peacefully and without fear of 
each other. The continued establishment of 
men’s forums or networks throughout the 
country could provide such spaces for men 
to reflect on their own struggles. These 
forums could develop programmes that 
strengthen relationships between men and 
women through non-threatening discus-
sions, retreats, marriage counselling, cou-
ples’ meetings, and joint campaigns. Men 
could be encouraged to make a pledge and 
share positive resolutions about their be-
haviour with one another. Role models of 
reconstructed masculinity could offer posi-
tive input to such forums and networks. 

Promoting equitable gender roles in 
the household
The study indicates that Zulu culture pro-
motes a gender division of labour. This is 
embedded in the pre-colonial homestead 
as discussed above. Boys and girls are still 
socialised into a gender division of labour. 
Therefore, boys and girls should be intro-
duced to equitable gender roles before 
they reach maturity. Activist work with men 
should engage parents on equitable gen-
der roles in the household. In turn, parents 
should introduce boys to household duties 
which are traditionally reserved for girls, 
such as cooking, washing clothes and clean-
ing, to demystify the division of labour ac-
cording to sexual differences. Girls should 
also be introduced to work that is tradition-
ally reserved for boys, such as milking the 
cows, shepherding, cleaning the garden, 
and painting. In this way boys and girls 
would be exposed to different household 

duties and this would encourage a different 
view amongst girls and boys about shared 
values and labour. 

To sustain equitable gender roles in the 
household, an educational gender pro-
gramme with boys and girls should be 
mainstreamed in schools. Boys and girls 
should be encouraged to share the same 
school routines such as collecting water, 
sweeping the class rooms, and cleaning the 
school yard. Thus, activist work needs to 
engage educators on this issue. 

Orientating men about the South Afri
can Constitution
The participants in the study struggled with 
the equality clause of the South African 
Constitution. They perceived the Consti-
tution as compromising their masculinity. 
Activist work with men should initiate local, 
provincial and national programmes which 
offer forums for discussion about the Con-
stitution and its underlying values. Activist 
work with men should seek out men and 
boys in schools, taxi ranks, religious insti-
tutions, bars, and sports fields. Activities 
should be non-threatening and participato-
ry to allow for open and frank debate. 

Mass media education through local news-
papers, television and radio talk shows, 
and even billboards, could play a crucial 
role in educating men and boys (and wom-
en) about the Constitution. Using arts such 
as drama, songs, dance, poetry and music 
could pave a way for men to be more open 
to sharing their views and fears. Facebook 
and other social media are some of the 
more popular forms of communication that 
young men and women use to exchange 
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information and build relationships. The 
more men and boys talk about the Consti-
tution, the better the chance that they will 
grow in understanding and contribute to 
an environment which is conducive to en-
hanced gender relations. 

Engaging religious leaders in gender 
justice work
The study findings suggest that in religious 
institutions men do not completely dis-
card their traditional beliefs and practices. 
Instead they see a continuity between re-
ligion and their tradition and so entrench 
patriarchal views about gender relations 
by using the scriptures to justify their views 
and behaviour. 

Religious leaders influence the interpreta-
tion of scripture significantly, so contextual 
Bible studies might offer opportunities to 
reflect on the Bible in new ways. Face-to-
face discussions with religious leaders that 
tackle issues such as sexual orientation, 
seating arrangements and women in lead-
ership may be useful. In addition, religious 
leaders should be encouraged to initiate 
programmes such as men’s fellowships. 

Men’s fellowship activities should be close-
ly monitored by trained religious leaders or 
members involved in gender justice work 
so that the activist work can translate into 
meaningful interventions. Religious sum-
mits can explore different understandings 
of masculinity. This will assist in important 
and necessary paradigm shifts in gender 
relations.

To counter male-centred perspectives and 
the use of isolated Bible verses to bolster 
these, it will require of religious institutions 
to recover the life and ministry of Jesus. His 
life and ministry were about engagement 
and dialogue, healing, and re-establishing 
people’s dignity (men and women alike) in 
the face of multiple social stigmas. Jesus’ 
attitude and behaviour towards people 
seen as inferior within Jewish society led to 
dramatic change in his disciples. One could 
interpret his ministry as a struggle for full 
democratic citizenship and religious free-
dom for all (cf. Galatians 3: 28). 

In conclusion, the study suggests that cul-
ture and religion do significantly influence 
and shape men’s understandings of what 
it means to be a man. It also suggests that 

To counter male-centred perspectives, it will require of 
religious institutions to recover the life and ministry of 
Jesus ...[which] were about engagement and dialogue, 
healing, and re-establishing people’s dignity (men and 

women alike) in the face of multiple social stigmas.
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the Constitution has destabilised tradition-
ally dominant views about what it means 
to be a man, about discrimination against 
women, and about the abuse of women. 
While the participants struggled with gen-
der rights, there were also some emerging 
alternative constructive ideas about being a 
man in South Africa today. Activists need to 
work with these alternative voices and help 
them to become clearer and louder. They 
can do this by strengthening relationships 

between men and women, promoting eq-
uitable gender roles in the household, ori-
entating men about the South African Con-
stitution and engaging religious leaders in 
gender justice work. These activities could 
offer alternative constructive ways of trans-
forming gender relations in South Africa as 
we continue to work towards a truly demo-
cratic society.
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2. Masculinity and Transition:  
Crisis or Confusion in South Africa?

Summary of an article by Brandon Hamber, in the Journal of Peacebuilding 
and Development, Vol. 3 No. 3, 2010, summarised by Michelle Festus and 

Daniela Gennrich, with permission

Introduction
The participation of women in social, polit-
ical and economic life in South Africa since 
the transition to democracy in 1994 has 
been growing. This has been achieved by 
the inclusion of women’s rights to equality 
in the South African Constitution and the 
fact that gender equality is recognised as 
part of human rights in the Bill of Rights. 
Various laws and policies introduced since 
1994 have also promoted equal opportuni-
ties in the workplace and society for wom-
en. For instance, over 40% of the Cabinet 
are now women, almost half of housing 
subsidies have gone to women, as women 
are now able to legally own land, property 
and bank accounts, which was not the case 
under apartheid. Many beneficiaries of so-
cial grants are women, who can now be 
recognised as heads of households. Other 
new laws were introduced to help protect 

women from violence, such as the Domes-
tic Violence Act which has made violence 
against women in the household illegal. 

However, this legal process of achieving 
gender equality in South Africa has not had 
the success that was expected. In fact, gen-
der equality has not been attained in the 
economy, as only 16.6% of company direc-
tors and only 6% of chairpersons of boards 
of directors are women (Hicks, 2010); fe-
male employment has really only increased 
in the informal sectors, and more women 
than men are unemployed, as before. Wom-
en in politics have less influence than was 
expected when they were put into positions 
of power. Poorer women in particular also 
face the triple threat of gender inequality, 
poverty and HIV and AIDS, according to UN-
AIDS (2004); and as before, the majority of 
women in South Africa continue to live in 
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poverty, face high unemployment and are 
less educated than men (Walker, 2005). 

Moreover, violence against women re-
mains extremely high. The country has one 
of the highest rates of gender violence of 
any country in the world which is not at war 
(Wood and Jewkes, 2005). A recent study 
by Jewkes (2009) showed that 27% of the 
men interviewed admitted to having raped 
a woman. The World Values Survey in 2007 
found that 1 out of every 10 South Africans 
interviewed felt that domestic violence 
against women could be justified. 

Thus, 16 years after the democratic transi-
tion, it seems that human rights have only 

been partly achieved, as women’s rights 
have not really become a reality. Women as 
a whole do not yet enjoy the physical and 
economic security promised by the legisla-
tion process, and the situation is worse for 
women in economically poor areas. 

This article interrogates why this is the case 
by criticising the processes of gender trans-
formation during the transition to democ-
racy, and suggesting that gender relations 
will not be transformed without taking into 
account the ways men define themselves 
and learn to be men. The author thus fo-
cuses on questions of masculinity and par-
ticularly violent masculinities1.

Women’s security and men in South Africa
Some interesting results emerged from a 
research study that was undertaken to un-
derstand the impact of political transition 
on the security of women, in South Africa, 
Northern Ireland and Lebanon (www.in-
core.ulst.ac.uk/research/projects/rwsst/).1 
It shows how in South Africa, improve-
ments in gender justice are creating new 
insecurities for some women, particularly 
in terms of domestic violence. The South 
African study consisted of 11 focus groups 
(4 all-men, 6 all-women, and one mixed) 
made up of people from different sectors, 
including ex-combatants and NGOs, and 
almost all the participants were black and 
working class. 

1 Masculinity is defined as the various ways of ‘doing male’ 
(Connell 2005b). It is an ever-changing concept and in the 
South African context, it must be understood to be impacted 
by class and race positions.

The findings of a South African case study 
highlighted the following:

 � There was a perception that women now 
had more rights and were more protect-
ed by the state and the law than prior to 
1994.

 � However, many participants felt that only 
a small number of women had really 
benefited in their day-to-day lives; they 
put it down to a gap between policy and 
implementation, which has meant that 
the situation for poor women, in partic-
ular, seems to have changed very little.

 � Participants felt that class and race dif-
ferences influence economic security, i.e. 
that whites and a small number of blacks 
who have moved into the upper and mid-
dle classes have more economic security. 
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 � For their part, a number of the male par-
ticipants were under the impression that 
women have gained excessively since 
1994 in terms of jobs and rights. They felt 
that women have been using their new-
found power and the domestic violence 
law to exclude men and wrongly accuse 
men. 

 � On the other hand, all participants agreed 
that domestic violence was on the in-
crease or had stayed the same, in spite of 
the improved rights women were grant-
ed by the legal and policy framework. 

 � Participants pointed to men’s insecure 
and sometimes violent reactions to 
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women’s empowerment as an underly-
ing cause of the increase in violence. This 
has been confirmed by at least 3 other 
studies quoted by Hamber. Some go as 
far as to say that perhaps men who are 
threatened by the greater empowerment 
of women use physical violence against 
women as a last resort, since they see it 
as the only way to prove that they are still 
stronger than women. This is summed 
up by one participant: “The more wom-
en are empowered, the more aggressive 
men get because they are losing their 
space in society”. 

In summary, what the participants de-
scribed is a kind of security-insecurity cy-
cle: as men feel insecure due to women’s 
empowerment (and women’s resultant in-
creased sense of security), men’s shows of 
violence to try to feel more secure result in 

women losing their sense of security at a 
physical level; and the cycle repeats itself as 
society empowers women in different ways 
and men respond. This highlights how gen-
der relations shape and impact on security 
and insecurity of both women and men in 
South African society. 

This research shows that genuine gender 
transformation will not be achieved unless 
the legal and social change interventions 
designed to bring this about take into ac-
count the notion of masculinity (how men 
define themselves as men according to so-
cial norms). It is important to understand 
men’s own sense of identity and their un-
derstanding of their role in society, in par-
ticular in relation to women, if we are to 
bring about a ‘peaceful transition’ to gender 
equality in South Africa. 

Defining masculinity in relation to the transition in 
South Africa

Masculinity can be defined in terms of dif-
ferent ways of being a man, or behaving as 
a man in relationships and in society. There 

are many different ways to be a man, which 
are influenced by a number of factors – 
including men’s psychological make-up, 

It is important to understand men’s own sense of 
identity and their understanding of their role in 

society, in particular in relation to women, if we are to 
bring about a ‘peaceful transition’ to gender equality 

in South Africa.
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[their culture and tradition, their religion], 
their race, their economic status, their sex-
ual identity and their sexual preferences. 
Therefore, instead of talking about mascu-
linity as if there is only one way to be a man, 
it makes more sense to talk about ‘mascu-
linities’ – i.e. different ways to be a man that 
are acceptable in different societies and 
depend on the different factors mentioned 
above. 

Moreover, masculinities are constantly 
changing, as changes take place in the so-
cial, political and economic context. For ex-
ample, in South Africa, the dominant (or he-
gemonic) form of masculinity was based on 
the way white men behaved in sport and as 
the dominant group in society as a whole. 
But this has begun to change, although the 
sporty, macho image continues to domi-
nate in many communities. 

Finally, masculinity does not stand on its 
own. One cannot just be a man without 
being in relation to others – in this case, 
women and other men in one’s family, 
community and society at large. Thus, how 
masculinity is defined is closely linked to 
the way power relations play out between 
men and women, and between men and 
other men.  

As explained above, gender relations are 
shifting as the context shifts politically, 
economically, socially and interpersonally, 
because it is shifting the power relations 
between men and women, and between 
certain groups of men and other men. A sec-
tion of South African men are experiencing 
the move towards gender equality as deep-
ly disturbing. This is not unique to South 
Africa. Globally, there has been a range of 
responses of men: from resistance, to ac-
commodating the changes (perhaps unwill-
ingly) to embracing the changes. The types 
of responses are linked to the kinds of mas-
culinities that individual men and groups of 
men identify with. The most violent forms 
of masculinity are the most likely to be re-
sistant, and those with a more pro-feminist 
view are likely to embrace and promote the 
changes needed for a gender-equal society. 

While resistance is a common response to 
changes in gender power relations all over 
the world, in South Africa this plays out in 
a more violent way through the expression 
of physical gender-based violence. The next 
section explores why this is the case. 

The final section, below, draws some con-
clusions and offers 5 strategies for improv-
ing security for women and bringing about 
changes in the dominant forms of mascu-
linity in South African society. 

Explaining violent masculinities in South Africa
Xaba (2001) argues that present-day vio-
lence in South Africa is a continuity of vio-
lent masculinities in the past. The struggle 
against apartheid shaped and defined ways 
of being a man. Xaba uses the term ‘struggle 

masculinity’ to describe the way young ma-
terially poor men who were engaged in the 
anti-apartheid struggle lived out being a 
man. They were accorded respect and sta-
tus as ‘young lions’ and ‘liberators’ within 
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their communities. Women, on the other 
hand, were at times not respected in their 
own right. Rape was used at times as a way 
of disciplining women and controlling terri-
tory (Bonnin 2004; Simpson 1992; Goldblatt 
& Meintjies 1997).

With the transition to democracy, struggle 
masculinity no longer had a place and tradi-
tional gender roles were challenged by the 
new Constitution which enshrined gender 
equality. Furthermore, some men who had 
been active in the struggle became unem-
ployed and felt threatened when women 
were given the chance to become heads of 
households, leaders and activists in com-
munities. This resulted in some men feeling 
the need to reassert their power, especially 
in intimate relationships. The study indeed 
confirmed that some ex-combatants felt 
like victims and expressed that they were 
being discriminated against by women and 
society.  

However, ‘struggle masculinity’ was not the 
only form of masculinity in society during 
apartheid, and so the move to gender 
equality would have affected men differ-
ently. For example, other forms of violent 
masculinity included the way apartheid 

society sanctioned the use of violence to 
maintain political power, particular as ex-
ercised by white men. Many participated in 
the different forms of violent masculinities, 
including soldiers (white conscripts as well 
as Mkhonto cadres), rival political gangs, 
police and day-to-day violence inflicted on 
workers. Militarism in our society continues 
in the forms of individual gun ownership, 
vigilantism and the booming private secu-
rity industry. But at the same time, there 
were also progressive forms of masculinity 
alongside the more violent forms of mas-
culinity, and these too, have found expres-
sion in society today – amongst progressive 
groupings of men and men’s organisations 
working for social transformation.

The above discussion shows the impor-
tance of recognising the impact of structur-
al inequality on the making of masculinities, 
particularly poverty and unemployment, 
because they can contribute to making 
masculinities more violent. This is because 
men define themselves not only in relation 
to women, but also in relation to other men, 
in relation to their race and the race of oth-
ers, and in relation to their own ability to 
provide for their families; amongst others. 

Is masculinity in crisis in South Africa?
There is a sense amongst many people that 
masculinity is in crisis in South Africa – that 
men no longer know who they are as men. 
While it is important to recognise the gen-
uine confusion and anxieties that many are 
experiencing, it is important not to be mis-
led into trying to find simplistic solutions 
to make individual men feel better about 

themselves. For example, while there are 
many valuable campaigns and initiatives 
that help men ‘find themselves’ as men, it is 
important not to let individualistic solutions 
override the need for social change. 

This view of a crisis in masculinity is chal-
lenged by many researchers on the subject, 



MEN AND MASCULINITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA

36

arguing that it incorrectly implies that mas-
culinity was previously stable – i.e. that all 
men knew exactly how to be and behave as 
men, and that the changes in the transition 
to democracy have questioned masculinity 
for the first time. Moreover, men’s sense of 
who they are is shown above to be close-
ly linked to their relationships with wom-
en and other men, and is thus constantly 
changing as men relate with different men 
and women from a different class, race, 
and sexual identity. And masculinity cannot 
be separated from the power dynamics in 
relationships, with dominant forms of mas-
culinity assuming the superiority of men 
over women, and over men who do not ex-
hibit the socially accepted characteristics of 
what it takes to be a man. 

Masculinities have been changed and chal-
lenged constantly over time, and while there 
have been some striking shifts in the transi-
tion to democracy in South Africa, this does 
not mean that masculinity is necessarily in 
crisis. Instead, some people prefer to talk 
about masculinities being disturbed and 
destabilised, or being disrupted and trans-
forming. In order to move the discourse 
away from men being ‘victims’ of transfor-
mation, it is more helpful to see the chang-
es in men’s experiences as opportunities, 
and to develop a psychology of masculinity. 

Or, more precisely, Macinnes (2005) points 
out that individual men’s psychological 
struggles with the shifts in gender relations 
need to be considered as an integral part of 
the social, economic and political context. 
Exploring the interrelationships between 
them may help to explain why gender jus-
tice is such a foreign concept to many men.

Trying to explain men’s violent behaviour 
by referring to specific characteristics of 
men, such as struggling to express their 
emotions, or by recognising their pain and 
victimhood in relation to the fast-chang-
ing society is only partly helpful. There is a 
need to go further, to help men to under-
stand the damage that their dysfunctional 
behaviour is doing to themselves as well 
as those around them. There are a num-
ber of successful campaigns that do this 
through developing men’s awareness, self-
help groups and male solidarity, including 
Brothers for Life, which are commendable. 
But there are some problems with these 
approaches. 

Campaigns to challenge men to reform 
and embrace “a vision of masculinity that 
is non-violent, monogamous, modern, re-
sponsible, and built on respect for them-
selves and others” (Walker 2005) is essen-
tially a western concept and was developed 

There is a need ... to help men to understand the 
damage that their dysfunctional behaviour is doing 

to themselves as well as those around them.
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amongst well-resourced communities. 
What may define the ‘new man’ in poor 
communities in South Africa needs to be 
carefully interrogated to avoid trying to 
impose these western concepts blindly, as 
they emerge out of a different social and 
economic context. For example, the legacy 
of apartheid, the migrant labour system and 
the current HIV and Aids epidemic create 
an interesting and at times challenging con-
text where women are heading households 
and are primary caregivers and care-takers, 
and the effects of these dynamics on men 
need to be taken into account.

A further challenge to the ‘new man’ con-
cept is that it assumes that men form a ho-
mogeneous group, when in fact unequal 
power relations exist between men also. 
While encouraging solidarity through men’s 
groups and forums and building a deeper 
self-awareness amongst men in relation 
to their masculinity, experience has taught 
that there is a danger of men abandoning 
social justice as they focus on their own 
individual transformation. In this way, the 
structural impediments to a human rights 
culture such as poverty, inequality, race 
and gender prejudice are ignored, and so-
cial change becomes impossible. 

Third, the formation of many men’s organ-
isations and networks can result in them 
being overvalued and thus can reproduce 
the patriarchal system in a new guise. The 
dominance of the new progressive men’s 
discourses can ironically reinforce unequal 
gender relations, and men’s involvement 
in the struggle for gender equality can hi-
jack women’s struggle for gender equality 
(e.g. when funds for women’s organisations 
become redirected to men’s organisations). 
As men’s voices become louder than wom-
en’s in the struggles for gender equality, 
this can put pressure on policymakers and 
NGOs to find ways to provide a new sense 
of belonging, purpose and place for men. 
This in turn may result in finding new ways 
to reinforce gender inequalities. Referring 
to masculinity in ‘crisis’ points to men’s dis-
comfort with changes in power and control 
in the current political context, and simply 
‘fixing’ the problem by finding ways to help 
individual men be more comfortable in an 
apolitical way can result in backtracking on 
the transformation agenda. As Macinnes 
(2005) puts it: Masculinity as a concept itself 
can become “the last ideological defence of 
male supremacy”.

Conclusion: Strategies for changing hegemonic 
(dominant) masculinities

The article shows how the equality agenda 
in South Africa has led to a backlash from 
some men. This has led to a new obstacle 
to women attaining their human rights, be-
cause it has threatened their physical and 
economic security. This is a result of the 

failure of those leading the national change 
agenda to appreciate the continuity of vio-
lent masculinities from the old political dis-
pensation into this period of transition to 
democracy. 
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Men’s insecurities are tied to the social and 
political context in which gender relations 
are constructed. Some men remain un-
aware and do not understand gender jus-
tice as a wider social struggle. Moreover, 
many men in South Africa are marginal-
ised from the socio-political and economic 
mainstream by virtue of their race and/or 
class. Thus, it is important to include these 
realities in the analysis and ways forward 
in transforming gender relations in South 
Africa.

On the other hand, the research referred to 
above also reveals that many women also 
feel confused and insecure about current 
gender relations in South Africa. Given this 
background, it might be more accurate to 
focus on the impact of the transition on 
gender relations, instead of on masculinity 
or the crisis in masculinity. One of the focus 
group participants said that South Africans 
are “still struggling with the concept of free-
dom”. This points to a need for interven-
tions that transform gender relations more 
and that contribute to radical social change.

Five possible strategies may improve wom-
en’s security and change dominant mascu-
linities during times of transition:

 � Raising public awareness much more 
widely about the reasons for the need for 
gender justice in South Africa as well as 
how it will benefit both women and men, 
thus countering the false idea that wom-
en are benefiting at the expense of men;

 � Legislation and policy promoting change 
in gender relationships need to be rein-
forced and enforced more effectively, 
from pursuing cases of domestic vio-
lence to paternity rights and encouraging 
men’s involvement in child care;

 � The structures that perpetuate and con-
tinue to support social inequalities and 
oppression need to be fought against 
and dismantled, by women and men to-
gether. Men, specifically, need to critique 
policies and practices that are linked with 
violent masculinities. But this requires 
sensitivity to the fact that men react dif-
ferently, and must develop approaches 
that take these differences into account. 
It also means surfacing the differenc-
es between men, emphasising disunity 
where necessary, rather than pushing 

Awareness raising activities should not be inward-
looking, and need to be rooted in an integrated 

structural approach to masculinities that critically 
analyses contextual factors such as economic 

inequality, unemployment, racism and sexual identity.
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for solidarity simply on the basis of being 
men. This involves talking about multiple 
masculinities, so that those voices who 
may not agree with the dominant (of-
ten violent) forms of masculinities have 
space to speak and explore emerging 
masculinities.

 � Awareness-raising and conscientisation 
must continue, as well as the establish-
ment of support groups for men. How-
ever, these processes should not be 
inward-looking, and need to be rooted 
in an integrated structural approach 
to masculinities that critically analyses 
contextual factors such as economic in-
equality, unemployment, racism and sex-
ual identity. As pointed out by Macinnes 
(2005), the more radical position calls for 
a more thorough pursuit of the politics 
of equality, and not for masculinity to be 
abolished or reformed.

 � Work with men at different levels must 
actively seek the involvement of women. 
It has been understood for some time 
that gender transformation cannot be 
achieved by women acting alone, but 
neither can it be achieved by men acting 
alone.

In summary, structural change and the 
struggle for gender justice need to contin-
ue, along with the development of a more 
comprehensive understanding of the inter-
relationship between men and women as 
well as between men themselves. The pro-
cess needs to be individual, inter-relational, 

and community- and society-wide. At the 
same time, one cannot simply dismiss the 
attitudes of men who espouse some of 
the resistant views expressed in the study.  
The challenge is how one engages with the 
unpleasant and often confused voices rep-
resented in the study. This is vital when one 
thinks of how the insecurity of some wom-
en is interlinked with the claimed insecuri-
ties of some men who act violently. Gender 
activists, both men and women, need to 
immerse themselves in and shape the com-
plex politics they represent.

Masculinities observed in the transitional 
South Africa are not gender-equitable, al-
ternative or progressive. But they are new, 
ambivalent and emerging, and competing 
for space to express themselves (Walker 
2005). The new South Africa has exposed 
different masculinities – past, present and 
evolving. Taking the positive view, the nega-
tive male voices heard in the findings of the 
study point to some progress because they 
highlight, at the very least, that the system 
has been disrupted. This disruption could 
lead to positive change. 

The next phase in this struggle is about 
how one reacts to the changes in South Af-
rica, minimises the damage that might flow 
from them and harnesses all opportunities 
for further change, and in so doing encour-
ages a sustainable positive peace that al-
lows both men and women to reach their 
full social, economic and political potential.
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3. A Holistic Approach to Gender 
Transformation – Beyond ‘Women’s 

Struggles’ vs ‘Masculinity Work’
Michelle Festus

This chapter is a brief response to some of the arguments presented in Chapter 2.

The emerging debate on masculinities and 
its impact on gender justice is significant, 
and much of the work done to date with 
men is making a valuable contribution. 
However, it is imperative to place this de-
bate within the broader context of gender 
equality and women’s empowerment, since 
masculinities form an integral part of gen-
der relations. Furthermore, women, in their 
role as mothers and care givers are central 
to shaping masculinities. Therefore, an in-
clusive debate about gender justice may be 
more appropriate than a focus on mascu-
linities per se.

Hamber argues in Chapter 2 that security 
is a major factor that influences, and is in-
fluenced by, gender relations in South Afri-
ca. But transition in SA is fused with much 
more than women’s and men’s securities. 
Gender relations are being shaped in new 

ways, whilst there is a continuation and re-
inforcement of existing gender inequalities 
related to other social factors. 

One significant factor is access to land in ru-
ral areas, which has shaped and continues 
to shape gender relations. Traditionally, 
men have been the custodians of the land, 
although many were also denied access to 
land under apartheid. Women’s access to 
land has generally been through their fa-
thers, husbands, uncles or sons. Even when 
they have been heads of rural households, 
they have generally not owned the land. 
In this instance, structural inequality has 
shaped gender relations in very particular 
ways. But at the same time, traditional pat-
terns of land ownership have also given rise 
to a particular kind of masculinity – where 
men, because of their access to and own-
ership of land have been accorded status 
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and respect. This in turn has shaped their 
understanding of their manhood in very 
particular ways. Hamber argues that “(d)ur-
ing apartheid, and especially in rural areas, 
women achieved high levels of indepen-
dence and growing economic power”. In re-
ality most rural women remain dependent 
and have little access to resources, let alone 
economic power.

Given this context, women’s access to land 
may create insecurities for men, who have 
traditionally been the custodians of land. 
On the other hand, it may also create new 
opportunities for women and men to work 
together in an egalitarian way towards 
openness, mutual respect and gender 
justice.

The concept of the ‘new man’ referred to 
by Hamber is useful, but can also be lim-
iting because it presents only one side of 
the story. There is also a need for a ‘new 
woman’. Gender relations do not stay the 
same, and they are evolving in South Africa. 
Thus, both men and women are challenged 
to develop new ways of relating and being 
that would lead to empowering and liberat-
ing experiences for all of us, both men and 
women, and for our children. 

The short discussion on land, offered 
above, provides an example of just one of 
the many factors that influence gender re-
lations in South Africa in very specific ways. 
Gender relations and the struggle for gen-
der justice in SA are both very complex, 
since gender is impacted by many factors, 
including structural inequality, poverty, 
race, culture, tradition, religion and HIV and 
AIDS. 

The widespread incidence of violent mas-
culinities is another example. Hamber be-
gins his discussion on the history of vio-
lent masculinities with the struggle against 
apartheid. But violent masculinities did not 
start during the struggle against apartheid: 
they have strong roots in the apartheid era 
itself, when the state perpetrated violence 
against its citizens on a wide scale. This, in 
turn, led to a continuation and reinforce-
ment of violent masculinities during the 
struggle, and their persistence in the period 
of transition. It can safely be said that most 
South Africans agree that part of our task in 
creating a truly democratic society is to dis-
mantle the apartheid legacy in its entirety. 
Thus, if the violent masculinities that have 
emerged over the past 20 years are indeed 
rooted in apartheid, then it is also our task 
to dismantle them.

It is important to understand the influenc-
es which contribute to changing concepts 
of masculinity in our country today, and it 
is worth exploring each of the factors listed 
above in detail. But this must take place in 
dialogue between men and women. Since 
strategies for changing dominant mascu-
linities are limited, a holistic and creative 
approach is needed: men and women in di-
alogue, consciously seeking to understand 
these complex dynamics and to value each 
other as people. The outcome would be 
a transformation of the relationships be-
tween and amongst men and women in our 
society.
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4. A Perspective from a  
Traditional Leader

Interview with Ntuthuko yaManguni Khuzwayo: 
Deputy President, Congress of Traditional Leaders

Q: Give us a brief understanding of male and female roles in terms of African 
culture.

NMK: Our African system was not as patri-
archal as we are led to believe today. Our 
tradition prescribed different roles for men 
and women, but women were, from a long 
time ago, the leaders in various aspects of 
community life. And it is well understood 
that, if a mother dies in the family, every-
thing falls apart. There is also an IsiZulu 
saying: “Okwehlula amadoda kuyabikwa”, 
meaning that men report their failures (not 
to other men but to women): men consult 
with women at night and then the women 
advise them accordingly. 

Having said this, I want to say something 
about traditional roles. According to African 
tradition the origin of human beings fol-
lowed after the other steps of creation. uM-
velinqangi (God) created a King – meaning 

that we are all descended from this King – 
and then amabutho (warriors) who collected 
cows to protect the King; and then women 
were created to complete the creation or-
der. It is said the future of a family is bright 
if a baby boy is born into the family. How-
ever, bear in mind that I have not spoken 
of gender yet. Since 1812, according to the 
rules of Zulu culture, the power of kingship 
does not rest in men but in women. In or-
der for a baby boy to be crowned king, the 
nation gathered cows to lobola the mother 
of the baby boy. When a child is born it is 
often said this child is born of masbaniba-
ni – referring to the woman by her maiden 
name. This was a way of uniting two king-
doms – those of the wife and the husband 
– because she would be from a royal family.
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As an example, we can look at MaMsweli, 
the mother of King Dinuzulu. Dinuzulu be-
came king following the commotion in the 
Zulu nation after the death of Nkosi Cetsh-
wayo. As her son was only 15 years old at 
the time, MaMsweli effectively led the na-
tion for some years and gathered amabutho 
(warriors) to support his kingship. 

On the question of the role of women in the 
African tradition, women took charge of ev-
erything that had to do with production in 
the home. They tilled the land and ensured 
that food sheds were well stocked with 
food for the family’s consumption. It was 
their duty to conduct the Nomkhubulwane 
(fertility) ritual in spring, when Isilimela (The 
Seven Sisters Constellation) was aligned 
with the horizon, because this marked the 
return of fertility of which women are the 
custodians. The appearance of a rainbow 
would be a signal for the end of fasting and 
for the celebration of the new season. Ac-
tivities related to fertility, such as ploughing 
and planting (putting seed into the ground 
to germinate), were performed only by 
women. Men would only participate when 
the field was ready for maintenance, such 
as weeding, etc. Male participation always 
happened under the guidance of women 
who possessed agricultural skills. However, 
men who were involved in military activi-
ties would never get involved in the fields 
because they were facing death, and it was 
not proper for them to be involved with 
food production. The men who would help 
with food production were those who had 
retired and those who had not yet joined 
the military.

The idea that the place of women was limit-
ed to the kitchen is not true. If we speak of 

a kitchen (ixhiba) in the Zulu sense, ugogo 
(grandmother) used to be the one manag-
ing the kitchen, not the wife. Women played 
a pivotal role in the fight between amaZulu 
and the British army at the Battle of Isandl-
wana. They won that battle because they 
took the whole family and gathered every-
one – women, children and livestock – at 
the top of the mountain while the troops 
advanced towards the British army. That 
gave the British army the impression that 
there were lots of troops waiting to attack 
them. Women ululated as the Zulu troops 
advanced towards the English soldiers, 
which was a psychological tactic to make 
the British think there were many more 
Zulu troops to come. 

The role of men will be understood more 
easily if we first understand the concept of 
ukubuthwa, meaning to become a warrior. 

From birth to 6 years boys and girls were 
brought up in the same way. They played 
the same games, they even slept together, 
because there were no gender roles at this 
time. However, changes in bringing up chil-
dren began at 7. The boy was then intro-
duced to the masculine chores through his 
brothers. They would equip him with skills 
that are needed outside his home. The first 
task (from ages 7 to 11) was to shepherd 
goats. Goats are wild, so they force you to 
learn certain skills such as eye-hand co-or-
dination and agility. Goats are unpredict-
able. They run all over, even on dangerous 
cliffs where the young boys had to follow 
them, forcing them to exercise their agility 
skills. This helped to build the body of a boy. 

The next age was ibutho (warrior), from 11 
to 14, when they herded calves, which are 
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difficult to handle. This troop (ibutho) de-
veloped running skills because calves kept 
them running. The iphaphu (lungs) and heart 
kept healthy because their vascular system 
was tuned to that. The everyday running 
that they did built up the body frame and 
muscle tone for puberty. From 15 they en-
tered a stage marked by sexuality and they 
were promoted to shepherding cows. Cows 
are less troublesome because they can be 
herded in a group. The cowherds would 
gather them together and graze them in 

one spot and then start playing the boys’ 
games that developed their minds, hunting 
skills (to get food while herding), survival 
skills and martial art. The eye-hand coordi-
nation skills became handy for martial art. 
Some of these skills have survived into the 
post-colonisation era.

In times of war the boys’ troops, called udibi 
(aged 11 to 15), were required to cook for 
the warriors. The udibi troop, therefore, had 
to learn these skills so that they could be 
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servants to the senior troops. The second 
troop had to learn military administration 
skills. Udibi ensured their seniors had food 
and needs catered for in order for them to 
concentrate on their military duties. 

There were things that men had to refrain 
from doing when they became warriors. 
They refrained from getting involved in 
things that involved creation and produc-
tion; these included things like having sex, 
(because children would be created in the 
process), tilling the land, etc. Men would 

start sex after 35 when they retired from 
their respective troops. Boys were well 
trained in this regard – if they did not ad-
here to the rule they could even be killed 
because they were perceived to bring a 
curse of defeat on the troop. Generally, if 
a boy slept with a girl while he was a war-
rior he would be fined. A decision would be 
taken by the leadership on how he should 
be punished. (Bylaws set for the warriors 
were not rigid – that is part of the African 
tradition.) However, these values and un-
derstanding are no longer with us. 

Q: How did historical events, especially colonisation, affect the way that boys are 
socialised – the way that their masculinity is developed?

NMK: After the defeat of the Zulu Kingdom 
by the British, Shepstone gave Cetshwayo 
an ultimatum to stop recruiting boys for 
the military and to disband his troops. Cet-
shwayo agreed in principle to disband the 
troops and not to go to war, but asked Shep-
stone for time to consult with his Council, 
because he was not able to pay his troops 
the traditional pension (in the form of cat-
tle) that they needed in order to pay lobola 
and settle down in their home places. So 
in the last part of the 19th Century, lacking 
the disciplined training for manhood which 
had been provided by the military, men be-
gan to lose respect. They lived under the 
command of the 13 regional chiefs – no 
longer amaKhosi but sell-out Chiefs under 
the British system – who were appointed 
after the war. (These included John Dunn, 
a white man who had married into a Zulu 
clan and acted as advisor to Dingane and 

Cetshwayo. At the time of the Anglo-Boer 
War (impi yamaqadasi namankinsimane) 
Dunn was allowed to assemble paid Zulu 
troops to support the British at the Siege of 
Mafikeng, where Baden-Powell was so im-
pressed by the way the Zulu soldiers han-
dled themselves that he was inspired to 
launch the Boy Scout movement, in which 
recognition is awarded for discipline and 
the achievement of diverse skills.)

In traditional African culture there were es-
tablished ways of bringing up a child. There 
was a ritual to be followed when a baby was 
born. In the case where the parents were 
married, the mother of an unborn first child 
was asked to go to her own mother for ma-
ternity care a few months into the pregnan-
cy. She was sent home because she needed 
to learn how a mother should care for her 
baby, since the husband’s family would not 
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know what her family does in this situation. 
The uncle of the new mother would slaugh-
ter a goat to introduce the new-born to the 
family and ancestors, and use its skin for 
carrying the child back to her new family. 
(This was the proof that the two families 
were now related through the child.) The 
paternal family would give the child a name 
and welcome him or her into the family.

Go to any township or rural area these days 
and you will find that boys are victims of so-
cial problems because there is no longer a 
proper system for bringing up boys. We are 
the second generation which has grown up 
in the absence of our fathers. 

The first generation was the sons of the 
men who came to work in the cities in the 
first part of the 20th Century, after the con-
quest of the amaZulu in the Bhambatha 
War of 1906. In order to force African men 
into wage labour the government imposed 
a poll tax (khanda mpondo) of 2 pounds. A 
man had to work for six months to earn 
enough to pay this tax, and many men 
would remain in service in order to earn a 
little more cash to take home at the end of 
a year.

The sons of these men lived without the 
presence of their fathers. The relationship 
between father and son was non-existent. 
These fathers had to rely on their sons to 
pasture their cattle at home. Their sons, 
deprived of a father-figure, endured great 
hardship. This was made worse by the out-
break of various cattle diseases, including 
black-water fever, which killed great num-
bers of their cattle; and they were forced 
to drive the stock to dipping stations, even 
though they claimed that the dip itself was 
killing the cattle. This hardship caused 
many boys to hate cattle, and many of them 
moved into townships around the cities to 
escape this hard life. 

The second generation are those who grew 
up with their fathers, but did not know how 
to love a woman. They didn’t see their fa-
thers bonding with a woman in a loving rela-
tionship – the value system of love to them 
was ubusoka – having many girlfriends. 
Their fathers were there physically, but not 
really there – not actively involved in their 
growth – because they had never learned 
how to be fathers to their sons. This is how 
we grew up with our fathers present but 
absent, while they grew up with our grand-
fathers absent. 

Go to any township or rural area these days and you 
will find that boys are victims of social problems 

because there is no longer a proper system for 
bringing up boys.
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The destruction of the traditional social sys-
tem has resulted in the distortion of many 
of the traditional practices. For example, 
the concept of ubusoka was an orderly one 
in our forefathers’ era. It didn’t allow men 
to be sexual partners with the women – 
they could engage in sexual activity, but 
not penetrative sex. You could have a re-
lationship with a lady, and spend the night 
together without penetration. Our fathers 
didn’t know that, because our grandfathers 
had not been able to spend time with them 
and teach them the old tricks. Consequent-
ly, our fathers had multiple sleeping part-
ners, and this resulted in them having chil-
dren all over – that’s the image of sexuality 
we now have. Even today we still meet our 
siblings whom we have never met before 
and who claim to be our brothers and sis-
ters. That’s the sexual history we have as a 
nation. In the 1980s a new kind of sexual 
infection emerged – HIV and AIDS. We were 
not skilled enough to understand it and we 
have continued living like our fathers, and 
dying as a result. 

Another result of social change is that, in 
recent decades, single mothers have had 
to bring up boys single-handedly. This has 
had a huge impact on how a boy is brought 
up without the presence of a father. To-
day, we no longer have warriors. What we 
have is a shameful situation, because we 
have drunkards who can’t do anything – 
who consider themselves as troops with no 
skills. Traditionally troops were trained to 
become men, an ideal that is lacking now-
adays. We are only producing labourers 
these days, because since 1879 the only 
thing men knew was to work in return for a 
minimum wage. 

A further example of the distortion of tra-
ditional values is the practice of ukuthwala 
(forcing a woman to love a man by taking 
her to live with a man she doesn’t love). In 
the 21st Century this is different from the 
olden days. Traditionally, ukuthwala would 
happen when a girl objected to the man that 
the family had chosen for her to marry or 
when two men competed over her. The girl 
at the centre of competition would choose 
one and then her girl friends, local boys and 
the chosen boy’s family would together take 
the girl to the boy that she loved. Things 
went wrong because our fathers grew up 
without the guidance of our grandfathers 
and distorted the custom. We’ve seen this 
happening in the Eastern Cape – and fought 
it as leaders of CONTRALESA. You can’t take 
an under-age girl and make her your wife 
without her permission. That is kidnapping. 
Even if you take a woman over 18 without 
her permission we regard that as a kidnap. 
In our culture we start with negotiations for 
lobola. The concept of ukuthwala has lost its 
meaning because nowadays, when a man 
sees a woman and asks her to go out with 
him, if she refuses then he and his friends 
may abduct her by force. This is no longer 
ukuthwala. 

In the last few decades, especially in town-
ships, there have been other changes. On 
the one hand, being involved in sports as-
sists in a boy’s development. And school 
children also played an important part in 
the political space during the struggle years. 
On the other hand, boys are now brought 
up under the care of parents past the stage 
where they should be out on their own ex-
ploring life. This is bad because in the end 
we complain, saying that boys are not being 



MEN AND MASCULINITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA

50

brought up in a proper manner, so they are 
not ready to be men. However, we need 
to reflect among ourselves and ask the 

question: “What did we do to assist the boy 
to grow into a man?”

Q: How have these changes influenced the moral/spiritual development of boys and 
men?

NMK: We need to train boys because they 
need to learn to be in a controlled space for 
their development. There are three insti-
tutions that society needs to sustain itself. 
The first one is the institution of learning – 
how do we pass on the wisdom of one gen-
eration to the next? The second is the insti-
tution of leadership – the unique ways of 
managing and guiding the family, the clan 
or the nation. If, for example, a nation has 
the ingenuity to create an innovation like a 
cell phone, how do we ensure that the next 
generation will improve on its features? The 
third institution is worship, which can work 
independently of the first two. Our problem 
is that we started to worship the gods of 
people from a distant island (Britain) who 
follow a Mediterranean-Israeli religion that 

is different from ours. If you look at the mis-
sionary campaign from Britain you will real-
ise that it is an age-old war strategy used to 
tame a nation before war is launched. Brit-
ain employed this strategy, using the Lon-
don Missionary Society to launch its attack 
on the Zulu nation. Bishop Colenso was the 
only one who fought for our cause against 
the British. He argued that we had our own 
system of worship and our own mythology 
that fitted in with our agriculture and way 
of living. He further argued that the British 
should study our system first before con-
demning it. As a result Bishop Colenso was 
the only bishop out of eleven who refused 
to sign a petition to launch war against the 
Zulu nation. 

Q: Identify some of the problems men experience in our present day, and how you 
see the role of the Constitution in this. Suggest changes which could help to address 
these problems.

NMK: It is difficult to build our society af-
ter liberation. It is easier for us to reflect 
on what happened before, during and af-
ter colonisation, but difficult to chart the 
way forward from here. Some of us went 
to other countries to source knowledge 

during our struggle for liberation, and we 
came up with concepts from those coun-
tries. Importing ideas can be good, but may 
cause problems if you are unsure of what 
your own country needs. Most people who 
went to source information post 1994 were 
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not sure of themselves and their origins, so 
they didn’t know which ideas would be right 
for South African society. Their world-view 
was that of a ‘civilised nation’, so they ad-
opted things that would make us look ‘ci-
vilised’ in the eyes of the world, and thus 
compromised our own selves. 

An example is our approach to education. 
It is difficult for us to bring up a man in the 
post-colonial era because we were told, in 
the apartheid era, that education is the key. 
We have since discovered that education is 
not the key. Education may be a way out of 
poverty for some, but it is not the key to the 
success of an individual. The problem we 
have now is that you can’t tell kids anything. 

On the subject of human rights, I don’t op-
pose gender equity. However, I say that 
we should not exercise gender equity for 
women at the expense of the other gender. 
Males in South Africa were not involved. 
As a result the Gender Commission was 
not a Commission for Gender Equity but 
advanced the aspirations and activities of 
women. That is why we have been unable to 
find solutions which work in our society. For 
example, the Gender Commission should 
have come out and said, “We have HIV and 
AIDS as a problem”, and invited men to join 
in solving the problem, in order to come up 
with a common objective. In 1996 our new 

democratic government enacted a Consti-
tution with a Bill of Rights with gender as an 
important issue. We forgot that we sourced 
these ideas from other people with a very 
different history who had struggled for cen-
turies with those ideas. We have our own 
history. We need to turn back to our own 
principles in order to discover how to make 
sure women’s voices are taken seriously in 
our society. 

Failure to do so has given rise to new prob-
lems. Nowadays we see boys and girls 
graduating from university with the same 
qualifications, but three years down the 
line the woman gets a top management po-
sition because affirmative action and gen-
der equity demand that women should be 
considered first. The realities of African cul-
ture demand that a male be a provider at 
home. Men must pay lobola and the reality 
is that they can not afford it, which results 
in a girlfriend lending her future husband 
money for lobola. That is a taboo in African 
culture, that a man should borrow lobola 
money from his girlfriend – this results in 
men running away from their girlfriends.

The pace at which gender equity is being in-
troduced disadvantages the man. I am not 
saying men and women should earn un-
equal salaries, but the rate at which this is 
being implemented is too great. Advertising 

We have our own history. We need to turn back to our 
own principles in order to discover how to make sure 

women’s voices are taken seriously in our society.
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bears this out. Most ads are targeted at 
women because they are the custodians of 
money, not males. 

On the question of ideas for change, I offer 
some suggestions to help in restoring male 
dignity and making communities more sta-
ble and self-sufficient.

First, the three traditional institutions of 
Learning, Leadership and Spirituality, as de-
scribed earlier, must be revived as the basis 
of all our actions. 

Second, we need an independent organ-
isation which is dedicated to communi-
ty-based social development, in the way 
that the South African Council of Churches 
(SACC), Diakonia and PACSA have been in 
the past. A common centre like this will help 
us to identify our common issues and goals 
and chart the way forward. This should not 
focus on conferences and ‘talk-shops’, but 
on practical organisation and the acquiring 
of relevant skills. 

Third, although boarding schools are an 
idea imported from Britain, they offer a 
good way to provide boys with intensive 
learning experiences and adult guidance, 
and especially competitive sport that de-
velops strength, speed, agility and hand-
eye coordination, and requires good team-
work. To ensure quality schools, we need 
large investment from wealthy African busi-
ness leaders.

Fourth, We need to find strategies for ex-
ploiting the productive potential of our land. 
Both the Bafokeng (through the Royal Bafo-
keng Mine) and the Venda people (through 
productive produce farming in the Vhembe 
District) have shown what is possible. We 
need skills programmes that are agricul-
tural in nature, that will delay boys from 
moving away to the cities. They should only 
go to the cities to market their fresh pro-
duce. They could also start small agri-pro-
cessing plants in the rural areas to train and 
employ people – especially youth – living 
around the plants. This could be achieved if 
we start with education and skills training, 
leading to stable employment and sustain-
able wealth creation.
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5. Masculinity, Sexuality and Religion:
Summary of an interview with Mbuyiselo Botha,  

Vusi Cebekhulu and Bafana Khumalo

In an interview with Mr. Mbuyiselo Botha, the Rev. Vusi Cebekhulu and the Rev. Bafa-
na Khumalo from the Sonke Gender Justice Network, Thulani Mthalane from PACSA 
explored the relationships among masculinity, sexuality and religious beliefs. The in-
terviewees possess a lot of experience in the areas of masculinity and religion. They 
have often shared the platform and have written extensively on these topics. 

Question 1: Mbuyiselo has said that the Church is ‘not pushing the envelope’ when 
it comes to issues of sexuality. Which are the relevant issues related to sexuality that 
the Church is not talking about?

Pushing the envelope means that the 
church should talk more about how wom-
en’s voices, especially in relation to sex and 
their sexuality, are not dominant but always 
suppressed. It is always men’s voices that 
set the agenda which determines the con-
tent of any public discourse. This chapter 

on sex and sexuality should be used to em-
phasise that there is a role men can play in 
ensuring that women’s voices are heard … 
where women could express themselves 
not just as sexual objects but as people 
with feelings that need to be respected. 

Question 2: What are the definitions of masculinity within the religious context?

Masculinity is a social construct and this 
describes a phenomenon of how manhood 
is defined. The challenge in our society is 
that we talk of masculinity as a hegemonic 

concept, which says all men are the same. 
In fact, there are different types of mascu-
linities: they might have a lot of things in 
common but they are also different. For 
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example, at Afrikaans-speaking schools 
in South Africa, part of the culture of the 
school is playing rugby. It’s not just about 
the flair of rugby, it’s about how you exert 
yourself, using force, power and aggression 
in order to express yourself. 

We also have Christian masculinity, but we 
should not make a mistake and assume 
that Christian masculinity is the same ev-
erywhere, because you have different 
forms of Christian masculinities. Archbish-
op Tutu, during the debates in South Af-
rica, for instance around the issue of the 
ordination of women, said very profound 
things about, you know, equality, around 
the notion of, you know, men needing to 
be liberated from this masculine notion of 
men as leaders, men as dominant figures in 
life generally. But Archbishop Tutu himself 
sometimes exemplifies problematic mas-
culinity in the jokes that he makes, which 
portray a kind of masculinity that is very pa-
triarchal. He has a joke that he likes to tell 
about women drivers, for instance: a man, 
while driving, makes a comment about 
someone who is driving a car ahead of him. 
Because this person is driving badly, and 

the man can’t see who is driving, his com-
ment is that it must be a woman, a typical 
woman, because women can’t drive. As he 
gets closer he realises that it is not a wom-
an. So he comments that the driver must 
have been taught to drive by his mother. 
Now, it all sounds nice as a joke, but it’s a 
joke that portrays what can be called innate 
masculinities that are embedded in a pa-
triarchal, misogynistic approach to gender 
equality. 

But the Bible also presents different forms 
of masculinity. There are lots of examples 
where you find Jesus portraying a different 
form of what it means to be a man. When he 
engages with a Samaritan woman – some-
thing that was not allowed in the Jewish 
custom – he affirms her. She is described as 
the first missionary in the Bible; yet we are 
always told that Paul was the first, because 
we all look at the Bible from a male perspec-
tive. Jewish law did not allow for people to 
touch a dying person, but Jesus touches the 
young girl and gives her back life. There is 
Jesus’ response to the woman with perfume 
who breaks the jar of perfume and wipes 
his feet with it. There is the story of the 

... you go to the Bible to find what you want and then 
confirm your own prejudices ... If we say we are the 

followers of Christ, then we must follow the author 
of this church who embodies a Holistic Masculinity 

that is embedded in the notion of equality.
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woman who has been caught in fornication 
who is brought to Jesus. Men want to stone 
her according to the law, but he asks, “Who 
among you have not sinned?” And so also 
with the woman with blood flow: he treats 
them as human beings. Jesus cried when he 
entered Jerusalem and saw the things that 
were happening around him. And when he 
heard that Lazarus had died, he did not re-
spond in a traditionally male manner. All of 
these show different forms of masculinity.

There are very different forms of mascu-
linity that you would find within the Chris-
tian faith today, In South Africa there are 
debates around the ordination of women 
and equality in the Church, which are very 
liberal and profound. But at the same time 
you also have lots of people in the Church 
who hold the view that women must sit 
down and keep quiet. They will quote Paul 
and Timothy out of context just to justify 
their agenda, but they will not quote Paul 
when he says we are all equal in the eyes of 
the Lord. When women are facing violence, 
they seldom go to the Church because it of-
ten does not help them. Often enough the 
pastor will say, “No, it’s a demon, let’s pray.” 
Or he’ll turn things around: “What did you 
do to anger your man?” But even as they 
quote Ephesians, which says that a woman 
must humble herself before her husband, 
they ignore Ephesians where it goes on to 
say a man must love his wife just as Christ 

loves the Church. It is this selective reading 
of the Bible that underlies many of the mas-
culinities that we find in Christianity today. 

The notion of equality is actually embedded 
in the Bible. In Genesis 1, verses 26 to 28, 
when it talks about the notion of creation, 
it’s very clear what God says. God says, “Let 
us create human beings in our own im-
age,” and it continues, “God created both 
male and female and gave them domin-
ion over everything else.” But God did not 
say that man would be above the woman 
or the woman would be above the man, so 
this notion that the man is superior to the 
woman contradicts this core scripture. And 
it’s a dominant narrative that we find in the 
Church today, because when you ask peo-
ple about the narrative, they jump to Gen-
esis 2: they will tell you: “No, women were 
taken from the man’s rib.” They completely 
skip Genesis 1. That’s what we call an ideo-
logical reading of the Bible, because you go 
to the Bible to find what you want and then 
confirm your own prejudices, and these are 
the kinds of masculinity that we need to talk 
about. For us, there are complete forms of 
masculinity that we need to embrace as the 
Christian Church, because if we say we are 
the followers of Christ, then we must follow 
the author of this church who embodies a 
Holistic Masculinity that is embedded in the 
notion of equality.

Question 3: What are the challenges and dangers that are produced by the Church-
defined masculinities, and what impact do they have in the community?

The impacts are that women remain voice-
less, oppressed and even begin to initiate 
the inequality. Women tend to buy in and 
agree that in fact these dominant voices of 

men are an order from God. We find wom-
en with low self-esteem who agree to elect 
or choose only males as leaders. The en-
vironment is created in which women are 
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convinced that this is how God ordered 
the world and this is how God wants the 
world to be. This is a very fraudulent 

understanding of what God’s purpose is for 
us as human beings. 

Question 4: What are the church practices that encourage different masculinities? 

There is a mixed bag of examples which 
cover the whole spectrum of masculinities. 
There are some positive elements. We are 
reminded of Moses’ leadership and the role 
he played. Moses shared his leadership 
responsibilities with a few men. Of course 

this didn’t go very far, but it was very radi-
cal at that time for Moses to let go of some 
of those responsibilities. He understood 
that, although he had a personal relation-
ship with God, there were other people that 
God could use within the community. You 
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can still understand your leadership quali-
ties – your masculinity – as being not weak 
(because you have given power to others) 
but actually as being strong (for being will-
ing to share power with some of your fellow 
comrades). In Solomon we find a different 
example, when he passes judgment in the 
case of two women who are fighting for 
possession of a child. Solomon reveals a 
different form of leadership, which is not 
about using power but about using his in-
tellect, which for me shows another form 
of masculinity: one which challenges the 
traditional idea that masculine leadership 
always rules by using superior strength: if 
there’s a dispute the stronger must win and 
the weaker must lose. 

We also find some very problematic mas-
culinities in the Bible. Remember the man 
in the Old Testament, when men from the 
town came demanding to rape his guests. 
(You know, with homosexuality, people al-
ways say that this thing is new, that it was 
not there in the past; but it was there in 
the Bible, in the Old Testament.) This man 
offers his daughters instead: he says, “No, 
rather take my virgin daughters.” So in oth-
er words, this is a crude form of masculin-
ity: “It’s okay to rape girls, even if they are 
virgins, but not boys.” These are the kinds 
of masculinity in the Bible that are very 
problematic.

Let us look at the story of Tamar and how 
she was raped in her own home. Just in that 

story alone you find all sorts of masculin-
ities: the way the brother behaved: want-
ed, lusted over, concocted a plan with the 
help of a cousin, and then raped his sister. 
Now, after that episode, what does David 
(as their father) do?

We have to take this further because these 
masculinities, unfortunately, don’t just re-
main in the pages of the Bible. They also 
flow into our homes today, they flow into 
our churches today. When women stand up 
for themselves in such cases, we also some-
times take the view of David: “No, let’s keep 
it in the family, don’t talk to other people; 
what would other people say? You’re go-
ing to embarrass your family, let’s not even 
tell the whole church, I’ll deal with it, I’ll talk 
with the man.” But in most instances noth-
ing happens to that man. If he is a leader 
in that congregation he continues to preach 
as if nothing has happened. But in many 
of our churches, if a woman falls preg-
nant, she falls foul of the law. In some of 
our churches she’s even excommunicated 
for that period. We don’t even ask who im-
pregnated her. Sometimes it’s a man who 
is in the same congregation but the law 
does not apply equally to him because the 
man does not show pregnancy. So, these 
are the masculinities and practices that we 
continue to see. We need therefore, as we 
engage with scripture, to interrogate these 
very carefully so that we are able to liberate 
those positive masculinities. 

Question 5: What can we do as a church to use those positive examples to improve 
the church, and to benefit gender equality within the country? 

Before answering that question, we need to 
read the scripture carefully and recognise 

that the word of God is a sword that is 
sharp on both sides. So we need to hold 
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this sword very carefully, and it’s not for ev-
eryone to hold this sword because it is very 
dangerous. For example, you mustn’t give a 
knife to a young child because it might hurt 
her or him. So when it comes to the word 
of God, it’s not everyone who can preach, 
because you have to be very prudent in the 
way that you pass the gospel message to 
the congregation. 

Now coming to the question of how we can 
use these positive messages: the challenge 
we face is that ‘Christianity is too democrat-
ic’, because everyone can just decide: “I want 
to run my church this way.” That’s a critical 
part about Christianity, because as much as 
we have this Christian way of serving God, 
people do things differently now. Everyone 
just wakes up in the morning and says; “I can 
do this in my church”. But in short, we need 
to create a space where both women and 
children are able to express themselves. It’s 
very important. How many times did David 
offer to go and fight Goliath, but because of 
his small size and his youth he was denied 
that opportunity, because he was ‘not yet a 

man’? But it was the very same David who 
actually went and fought Goliath in the end, 
and overcame him. And if in our churches, 
irrespective of gender or age, we created 
the space where anyone could come and 
express themselves, that would be good. 
Women could actually lead the congrega-
tion. So that means we need to consciously 
create an environment where both women 
and children in our churches can come for-
ward and talk about issues. Let not men oc-
cupy all the space and say that men are the 
only people who can be given this opportu-
nity to talk about God, to serve in the min-
istry. Women also can lead – not just serve, 
but lead the congregation, because wom-
en are doing a lot of work in the churches. 
But if you look at what they do, it is mostly 
behind the scenes; they don’t actually get 
given the opportunity to lead in front. We 
need to come on board, all of us, and dis-
cuss these issues, so that when we go back 
to our various congregations, we are able 
to share very positive messages.

Question 6: What is the role of the Church in influencing society to think positively, 
change and embrace the positive masculinities? 

Central to that argument is leadership of 
women. Men have, for many, many years, 
many centuries, always led the Church. 

But if we want that to change, we need to 
make a commitment; we need to make a 
clear statement, unambiguous, to send to 

You may have a rule in your church that says women 
should sit on one side, men on the other side; what you 

are doing as the Church is to introduce division.
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the boy child out there, and to the girl child, 
the message that we are ready, that we are 
prepared for women to be given leader-
ship positions. Because they are in fact en-
dowed with talents, the same talents that 
men are given. We should jointly commit 
to this first message and spread it. The sec-
ond message is the liberation of women: 
the issues of sex and women and their own 
bodily respect. The pulpit should begin the 
process where these things become central 

to the gospel. These things become part of 
why the Church exists, a place where wom-
en’s voices, in so far as their bodies are con-
cerned, are given respect and respectabili-
ty. Women should be affirmed, even those 
who are in what are called same-sex rela-
tionships. The Church should not shy away, 
but speak, embrace, support and applaud. 
But more than that, it should say that wom-
en who choose this sexual orientation can 
be fully part of the ministry of Jesus Christ.

Question 7: How ignorant is the Church about homosexual related issues?

The Church mostly doesn’t recognise it, but 
the Church is, in fact, very discriminatory. In 
the Church there are ministers of religion 
who actually play with words and say: “God 
does not hate gay men or gay women, but 
God hates the action.” This is problematic, 
because in essence they are saying that 
God has a problem with people choosing 
a different form of sexuality. The Church 
should play a very lenient role, a very pro-
phetic role and say that the God we serve 
is a God of love who would never discrim-
inate, who would never judge someone’s 
sexual orientation. But we find the church 

leading communities in condemning, in 
judging and discriminating. Sadly, this often 
leads to people being killed, to people be-
ing stoned to death in the name of religion, 
in the name of culture. There are people 
who quote scriptures, who quote Leviticus, 
who would say, “This is an abomination, 
God hates this with passion,” but they nev-
er speak about a God with compassion, 
who embraces. We have lots of examples 
to show that the God we serve is a God who 
cares, a God who died for all of us on the 
cross. Our God says, “I’ve come to serve, I’ve 
come to save souls that were lost.”

Question 8: What is the link between gender and HIV and what is the Church’s 
understanding? 

These things are linked; obviously. The 
church is a mirror of society. Although 
sometimes the Church will pretend that we 
live out of this world, we actually are still of 
this world. Jesus in Matthew’s gospel says, 
“You must not forget that you are the salt of 
the earth”, (not of heaven), and “you are the 
light of the world.” As church people, we are 
like Jesus’ disciples. When Christ prayed on 
the mountain, the disciples saw the figures 

of Moses and the prophet Elijah. And they 
were so excited that they said to Jesus, “Let 
us stay here, let’s build three shelters” (so 
that we can stay in this place). As church 
people we like to remain in our comfort 
zones, which is why we find it difficult to 
engage with issues of homosexuality, be-
cause it is comfortable to be in the Church 
and pretend that we are all the same and 
we all agree. We don’t always agree in the 
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Church: we often differ on many things, but 
that is what life is about. The disciples of 
Jesus Christ did not always agree on every-
thing. For example, they fought about who 
should be seated next to Jesus, they fought 
about whether people should be brought 
to Jesus who wanted to consult him on 
one matter or another. So, if you like, dif-
ference is part of reality, and it enables us 
to grow and become better persons. Now, 
the impact that this has on how we relate 
to men and women really depends on the 
approach that we take. You may have a rule 
in your church that says women should sit 
on one side, men on the other side; what 
you are doing as the Church is to introduce 
division. Because people come from home 
together, some of them come in the same 
car, they walk together, they are holding 
hands, and as soon as they come into the 
church you separate them: “You this side, 
you that side.” It’s almost as if they are in a 
prison now, they have to act according to 
the rules. Yet Christ prayed for the Church: 
“I pray that you may be one.” Unity is one 
of the key principles of the kingdom. Why 
is it that in our churches we separate peo-
ple? That is also the mentality of the kind 
of masculinity that says, “No, if men sit 
with women they will be distracted and 
they will not concentrate.” All these things 
don’t make sense, because when you go to 
church sometimes, when you hear a certain 
word being preached, you actually want to 
look at your wife and say, “This speaks to 
us!” But she’s sitting on the other side. You 
can’t even communicate. You want to say 
to your children, “I also love you in the way 
that they are describing; this is the father 
I want to be.” But they are over there, far 
away from you. So the impact of this is that 

we are actually causing divisions in society, 
in the Church, through some of these mas-
culine approaches. 

In terms of HIV, it’s worse, because of the 
stigma that we find in our churches. Why 
is it a struggle for members of the church 
to disclose that they have HIV? They know 
the Church is going to stigmatise them and 
they will be looked down on. People may 
start saying, “She/he invited it” and “She/he 
is loose,” as if they themselves are perfect. 
The implication of this kind of approach 
is very negative on the gospel message, 
because the gospel message says, “Go ye 
therefore and spread my words to all peo-
ples, up to the ends of the world.” It doesn’t 
say you can choose who you spread it to; it 
doesn’t say we should ask first whether a 
person has HIV or not before you embrace 
them. It says, embrace everybody. Because 
all of us are loved by God, unconditionally. 
God, unlike us, does not judge on the basis 
of whether you are short or long, whether 
you are white or black, sick or healthy. Of 
course, God judges on the basis of what is 
in our hearts. Jesus makes a very good ex-
ample when he says, “What defines you is 
not what you put in, but what comes out of 
you.” It’s how you speak to other people, it’s 
your attitude to people that actually defines 
you. If you are to ask church people today 
about sinners, they will tell you about peo-
ple who drink a lot or about men who ‘love 
women’: they are the worst sinners. Be-
cause these are things that people project, 
it’s something that is done by somebody 
out there: “It’s not about me.” And unfortu-
nately, that’s why HIV in this country is so 
rampant. Because nobody wants to own up 
and admit: “I can also be infected.” We say, 
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“No, no, no, no, it won’t happen to me.” Even 
with us, if we are honest – people who are 
working in this sector – we are very quick 
to say to people, “Use condoms, protect 
yourself.” But some of us don’t, even within 
this sector. When we spread the message, 
Mbuyiselo keeps challenging us to say, 
“Medical male circumcision helps, science 
tells us that it can have benefits.” But how 
many of us are queuing up to be circum-
cised? We have this mentality that these 
things are good for others, not for us – we 
have arrived. You see, this notion of being 
saved and free of sin is problematic. Where-
as, actually, Lutherans say, “We are justified 
sinners.” Luther says, “Yes, we strive to be 
that which God wants us to be,” but we are 
not, because the only perfect human being 
who lived on this earth was Jesus Christ, for 
he, who was without sin, was taken to the 
cross for the sins of many. But we all live in 
sin all the time through things that we do, 
through things that we do not do which we 
are supposed to do. You see, people some-
times think sin is just about what you do. 
Jesus said we must be there to carry one 
another’s burdens. That’s what Christianity 
is about. 

There is a powerful saying that we need to 
be able to measure our Christianity on the 
basis of truth. In Matthew 25 Jesus said, 
“The end times will come and the sheep 
will be put on one side and the goats will 
be put on the other side”: he makes that 
metaphor. And he says, “Those who are put 
on the left will be told, ‘Come and inherit 
the heavens,’ and the others will be told: 
‘You, go to hell,’ And those on the left will 
say, ‘No, but we are here, yes we know you 
are welcoming us in, but what is it that we 

did to deserve this accolade? ’ ” And Jesus’ 
response shocks many of us because many 
of us go to church, we say, “We are the 
Church, people who pray until we cry.” But 
actually, within our hearts, our hearts are 
full of hate. We may hate lesbians, we may 
hate sex workers. To conclude my point, Je-
sus in Matthew said, “I was hungry and you 
fed me, I was in prison and you visited me, 
I was naked and you clothed me.” And be-
cause we think that being Christian is about 
lofty things, Jesus says simple things about 
caring for one another. That is a very good 
quality and attribute. And if all of us were 
taking the scriptures and our religion very 
seriously, surely there is no reason for us to 
have poor people in our community, there’s 
no reason why we should have people who 
have no clothes. We should embrace HIV 
and say: yes, HIV is a challenge, we are all 
affected by HIV whether we like it or not. In 
fact, we are all affected until we have proved 
otherwise. Because so long as we engage 
in risky behaviour, we are all exposed. But 
we’ll always keep thinking, “It won’t happen 
to me,” and that’s the danger for us Chris-
tians, that we think we are so insulated 
from the world that we are immune, that 
these things will not happen to us. There-
fore we should approach life in the manner 
that this life was given to us: freely, out of 
love, and that all God asks of us is that we 
must extend this love to others and we will 
be in a different world. 
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Question 9: How is the issue of condom usage and abstinence being discussed in 
the Church as a prevention to HIV? 

The Church is not only quiet but it has an 
‘ostrich mentality’ that hopes if it doesn’t 
do anything about it, it will go away. And 
it is this ostrich mentality that is destroy-
ing the Church, because the Church is a 
space that is very conducive to preaching 
the message. In an ideal world, it could talk 
about abstinence. But we know for a fact 
that people do engage in risky behaviour, 
and we know that for HIV, as we speak, 
there is no real cure. We know that one of 
the major things that we can do to prevent 
the spread is to encourage people to use 
condoms, to encourage people to practice 

what we call safer sex, because it’s the 
only thing we can do. The Church, in fact, 
is contributing to the killing of people by 
not taking an open-minded visionary posi-
tion which would also be prophetic about 
what the Church should be, namely people 
who represent a God-like society. Instead 
you see the Church folding its arms. What it 
does is to condemn those that it looks on as 
people who are immoral, dirty, unchristian. 
The Church has made people look at sex as 
something dirty, when in fact God has cre-
ated sex within marriage as something that 
all of us should encourage. 

Question 10: What more can the Church do to transform gender and power 
relations within the Church? 

The Church can be seen as the social school 
within the community, because whatever 
the Church says, most people believe and 
practise. Preaching alone is not enough, we 
need to practise what we preach. On the 
issue of condoms, within our ministries we 
still find people being pregnant. This tells 
you that people are practising sex. We live 
in denial and think that within our Church 
people are not having sex. As much as we 

practise abstinence, people still have their 
choice. If people are struggling with their 
sexual desires, let them use condoms. 
If partners don’t want to use condoms 
they must be faithful to each other. The 
Church must talk openly about these issues 
through dialogues. This will help in the long 
run – for the congregation to talk about sex 
and HIV without being stigmatised. 

The Church has made people look at sex as  
something dirty, when in fact God has created sex 

within marriage as something that all of us  
should encourage.
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Question 11: How does the socialisation of young men contribute to gender 
stereotypes?

How the Church socialises children is im-
portant. Church defines the socialisation of 
children. For instance, when the church is 
full, children are removed to make space. 
That is a form of socialisation which simply 
says to children that they are not important. 
Most of the churches have Sunday schools, 
and predominantly it is women who teach 
Sunday schools because of the notion that 
women should teach children. We are often 
told that men are not patient, but that’s also 
part of socialisation: who said men are not 
patient? Nobody is born without patience. 
We are socialised in ways that inhibit us 
from playing with our children. In some 
families, when the men come home the 
children hide because they must know their 
place. But Jesus teaches us that when we 
pray we must say “Our Father,” and that’s 
the same as “Daddy”. Jesus shows us a God 
who is close to us, and who is willing to play 
with us and be like a child. 

We have HIV now in our society, and there 
are people in the congregation who are 
HIV+. There are programmes that have 
been set up in response, but the majority of 
people attending those forums are women. 
This is simply because men are not expect-
ed to be carers. They expect to be cared for, 
but not to care for other people. This is the 
way men have been socialised. Jesus socia-
lises men in a different way, so that they 
can care and still be men who have not lost 

their manhood. The Church should engage 
more in efforts that work against the notion 
of seeing men as leaders who sit in front, 
make decisions, sit in the best places and 
get served first at functions. Jesus teaches 
that if you want to be first you must be last. 
Compare the story of the disciples fighting 
about places next to Jesus in heaven with 
the account of Jesus washing his disciples’ 
feet. Jesus introduced his disciples to a new 
form of masculinity and socialised them to 
do things differently. 

The Church socialises us to follow the word-
ly script: we look at gender in a heteronor-
mative way, where the world has defined 
what is normal about how men and women 
should behave. Men mustn’t confine them-
selves to this narrow envelope, but should 
push beyond the envelope and discover the 
mystery of being a Christian man. But men 
have been socialised to play the script as 
it has been defined, and they are amazed 
when their personality comes out. We need 
to break those chains of socialisation and 
allow ourselves to be socialised differently, 
so that we can be men who look after our 
families, love our partners, love our chil-
dren, take care of our families, are willing 
to cook without being afraid of the neigh-
bours’ opinions, cry when a friend has died 
and not feel guilty that we are crying. That’s 
the form of socialisation that we need.



Volume 2 - Understanding Masculinity in South Africa – Essays and Perspectives

65

Question 12: Where do culture and religion deliberately collude to suppress gender 
equality?

Although there are differences, there are a 
lot of agreements between the teachings of 
scripture and the practices of culture. For 
instance, people will say the scripture says 
women must submit, and traditional cul-
ture says the same. Paul tells us that wom-
en should not teach, preach or speak, and 
there are communities who use that to sup-
press women. They will say they don’t want 
women’s leadership in the Church; the same 
applies in certain cultures where women 
are not allowed to rule in the manner of a 
king. We have human rights organisations 
that advocate equality and take such cases 
to court, but these communities will always 
quote the Bible and the traditional practic-
es of their culture as their defence. 

People should understand what culture 
is: culture is how people define their rela-
tionships, their language, their food, etc. 
Culture accepts and adopts particular prac-
tices. Culture evolves, cultures grow. The 
danger is that people see culture as some-
thing that is static, frozen. They remind 
us of culture when they want to justify a 
particular viewpoint, usually one that vio-
lates someone’s right. The men will say, it 
is our culture that men act this way. People 
should understand that Christianity is also 
culture-bound. When you read the Bible 
you see the influence of culture. As religious 
and cultural people we need to protect our 
religion and culture by going out and ed-
ucating the community, without misusing 
our culture and religion as something to 
hide behind when doing those awful acts.

We need to break those chains of socialisation and 
allow ourselves to be socialised differently, so that 
we can be men who look after our families, love our 
partners, love our children, take care of our families
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6. A Gender Equality Perspective
Mfanozelwe Shozi, Commission for Gender Equality

Our Constitution establishes the rights of women and gives legal force to those rights. 
However, the reality of many women’s lives falls far short of the constitutional ideal. 
Why is this? And what can be done to make gender equality a feature of South African 
society?

The need to involve men in gender equality matters
Gender issues are not women’s issues 
alone. We need to understand that femi-
ninity does not exist in isolation from mas-
culinity. The image and power of one deter-
mines the image and power of the other. 
Women can be considered ‘inferior’ only if 
men are considered ‘superior’. Women can 
be and are subordinate only if men are will-
ing and enabled to subordinate them. For 
far too long women’s organisations have 
taken the sole responsibility for issues like 
violence against women, violence against 
lesbians and gays, human trafficking, main-
tenance, inheritance of property, etc., as if 
men had nothing to do with these matters. 
This has to change. Men must assume their 
share of responsibility and join the feminist 
struggle against injustice in these areas.

The role of patriarchy
It is difficult to bring about change because 
patriarchy (the ordering of society based 
on the assumption of male superiority) 
plays its part. Patriachy is the source of all 
the impediments to gender equality. Patri-
archy’s chief institutions are, in my opin-
ion, the traditional concept of the family, 
faith-based structures, traditional institu-
tions, and business structures. The way the 
family has been socially constructed in our 
society makes it a central part of society’s 
power structure, as it both sustains patri-
archal power in the public world and is it-
self a source of women’s oppression. We 
grow up learning that the family is a social 
institution established as a result of natural 
bonds, and that the partners each make a 
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free choice, based on mutual love and re-
spect, so that the emotional, sexual and do-
mestic needs of adult partners are met and 
their children are cared for. But in practice 
it is a social institution in which women’s 

labour is exploited, male sexual power may 
be violently expressed and oppressive gen-
der identities and modes of behaviour are 
learned.

Questions leading to change
Some hard questions need to be exam-
ined deeply, to guide the process of gender 
transformation in South African society and 
enable us to live up to our Constitution:

1.  If patriarchy were dismantled, would the 
following situations change?

 � Poverty is higher in female-head-
ed households than in male-headed 
households.

 � Unemployment is higher among wom-
en than among men.

 � Power sharing and decision making is 
uneven.

2.  What could be done differently to ensure 
that socialisation of girls and boys does 
not promote patriarchy and negative 
stereotypes? 

3.  Are the business community, faith-
based communities, traditional lead-
ers, non-governmental organisations, 
the media and Government part of the 
system which sustains patriarchy in 
our society? And in each case, if this is 
so, what could be done to reverse this 
phenomenon?

4.  Are men serious about being involved 
in these discussions and changing their 
attitudes?

5.  Is there a coordinated strategy and pro-
gramme to dismantle patriarchy, involve 
men and promote gender equality?

6.  Do key structures like political parties, 
non-governmental organisations and 
trade unions have common goals on a 
Gender Equality path?

The way the family has been socially constructed in 
our society makes it a central part of society’s power 

structure, as it both sustains patriarchal power in 
the public world and is itself a source of women’s 

oppression.
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Resolutions to promote gender equality
The Commission for Gender Equality is 
proposing that a National Gender Equality 
Training programme should be developed 
to target men from all walks of life (rural 
areas, hostels, informal settlements, town-
ships, correctional centres, flats, suburban 
areas, and highly affluent areas). The pro-
gramme should be accompanied by wide 
distribution of resource materials and 
awareness training for teachers. Training 
should be in all official languages.

Sufficient attention must be paid to Gender 
Equality and Gender Based Violence in the 
school curriculum, including the revision of 
teaching materials to ensure that these are 
gender sensitive.

Men should be encouraged to be involved 
on the following issues:

 � reproductive health issues;

 � domestic and child-care responsibilities 
in the home; and

 � mentoring and assisting young girls 
to take up previously male-dominated 
professions.

Men should form men’s forums that deal 
with gender equality issues in their own 
localities.

More citizens should contribute to the effec-
tive implementation, monitoring and evalu-
ation of legislation, strategies, policies and 
programmes from a gender perspective. 

Government, civil society organisations, 
and the business community should ad-
dress the negative impact of some cultural 
and religious influences on decision mak-
ing, where it is assumed that men should 
‘naturally’ be the leaders, in both private 
and public spheres.

Government and civil society organisations 
should create partnerships with religious 
leaders, faith-based organisations and tra-
ditional leaders (custodians of culture), and 
make them more aware of the importance 
of women’s rights and gender equality.

Government and civil society organisations 
should encourage families to recognise the 
rights of girls and bring them up with the 
same opportunities as boys.
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7. Fatherhood and Masculinities in 
South Africa

Tawanda Makusha, Linda Richter and Jeremiah Chikovore

Introduction
The diverse ways in which fatherhood and masculinities are understood in South Af-
rica today play a big part in many of the problems faced by families and our society 
as a whole. These include the spread of HIV, and the high incidence of rape and inter-
personal violence. 

The different ways that people under-
stand both fatherhood and masculinities 
are shaped by historical as well as current 
political, social, cultural and economic fac-
tors. The unique combination of these forc-
es in South Africa has given rise to one of the 
lowest rates of marriage and cohabitation 
(partners living together) on the continent. 
However, the extended family is an aspect of 
past social organisation that continues to in-
fluence the ways in which children are raised 
in South Africa, although its nature has been 
forced to adapt to the major social changes of 
colonisation, political manipulation, migrant 
labour and urbanisation. 

Unlike those in the Western world, most 
South African societies define family in 

wider terms, including aunts, uncles, neph-
ews, nieces, and cousins in what is consid-
ered close family. Within this context, the 
spirit of botho/ubuntu (communalism) is 
expressed in the connectedness of men to 
their extended families – including living 
family members, descendants and ances-
tors – and in their commitment to the com-
mon good.

Fatherhood is an integral element in the 
construction of masculinity. The mere 
fact of having a child is sometimes used 
to claim the status of manhood. However, 
fatherhood goes beyond men’s biological 
contribution to conception, and includes 
the responsibility to provide, to be involved 
and to protect both the child and the child’s 
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mother. In South Africa, as in most Afri-
can countries, fatherhood also extends to 
a network of other close social relation-
ships. Men may experience fatherhood as 
a sequence of relationships with children, 
some biologically theirs and others not. 
Their own (biological) children may live with 
their mother in a separate home; they may 
live with a woman who has children from a 
previous partner, or with a sister who has 
offspring from one or more men who may 
or may not be resident in the household. 
In this environment grandfathers, uncles, 
stepfathers, foster fathers, older brothers, 
cousins and other men may perform vari-
ous social fatherhood functions in relation 
to children, and these men, singly or collec-
tively, are children’s primary source of male 
support. 

While having the capacity to just be part 
of ‘creating’ a child might be seen as proof 
of masculinity for men, in most parts of 
the world a man becomes a father – and 
is treated with the respect attached to the 
role – when he takes responsibility for his 
family and becomes a model of appropriate 
behaviour for young children. Even when a 
father is absent from a child’s everyday life, 
as a result of labour migration or for oth-
er reasons, the father’s authority, deriving 
from the fact that he is the biological father, 
is frequently strong and deeply valued by 
children. The father is also important to a 
child in that a child carries the father’s clan 
name which represents a sense of identi-
ty, membership and belonging to the wider 
extended family. 

Fatherhood in South Africa
The desire to father children and be sur-
vived by them makes men anxious about 
becoming fathers. This anxiety is made 
worse by a cultural belief that devalues a 
person who lives and dies childless. In the 
South African society, a father is a highly 
visible and respected member of society, 
who is also an acknowledged head and 
central authority for his family. A man who 
neither marries nor biologically fathers a 
child may be seen as having failed to build 
a homestead. On the other hand, until he 
pays lobola (bride wealth), a biological fa-
ther may not be recognised as the father of 
a child, especially by the family of the child’s 
mother, and he may be restricted in visiting 
his child at the mother’s family homestead. 
For this reason, a number of South African 

children do not have close relationships 
with their fathers, many of whom fail to pay 
lobola. This is related to the high levels of 
poverty and unemployment in this country, 
and the materialist influences on the in-
creasingly high price of lobola. 

Many young men and women today speak 
with sadness about the fact that they nev-
er knew their biological fathers. Young men 
recognise that they lack experience and 
guidance regarding fathering roles and 
responsibilities. While some are unable to 
afford to pay inhlawulo (damages for im-
pregnating a girl) or lobola, others prefer 
simply not to acknowledge that they are 
the fathers, or are unprepared or unable 
to take on the added responsibility for chil-
dren and family.
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Disempowerment of men
Fatherhood and masculinities in South Af-
rica play out in the context of high levels of 
unemployment that disproportionately af-
fect young black men. This is made worse 
by the historical legacy of racial emascu-
lation whereby African men were treated 
like children and were often called ‘boys’ by 
white people several years younger than 
them. Because of economic constraints, 
young and poor fathers face many chal-
lenges in taking up fatherhood roles and 
responsibilities. Many young and poor fa-
thers are not living with their children or 
in a socially recognised relationship with 
the child’s mother, and are not capable of 
making provision for children. The family 
of the young mother will often not be sup-
portive of the involvement in their family of 
a young man whom they may perceive as 
being ‘irresponsible’. His own family may 
consider him neither old enough nor pre-
pared for such a role. Thus, even where the 
young man himself would like to be a father 
to his child, he may have little ability – finan-
cial, social or legal – to press for access to 
his child. In the face of such hurdles, many 
young men become fathers biologically but 
never see their children again. This is illus-
trated by the little-known fact that former 
President of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, 

fathered a child when he was a teenager 
and has spent a large part of his life search-
ing for his son.

Also, because of poverty and high unem-
ployment, many South African men suffer 
damage to their sense of identity, masculin-
ity, self-esteem and confidence to act as a 
father to their children. The effects may be 
made worse when women take over the role 
of family breadwinner, resulting in the men 
harbouring feelings of envy, resentment 
and failure. This is made even worse when 
community development programmes tar-
get women to the deliberate exclusion of 
men. When men cannot provide money, 
food, accommodation, school fees, health 
care, and the little things that bring joy to 
children, their sense of themselves as fa-
thers, and as men, is severely challenged. 
‘Providing’ is a deeply entrenched part of 
masculine identity, and being unable to 
command financial and material resources 
undermines men’s involvement in families, 
both practically and psychologically. The 
absence or inadequacy of men’s financial 
support for children is a common source 
of conflict within and between families, 
leading to an increase in domestic violence. 
Poor men may try to avoid criticism by dis-
tancing themselves from their children.

Men’s health-seeking behaviours affect their families 
and communities

A number of studies have confirmed that 
current notions of masculinity drive high 
death rates which negatively impact not 

only men, but also women and children 
in families and communities where men 
live. The belief that men should be tough, 
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and that using health services is a sign of 
weakness, is common in South Africa and 
elsewhere in the world. In encouraging 
men to seek health services, South Africa 
needs to adopt a strategy such as the ‘Real 
Men Wear Gowns’ national campaign, used 
by the United States (U.S.) Department of 
Health and Human Services to target men’s 
reluctance to seek out health services when 
they need it. The gown refers to the hospi-
tal robe used in health facilities in the U.S. 
and is generally ridiculed as something that 
men do not want to wear. With humour and 
information, the campaign directly links 
masculinity to men’s poorer health. The 
message is that ‘real men’ know the facts, 
and if they will not go to the doctor for their 
own benefit, they should at least do so for 
the sake of those whom they love.

Men’s health and the roll-out of med-
ical male circumcision
Multiple and concurrent partners, sexual 
violence, low levels of condom use and low 
levels of male circumcision within Southern 
Africa are key drivers of the HIV epidemic. 
These directly affect men’s partners and 
their children. Credit needs to be given for 
the successful start of the campaign for 
medical male circumcision in South Africa 

since 2008, and this is expected to become 
pivotal in curbing the spread of HIV infec-
tion among men and to women. Scientific 
research shows that circumcised men have 
60% less risk of being infected. Not only has 
there been an increase in the number of 
circumcised men, it has also been reported 
that there has been an increase in the num-
ber of males who take up HIV counselling 
and testing. For example, in Bophelo Pele 
centre in Orange Farm, over 80% of males 
who were circumcised have accepted the 
HIV test. The increased roll-out of medical 
male circumcision is mainly courtesy of 
advocacy efforts by the government and 
organisations like Sonke Gender Justice. 
When this is combined with the provision 
of information about prevention on a large 
scale – including screening, distribution of 
condoms, and promotion of sexual and re-
productive health (e.g. encouraging men to 
respect the six weeks recommended absti-
nence period for wound healing after being 
circumcised) – the protection is increased. 
This high uptake of medical male circumci-
sion and HIV counselling and testing rein-
forces the idea of men as being responsible 
and taking positive steps to protect them-
selves and the people around them. Thus, 
they are good role models for younger men.

because of poverty and high unemployment, many 
South African men suffer damage to their sense of 
identity, masculinity, self-esteem and confidence to 

act as a father to their children.
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Men and care in South Africa
In many people’s understanding, care as 
shown by men relates to protecting and 
providing for families. These are taken as 
indicators of good fatherhood practice. In 
South Africa, despite widespread poverty 
and unemployment, many men desire to 
be good fathers – but fall short because of a 
lack of access to resources. However, if the 
definition of caring is extended beyond pro-
vision and protection to include hands-on 

ministering to, and an emotional engage-
ment with children, women, the sick, and 
the aged, it is possible to generate a change 
in masculine identities. Caring practices 
and values promote alternative interpreta-
tions of masculinity and hold some promise 
for responsible, health-conscious and risk-
averse behaviour.
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Many men are involved in caring activities 
from very early ages, and some have suc-
cessfully negotiated dominant masculinity 
images from childhood. For example, a boy 
or young man may look after his younger 
sister, taking her to crèche from the time 
she begins going to school. Some men be-
come primary caregivers for their siblings 
from a very young age, especially at times 
when their mothers are away at work, even 
feeding and doing laundry for their grand-
parents, siblings and cousins. For other 
men, caring may start later, often influenced 
by a particular family member, teacher or 
religious figure that inspires them to be tol-
erant, to promote positive values, and to 
foster a caring attitude towards others.

Masculine roles in relationships
Notions of masculinity are not universal 
nor are they altogether biologically deter-
mined. Understandings of what it means to 
be a man take different forms over time and 
from one society to another. What is con-
sidered to be appropriately male is not the 
same in different relationships; for exam-
ple, men have different relationships with 
their sons, daughters, partners, mothers 
and other older and younger men. These 
different people all understand masculinity 
in different ways and expect different be-
haviours of a man. There is strong evidence 
of children’s ‘father need’ – the need for 

safety, respect, companionship and guid-
ance provided by men. A son or a daugh-
ter might construct their father as a hero 
or protector when he or she is telling their 
friends or when someone has wronged 
them, saying things like, “I will report you 
to my father”, even when the father is ab-
sent. A female partner may construct her 
male partner as absent, uninvolved and not 
responsible. Responsibility is very much 
linked to masculinity in that a man who 
does not or cannot provide financially for 
his family tends to be thought of as ‘not a 
real man’. While it does happen, it is not of-
ten the case that a woman appreciates the 
emotional support she gets from her part-
ner when the financial situation prevents 
him from providing for her material needs 
as he might like.

The media also plays an integral role in shap-
ing masculinities by portraying and glam-
ourising particular patterns of behaviour. 
The media shapes self-understandings 
and ways of behaving. The central images 
of masculinity in the media are physically 
strong fictional characters such as Rambo, 
the Terminator, James Bond, Superman, or 
Spiderman, who use force to conquer ‘bad 
guys’ or heroically sweep women off their 
feet to safety. These images portray men as 
the protectors while women are depicted 
as helpless victims who need these ‘strong 
men’ to ‘save them’. 

Future lessons
The way men behave in South Africa is 
strongly influenced by dominant ideals 
of masculinity, including norms related to 
binge drinking and being strong and tough 

(which often translates into insensitive). 
However, it is possible to engage dynam-
ically with negative and harmful forms 
of masculine identities, and to work on 
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nurturing and promoting alternative im-
ages of men, some of which are becoming 
more and more visible. Both formal educa-
tion, as provided in schools, training insti-
tutions and places of higher education, and 
informal education through media chan-
nels and in the work of NGOs or community 
based organisations, are key areas in which 
societies can display and communicate 
representations of positive fatherhood and 
masculinity. This would help to reduce the 
pressures on men and boys to conform to 
rigid and dangerous forms of masculinity, 
while focusing on the positive experiences 
that men generally report as they become 
more involved in care-giving and their fam-
ily relationships. 

Children need the care and protection of 
men. A man can make all the difference to a 
child’s life by preventing or stopping abuse 

perpetrated by other men. Men need to 
protect children in their neighbourhood, 
at school, on public transport systems and 
in the home. Supportive fathers give girls 
self-confidence and help boys develop 
healthy masculinity and a clear identity. 
One of the biggest impacts of an involved 
father is that he gives credibility to school 
work. Children stay longer at school if their 
fathers support them in education. 

To add to this, increased involvement in fa-
therhood can also benefit men’s own health 
and well-being, and may facilitate their own 
growth, bring them happiness and gratifi-
cation, and foster a more nurturing orien-
tation in general. Fathers who are active in 
the domestic sphere and engage with their 
children also develop less negative health 
behaviour and have lower risks of prema-
ture death and ill health. 
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masculinities in South Africa
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8. Queering man – Homosexuality, 
Masculinity and Heteronormativity  

in the Church
Charlene van der Walt

Being a man
However hard we might fight against it, 
dominant ideas about what it means to be 
a man (or woman) exist. They are repro-
duced and reinforced by the language we 
use, the way we structure our society and 
relationships within it, and the perfect pic-
tures we create to reinforce these ideas. 
Within dominant patriarchal discourse, 
men are mainly defined in relationship to 
women. Men are essentially everything that 
is opposite to women. This links to a gen-
eral assumption that gender is “a set of in-
nate social traits that naturally accompany 
biological sex1”, and that because men and 
women are essentially ‘opposite’ biological-
ly, they are also to be completely different 
socially. Within this either-or construction, 
men also become everything that is supe-
rior to women. Ruether (2002:3) picks up 

1 Tolbert (2000:99)

on these trends when she defines feminism 
as “a critical stance that challenges the pa-
triarchal gender paradigm that associates 
males with human characteristics defined 
as superior and dominant and females with 
those defined as inferior and auxiliary”.

This common understanding of masculin-
ity as superior provides a framework that 
contributes to situations of violence and 
abuse. Rachel Jewkes from the Gender 
and Health Group at the Medical Research 
Council in Pretoria has developed a model 
for explaining the causes of partner/gender 
based violence. She presents it as “a con-
stellation or web of associated and medi-
ating factors and processes which are cen-
trally influenced by ideas about masculinity 
and the position of women in a society, and 
ideas about the use of violence” (Jewkes et 
al 2002:1615). 
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Fundamental to the understanding of vio-
lence against women are two separate yet 
connected ideological concepts (or social 
assumptions). Firstly, the ideology of male 
superiority “legitimates the disciplining of 
women, often for transgression of conser-
vative female gender roles, and often also 
[lends approval to] the use of force in this” 
(Jewkes, as above). The second ideological 
factor that serves as an explanation for the 
high incidence of violence against women 
is the so-called ‘culture of violence’ where 
violence is deployed frequently as a tool 
for conflict resolution2. Jewkes (2002:1426) 
describes this ideological issue as follows: 
“Cross-cultural studies of intimate partner 
violence suggest that it is much more fre-
quent in societies where violence is usual 
in conflict situations and political strug-
gles. An example of this relation is South 
Africa, where not only is there a history of 
violent state repression and community 
insurrection, but also violence is deployed 
frequently in many situations including dis-
putes between neighbours and colleagues 
at work … Many cultures condone the use 
of physical violence by men against women 
in certain circumstances and within certain 
boundaries of severity.” She goes on to say 

2 Jewkes (2002:1426) 

that women who have grown up in a violent 
home are more likely to accept abuse as a 
norm. 

The two abovementioned social assump-
tions about men’s superiority and the cul-
ture of violence are essential aspects of the 
hegemonic forms of masculinity that are 
constructed within a patriarchal tradition. 
They lead to oppression of and violence 
against women in at least two ways. First, 
they make beating a woman acceptable, 
because it is simply seen as a demonstra-
tion of male power over the lesser power 
of women in a culture that accepts violence 
as a normal way to deal with conflict. At 
the same time, “[t]hey act to disempower 
women [further] through denying equal 
access to education, employment and po-
litical roles [because of the belief in the 
inferiority of women]. In so doing, they im-
pact on women’s perceptions of self-worth 
and self-efficiency, as well as reducing their 
social and economic ability to leave a rela-
tionship, return to family and/or live alone 
and thus severely curtail their ability to act 
against an abuser” (Jewkes et al 2002:1615).

On the other hand, these dominant social 
assumptions have not been accepted by 
everyone in society, but have also been 

Fundamental to the understanding of violence against 
women are two separate yet connected ideological 

concepts ... Firstly, the ideology of male superiority ... 
[Secondly,] the so-called ‘culture of violence’
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critiqued by many people, including theo-
logians from various traditions as well as 
church leaders and communities. As a pro-
phetic community which lives by the values 
of the Gospel that encourages believers 

to a life of radical love,3 it is clear that the 
dehumanisation of women through acts 
of violence is unacceptable and should be 
countered by language and actions that en-
courage justice, love and peace. 

Man = Heterosexual
Apart3 from men being defined over and 
against women, men are also framed as 
ideally being in relationship with women. A 
real man is thus one who is in a heterosex-
ual relationship with a woman, and prefer-
ably married (considering the Christian em-
phasis on marriage). To be a ‘normal man’ 
thus implies being a heterosexual man, one 
who is sexually attracted to women; thus, 
to be attracted to other men is seen as ab-
normal. The term ‘heteronormativity’ refers 
to the dominance of the social assumption 
that heterosexuality is normal and any 
other orientation or form of sexuality is 
abnormal. 

Heteronormative discourse describes real-
ity primarily and exclusively from the posi-
tion of the heterosexual. “This is the idea, 
dominant in most societies, that hetero-
sexuality is the only ‘normal’ sexual orien-
tation, only sexual or marital relations be-
tween women and men are acceptable and 
each sex has certain natural roles in life, 
so-called gender roles.” (ActionAid 2009:1) 
Within the heteronormative world view, 
there is only space for heterosexual expe-
riences, constructions and realities and any 

3 Cheng (2011) describes radical love as follows: “(it) is a love 
so extreme that it dissolves our existing boundaries, whether 
they are boundaries that separate us from other people, that 
separate us from preconceived notions of sexuality and gender 
identity, or that separate us from God.”

other alternative is criminalised, discrimi-
nated against, and the rights of people who 
do not fit the norm are systematically un-
dermined. Moreover, heteronormativity of-
ten gives rise to homophobic attitudes and 
hate crimes4. 

Within the African context heteronorma-
tivity is further reinforced by describing 
homosexuality as un-African, un-Christian 
and counter to the Biblical norm. How-
ever, Togarasei and Chitando (2011:114-
123) explain how the so called un-African 
argument against homosexuality (which 
contends that the whole debate on same-
sex sexuality is in fact part of the Western 
agenda of cultural imperialism) is based on 
a false reading of human rights. Referring 
to two categories of African intellectuals 
that actively promote homophobia (male 

4 South Africa is also considered to be the birth place of 
so-called “‘corrective rape’: an act of violence against women 
committed by men ostensibly to ‘cure’ lesbians of their 
nonconforming sexual orientation – or correct it – the belief 
being that homosexuality is an imported white disease (from 
the colonial empire)” Di Silvio (2011:1470). “Attackers, 
often family members, friends, or neighbours of the victims, 
say they are teaching lesbian women ‘a lesson’ by raping 
them and ‘showing them how to be a ‘real’ woman’” p.1471). 
Although Black Lesbians are the main targets of ‘corrective 
rape’, any woman with a nonconforming sexual identity is at 
risk, seeing that the aim or goal is to ‘cure’ or simply to pun-
ish any nonconforming sexual orientations. Thus, any woman 
thought to be ‘too different or insufficiently feminine’ and 
who fails to stay invisible is at risk. Accordingly 86% of black 
lesbians from the Western Cape in this study said they lived 
in fear of sexual assault. 
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politicians and theologians and church 
leaders), they point out that 5 “so called 
‘un-African’ arguments against homosexu-
ality fail to observe that ‘African culture’ is 
in itself a contested term. There is no con-
sensus on what ‘African culture’ means as 
it comprises a diversity of lived experienc-
es; it is never static, but rather a dynamic 
developing notion”. To be truly African thus 

5 Togarasei and Chitando (2011:114-123) here refer to Rob-
ert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, Yoweri Museveni of Uganda and 
the previous president of Namibia, Sam Nujoma. 

means to take seriously that people are in 
fact not all the same. Peterson (1994:223) 
states that resistance to this … tendency… 
recognises that life is basically like a good 
conversation “that respects the ‘otherness 
of the other’; it is committed to hearing the 
voice of the other … [and] does not and 
will not attempt to reduce the Other to the 
Same. Pluralism [variations between peo-
ple in any society] is thus a given fact of 
political, cultural, theological and religious 
life.” The ‘un-African’ arguments deny the 
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basic pluralism of life by simply ignoring the 
numerous stories and examples of same-
sex individuals and communities within the 
African collective. 

Within faith communities, the social as-
sumption that a real man has to be het-
erosexual and the fear of or discrimi-
nation against homosexuals (known as 
homophobia) are informed by religious 
beliefs and fuelled by conservative reli-
gious leaders. These notions are often re-
inforced by narrow Bible interpretation. 
Choon-Leong Seow (1996:17-34) divides 
texts used against the practice of homosex-
uality into four categories: legal texts that 
explicitly forbid same-sex relationships 
(Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13), narrative pas-
sages that are said to illustrate its wrong-
fulness (Genesis 19:1-14 and Judges 19:22), 

New Testament lists of inappropriate and 
wrongful behaviours (Romans 1:26-27, 1 
Corinthians 6:9-10 and 1 Timothy 1:9-10) 
and the creation accounts in Genesis 1-2. 
Uncritical and rigid approaches to reading 
the above-mentioned texts are often used 
to justify discrimination. These approaches 
do not take into account the historical con-
text (of the passage itself and of the person 
reading the text), and easily exclude people 
who do not fit into the assumed ‘norm’ of 
the church. They are used to construct ex-
clusivist communities, which label or totally 
exclude people who do not fit into the cat-
egory ‘heterosexual’, and where homopho-
bia is assumed to be the only reasonable 
response to people with anything other 
than heterosexual identities. Indeed, they 
are sometimes even used to justify violence 
against gay people.

Imagining an alternative
While the dominant view in almost all reli-
gious organisations and churches is as de-
scribed above, there have over the years 
been alternative voices, which have chal-
lenged faith communities to oppose dis-
crimination and homophobia. For instance, 
Nobel prize winner Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu (1997:3) has condemned in no un-
certain terms the negative stance which 
churches have taken in relation to gay and 
lesbian individuals: “I have found the po-
sition of the church illogical, irrational and 
frankly un-Christian, totally untenable ...”; 
“… if the church, after the victory of apart-
heid, is looking for a worthy moral crusade, 
then this is it: the fight against homophobia 
and heterosexism”.

Inclusive and Affirming Ministries (IAM) is 
an NGO based in Cape Town, South Afri-
ca, that has been engaging with alternative 
communities in Africa on this issue for the 
last 18 years. IAM is a hands-on contextually 
engaged organisation that strives towards 
a life-affirming praxis that moves creatively 
between theological theory and the often 
painful lived realities faced by countless 
gay people in African contexts. IAM’s vision 
is of faith communities in Africa that are 
welcoming and affirming; where Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex and 
Queer (LGBTIQ) people can participate fully 
and be strengthened in their spiritual, psy-
chological and sexual identity as human be-
ings. IAM works towards this vision through 
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programs that stimulate dialogue in order 
to build welcoming, affirming and inclusive 
faith communities. IAM has come to under-
stand the challenges facing LGBTIQ people 
within their faith communities in the follow-
ing metaphors: 

 � Closed Minds – Lack of understand-
ing of diversity in sexuality and religion 

due to fundamentalism, patriarchy and 
homophobia

 � Closed Hearts – Lack of exposure to and 
empathy for the pain and hurt of the 
marginalised

 � Closed Doors – Lack of safe spaces to 
start journeys that recognise diversity 
and build inclusive communities. 

Tools and strategies for creating life-giving 
alternatives in practice

In order to transform faith communities 
and create life-giving alternatives to situ-
ations of discrimination and violence, IAM 
contextually engages within faith commu-
nities in Africa in order to transform them 
to become communities with open minds, 
hearts and doors.

IAM offers two important tools for helping 
people re-imagine their lives, their faith 
and their faith communities in a way that 
takes seriously their own contexts and their 
experiences, and opens up the power of 
Scripture to speak into their lives. These 
tools might prove to be especially valuable 
for leaders within faith communities that 
have to somehow deal with sexual diversity 

within their specific context. Sexual diversi-
ty is clearly not something that can be de-
nied or simply resolved by ignoring it. 

Theoretical tools
If we truly are a community of radical love 
that strives for the affirmation of human 
dignity for all, then the following tools might 
be useful: 

1. Exposing and unmasking the hetero
normative myth
Queer Theory is a critical discipline that 
develops and builds on the work of the 
French Philosopher, Michel Foucault, 
and aims to unmask and undermine the 

sexuality is itself socially constructed, ... no one 
is 100% masculine or 100% feminine, ... we are all 

comprised of combinations of characteristics and 
sexual orientations.
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heteronormative myth. It questions the 
assumption that heterosexuality is the 
norm. He does so by showing that sexual-
ity is itself socially constructed, and that in 
reality, no one is 100% masculine or 100% 
feminine, that we are all comprised of com-
binations of characteristics and sexual ori-
entations. Queer Theory functions from the 
margins and strives to question the ‘nor-
mal’ and to trouble the generally accepted. 
“[Q]ueer studies have become well-known 
for interrogating the boundaries and cate-
gories that structure discourses of sexuali-
ty and gender (e.g. the either-or distinction 
between ‘heterosexual’ and ‘homosexu-
al,’ ‘straight’ and ‘gay,’ ‘male’ and ‘female’). 
[Q]ueer analysis today [also] increasingly 
brings a critical lens to bear on the intersec-
tion of sexual dynamics with other dynam-
ics such as race, class, nation and culture.” 
(Hornsby and Stone 2011:ix)

Queer Theory moves towards these goals 
by making use of a number of strategies:

1.  Critical reflection on heteronormativi-
ty and the dehumanisation that often 
results.

2.  Development of a vocabulary for gay/
queer people to speak about their ex-
periences of sexuality6.

3.  The development and promotion of 
counter-narratives and voices that 
challenge the dominant assumptions. 

6 Cheng (2011:9) describes Queer Theology as comprising 
the following: “First, queer theology is LGBT people ‘talking 
about God’. Second, queer theology is ‘talking about God’ in 
a self-consciously transgressive manner, especially in terms 
of challenging societal norms about sexuality and gender. 
Third, queer theology is ‘talk about God’ that challenges 
and deconstructs the natural binary categories of sexual and 
gender identity.”

In order for faith communities to transform 
and to become aware of the life-denying 
and dehumanising effect of heteronorma-
tive practices and systems, the stories of 
LGTBIQ people need to be heard. Rather 
than shying away from alternative voices, 
safe spaces should be created where real 
dialogue can take place. White (1997:141) 
suggests that when people stand together 
in solidarity, however briefly and partially, 
it “… provides us with the opportunity to 
look back on our taken-for-granted ways 
of thinking and being in the world.” White 
(1997:141) believes that this makes it pos-
sible for people to “think outside the lim-
its of what we would otherwise think, to 
challenge aspects of our own participation 
in the reproduction of dominance, and to 
identify options for action in addressing 
disadvantage and inequality that would not 
otherwise be available to us.”

By creating safe spaces where the voices 
of the individuals are embraced within the 
safety of a caring community of faith, the 
possibility for ‘compassionate witnessing’ 
exists. Weingarten (2003: 21-38) describes 
the ideal witnessing position in relation to 
violence as one of ‘awareness and empow-
erment’ where we are able to acknowledge 
losses, to support mourning and grief, to 
humanise the enemy, and to witness in-
dividual and collective pain with as much 
heartfelt compassion as we can muster. In 
‘compassionate witnessing’ and a stance 
of solidarity, a possibility for ‘reasonable 
hope’ exists. “Reasonable hope …suggests 
something both sensible and moderate, 
directing our attention to what is within 
reach ... Reasonable hope softens the po-
larity between hope and despair, hope and 
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hopelessness and allows for (more) people 
to place themselves in the category of the 
hopeful … Reasonable hope is relational; 
consists of practice; maintains that the fu-
ture is open, uncertain and influenceable; 
seeks goals and pathways to them; and ac-
commodates doubt, contradiction and de-
spair” (Weingarten 2010:7-9).

2. Countering exclusivist practices of 
Bible interpretation
If we are to encourage our faith communi-
ties to become inclusive and life-affirming, 
it is important to strive and seek for life-af-
firming, inclusive, alternative approaches 
and strategies to reading the Bible. As theo-
logians, church leaders and believers, we 
should strive towards a more responsible 
and accountable reading of the Bible. 

Responsible Bible readers should, amongst 
other things, be encouraged to take the fol-
lowing dimensions seriously in the process 
of Bible interpretation:

1. The world-behind-the-text: The Bible in its 
current form had a very complex process 
of formation and development. To respon-
sibly engage with the Biblical text it is im-
portant to give some attention to the world 
from which the text developed. Who the 
writer/s of the text were, the socio-political 
position of the writer/s, the socio-cultur-
al world that the writer inhabited and the 
cultural practices that were dominant in a 
specific era are all relevant and important 
issues within this dimension. 

2. The world-of-the-text: The Bible is a liter-
ary document that consists of the contribu-
tion of many writers who wrote in a number 

of different styles. We find within the Bible 
examples of poetry, wisdom saying, narra-
tives and prophetic visions. It is important 
to keep in mind the integrity of these dif-
ferent genres and to reform our interpreta-
tions to the ground rules of different styles 
of writing. 

Verses, periscopes and stories are em-
bedded in various chapters and in differ-
ent books, which form the context of each 
verse, and are part of the holistic integrity 
of the Bible as a whole. Reading verses out 
of context and without a point of reference 
is irresponsible and often life-denying. 

3. The world-in-front-of-the-text: This di-
mension takes seriously the role of the 
reader in the interpretation process. Lawrie 
describes it as follows: “(T)he reader does 
not merely discover meaning, but plays an 
active part in the creation of meaning.” The 
reader does not engage with text in a vac-
uum, but rather within the creative interac-
tion between text and context. “The specific 
context of the reader provides the horizon 
of understanding that enables the reader to 
make sense of the text” (Lawrie 2005:111). 
Within a responsible approach to Bible in-
terpretation, it is thus important to become 
aware of one’s own interpretative context 
and the biases or social assumptions that 
one brings to the process. 

Strategies
Finally, on a practical level, the following 
two strategies might offer creative alterna-
tives to exclusivist practices of Bible inter-
pretation and thus promote the inclusion 
for LGTBIQ-people within faith communi-
ties in Africa:
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1. Intercultural contextual Bible 
reading:
In the intercultural Bible reading space, 
individual culturally imbedded narratives 
and ideological viewpoints are met by ‘the 
other’ who may see things from a different 
perspective. This community of alternative 
viewpoints might offer individual tools and 
language with which they could critically 
engage with their own life experiences and 
consequently begin to unmask ‘normal’ be-
havior within a given context as violent, ex-
clusive or abusive. Exposure to ‘the other’ in 
a safe space creates an awareness of diver-
sity, holds the potential for true dialogue 
and creates a possibility for inclusivity. The 
intercultural Bible reading space thus holds 
the potential for social transformation. 

The intercultural Bible reading space the-
oretically developed out of the combined 
hermeneutical framework of Feminism and 
African hermeneutics. Whereas Feminism 
argues for the importance of the contex-
tually imbedded voice of the individual, 
African hermeneutics theoretically offers a 
communal space where the voice of the in-
dividual can be heard. 

The praxis of the intercultural Bible reading 
process therefore implies the coming to-
gether of diverse individuals from different 
cultural backgrounds within a safe space 
that allows for the interaction between 
these individuals and the culturally diverse 
Biblical text.

The intercultural Bible reading space holds 
remarkable potential for the deadlocked 
situation with regard to the issue of ho-
mosexuality within faith communities. 
This statement rings true for a number of 

reasons and I would like to highlight a few 
as end remarks:

 � The intercultural Bible reading space 
does not merely tolerate diversity; it 
starts from the reality that diversity ex-
ists between people. 

 � The intercultural and contextual Bible 
reading space takes the Bible seriously 
within popular contexts. Togarasei and 
Chitando (2011:120) point out that “[t]he 
Bible plays a major role in influencing at-
titudes towards same-sex relationships 
in Africa. It enjoys an authoritative status 
in terms of shaping attitudes towards the 
phenomenon. How the Bible is read and 
acted upon will continue to be a major 
factor in debates on same-sex relation-
ships”. They go on to say that, while there 
is an important role for critical Biblical 
scholarship to expose the problems with 
using the Bible against same-sex relation-
ships, it is the popular Bible readings of 
Leviticus and some of Paul’s statements 
that continue to be used to condemn 
homosexuality. And they conclude that 
“[i]n order to promote tolerance and di-
alogue, there is a need to influence the 
popular reading of the Bible in Africa.” 

  One way this can be achieved is by bring-
ing together critical Biblical scholars and 
lay readers with a variety of interpretive 
tools to communally engage with the Bi-
ble text, not as an authoritative rule book, 
but as a kind of mirror to our lives in our 
specific contexts. This opens the possi-
bility for ‘troubling’ exclusive practices of 
Bible interpretation. In this way, Biblical 
text is welcomed as one conversation 
partner amongst others. It is put on an 
equal level with the socially embedded 
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stories of the women and men taking 
part in the Bible reading exercise. Mod-
ern readers can be encouraged, within 
these reading communities, to ask criti-
cal questions of the Bible text and to read 
against the grain (see below) in order to 
unmask life-denying ideas and practices. 
The intercultural contextual Bible read-
ing space thus creates safe spaces. 

 � The primary contribution that the inter-
cultural Bible reading space could poten-
tially offer is the creation of safe spaces 
where both women and men, in a caring 
and supportive environment, can engage 
with the realities of a violent/homopho-
bic/xenophobic culture.

2. Reading against the grain: 
Jacqueline E. Lapsley (2005:4) encourages 
readers to “feel empowered to read the 
whole of Scripture with ears turned to the 
whisperings of the text that affirm both 
women’s experience and Christian faith.” 

I would like to expand her emphasis on 
women to include the experiences of the 
LGTBIQ community. Conservative funda-
mentalist faith communities have done well 
to hear what the Bible shouts out, mainly 
because of the strong cultural presence 
within Biblical literature, and to quote this 
hard, often mean, voice in order to exclude. 
May we develop the discipline to hear the 
life-affirming whisper of God’s voice as we 
read the Bible within diverse contexts and 
with others who are very different from 
ourselves.

All the above-mentioned strategies and 
tools are intended to help and empower 
faith communities and leaders to become 
more aware, more responsible and more 
inclusive. My hope is that the voice of the 
LGTBIQ community will encourage us to be-
come who we already are in Christ: a com-
munity of radical love, a community that 
allows for the flourishing of all men and 
women. 

Exposure to ‘the other’ [in the safe space of 
intercultural Bible reading] creates an awareness 

of diversity, holds the potential for true dialogue 
and creates a possibility for inclusivity [and] social 

transformation.
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Questions for Discussion
The following sets of questions are intended for study groups or individual readers 
who want to engage more deeply with the content of any of the chapters. They are 
intended to stimulate thought, and to help readers relate what they have read to their 
own situations. Thus, there are no single ‘right’ answers in most cases. 

1. Zulu Masculinity – Culture, Faith and the Constitution

 1.  Hegemonic masculinity defines what it means to be an ‘ideal’ or ‘real’ man in soci-
ety. What is your definition of an ‘ideal’ or ‘real’ man? Is he aggressive and compet-
itive, or does he act differently? Why?

 2.  Give examples of the three forms of masculinity, other than hegemonic, that you 
have witnessed in your own context: complicit, subordinate and marginal mascu-
linity. In what ways do these understandings of masculinity not fit the ‘ideal’? How 
are men in your area who do not ‘fit in’ treated by men who do see themselves as 
fitting the hegemonic understanding of what it is to be a ‘real man’? How do they 
respond to such treatment?

 3.  What changes have you noticed in relations between South African men and wom-
en as a result of the equality clause in the Bill of Rights?

 4.  As a South African man, which of Morrell’s reactions to changing gender relations 
(reactive, accommodating, or responsive) do you identify with most? Or, as a South 
African woman, which reaction best describes an important man in your life?

 5.  In traditional Zulu society men are given socially privileged positions over women 
by being required to fulfil the gender-based roles of conducting rituals and pro-
viding resources. Women, unmarried men and gay men are discriminated against 
as a result. Do you believe that these understandings of culture can and/or should 
change? Why or why not?

 6.  For many men, faith practices are influenced by their understandings of both 
masculinity and femininity. The patriarchs of the Old Testament had the strongest 
influence on the participants’ faith, which often justified their patriarchal cultur-
al and faith practices. How does culture influence your own faith tradition? How 
does your faith influence the way you think about relationships between men and 
women?
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 7.  The political culture shown in the Bill of Rights equality clause has caused confu-
sion and tension for men in understanding their masculine identities, particularly 
around issues of gender rights and homosexuality. How does your understanding 
of gender equality affect your views on masculine identity?

 8.  In general, the participants seemed to struggle with the rapidly changing social 
context in South African society. All three of Morrell’s responses to changing ex-
pectations of being a man were demonstrated by the participants. What respons-
es do you most strongly identify with (as a man) or with the men in your life (as a 
woman)? Why?

 9.  Which of Morrell’s responses to the legal changes related to gender in South Africa 
(reactive, accommodating and responsive) do you think is most effective in the 
context of the HIV and AIDS pandemic and a high occurrence of gender-based 
violence? Why?

2. Masculinity and Transition – Crisis or Confusion in South Africa

 1.  The writer claims that women in South Africa constantly live in fear. Do you agree? 
What would have to change in society for women to feel more at ease?

 2.  Do you believe that masculinity is in crisis in South Africa today? Hamber offers 
some other explanations for the problems in gender relations. What are they? Do 
you agree?

 3.  Hamber argues that the changes in gender relations are also confusing for wom-
en. Do you agree? What are the consequences of this?

 4.  What do you think are some positive ways forward in creating gender justice in 
South Africa today?

3.   A Holistic Approach to Gender Transformation – Beyond ‘Women’s 
Struggles’ vs ‘Masculinity Work’

 1.  The author argues that both land and the legacy of apartheid influence gender 
relations in South Africa today.

  a)  Do you agree that rural women are disempowered by not being able to ac-
cess land, except through male family members? Should this change? If yes, 
what cultural and traditional factors need to be addressed that influence land 
ownership?

  b)  What legacies of apartheid most influence gender relations in South Africa? 
What can be done to surface them and consciously do things differently?
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 2.  The author also lists other factors, like structural inequality, poverty, race, culture, 
tradition, religion and HIV and AIDS. Discuss how these impact on gender rela-
tions, or are influenced by gender relations.

  a)  What needs to change to transform gender relations so that they benefit both 
men and women?

  b)  What can you and/or your church or organisation do differently to transform 
these aspects of gender relations in your community?

 3.  The author concludes by saying that the best way forward is for men and women 
to dialogue and work together to change gender relations. Do you agree? What 
might be some difficulties with this approach, and how might you overcome them? 

4. A Perspective from a Traditional Leader

 1. Is there anything in this article that is not clear to you? What is it?

 2. What do you agree with in this article?

 3. What do you disagree with?

 4. Do you agree that traditional practices have been distorted? If yes, which ones?

 5.  Do you think some traditional practices should be preserved? Do you think others 
should be changed? Give examples and/or reasons.

5. Masculinity, Sexuality and Religion

 1.  Does your church engage in gender, HIV and sexuality related issues, or do you 
know of other churches in your community that do? If yes, what are they doing? If 
not, why not?

 2.  How does your church define masculinity? How does this chapter define it? What 
links do you see? What differences?

 3.  How much influence do you think the church has in society about these issues? 
Think of your own church or other churches you know – do they have a positive or 
negative influence on people’s attitudes and behaviours about these issues?

 4.  How can you, as part of the church, contribute to shaping the teachings, attitudes 
and actions of the church around these issues?

6. A Gender Equality Perspective

 1. Is there anything in this article that is not clear to you? If so, what is it?

 2. What do you agree with in this article?
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 3. What do you disagree with?

 4.  Look again at the recommendations the Commission for Gender Equality is mak-
ing for involving men in the process of gender transformation in South Africa. Do 
you think they are helpful? Which ones can you contribute to, or are you already 
contributing to, in your own life and work? Plan some next steps to make some 
new things happen. 

7. Fatherhood and Masculinities in South Africa

 1.  The writers say that fatherhood is more than the biological fact of producing chil-
dren. What else do they say fatherhood involves? Do you agree?

 2.  Which aspects of fatherhood do you believe are most important? How do these 
other aspects of fatherhood relate to manhood (what it means to be a man)?

 3.  How do the writers say poverty affects men’s sense of manhood, and men’s ability 
to be good fathers? Do you agree?

 4.  Which aspects of the popular understanding of manhood are bad for men’s 
health?

 5. What would need to change for men to live a more healthy lifestyle?

 6. What would you like to change in your own life and your relationships, if anything?

8.  Queering Man – Homosexuality, Masculinity and Heteronormativity in the 
Church

 1. Is there anything that is not clear to you?

 2. What do you agree with?

 3. What do you disagree with?

 4.  In response to arguments that homosexuality is un-African, the author says that 
“To be truly African thus means to take seriously that people are in fact not all the 
same.” What do you think she means by this, in terms of the African traditional 
values that you are aware of? Do you agree?

 5.  She goes on to summarise the causes of the challenges faced by people who are 
not heterosexual as: closed minds, closed hearts and closed doors. In what ways is this true 
in your own [faith] community? Think of concrete examples if you can.

 6.  What can you do in your own [faith] community to open minds, hearts and doors 
to all people, regardless of their gender identity or sexual orientation?
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Glossary of Common  
Gender-Related Terms

Culture – customs, ideas and social behaviours of a particular people or group, and which 
are regarded as acceptable

Gender – ways in which society defines what men and women should be like, what roles, 
qualities and behaviours are considered appropriate for women and men respectively. 
Gender-normative behaviour complies with social expectations.

Gender-based violence (GBV) – any violent act between men and women that results in 
physical, sexual or psychological harm, whether occurring in public or private life

Gender identity – how one identifies oneself as male, female, transgender. Some people 
who feel they are a ‘man in a woman’s body’, or vice versa, find it very challenging to fit in, 
because most societies assume that all people’s gender identity is congruent with their bi-
ological identity.

Gender order – ways in which society selects and defines which ideas about gender should 
regulate social behaviour.

Gender roles – expected duties and responsibilities, rights and privileges of men and 
women/boys and girls dictated by cultural factors and influenced by religious, economic, 
and political systems

Gender relations – organised social practices that determine the relationships between 
men and women, whether in personal life, inter-personal interaction or on a larger scale. 
Gender relations can be between individuals or organised in social structures.

Heteronormativity –  the assumption that being heterosexual is the only normal way to 
be and to live, and this often goes with prejudice that assumes any other sexual orientation 
is immoral or sinful

Heterosexual – a sexual orientation that involves being attracted to the opposite sex

Heterosexism –  attitudes, bias, and discrimination in favour of opposite-sex sexuality and 
relationships, including the assumption that everyone is heterosexual or that opposite-sex 
attraction and relationships are the norm and therefore superior
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Homophobia – fear of, discrimination and bias against gays and lesbians (men and women 
who have homosexual orientations)

Homosexual – a sexual orientation that involves being attracted to the same sex

Masculinity – culturally defined characteristics of what it means to be a man – as under-
stood by individuals or whole communities or societies

Masculinities – concept that there is no one pattern of masculinity that is found every-
where, because different cultures and periods of history construct gender differently

Masculinism – the ideology or belief system that justifies and naturalises male domina-
tion, and thus supports patriarchy by ensuring people comply with unequal power relations 
between men and women because they believe that this is the way the world should be

Patriarchy – a system which gives men power over women and other men; this is not nec-
essarily the control of individual men over individual women, but controls individuals by the 
way they are defined in their society. It relies on masculinism (see above) to be accepted.

Power – This book mainly makes use of the definition of power that is mostly used in the 
world – i.e ‘power-over’. This refers to the ability to make other people do what you want 
them to do or believe what you want them to believe; this may be because of physical 
strength, or because of a higher position in society or an institution, or because traditional 
beliefs give one type of person more power over another. ‘Power-under’ is a negative term, 
used to explain the destructive use of power (usually power-over) by individuals and groups 
who are suffering from unresolved trauma, sustained oppression and emotional damage, 
which leads them to ‘act out’ defensively or aggressively – mostly against the people who 
are closest to them or powerless, and not objectively a threat at all. 

Other more positive forms of power also exist, and are important for social change to take 
place. These include: ‘power-to’ – the ability to do something successfully (which an op-
pressed person or group often takes time to (re)discover in themselves); ‘Power-with’ – the 
strength of shared or collective action; collective power, or the power of social movements; 
it can also refer to an individual’s strength to act with support; ‘Power-within’ – the psycho-
logical and spiritual (inner) resources and strength a person has to be resilient in the face of 
adversity, and to be confident to confront power as needed to bring about change. 

Sex – the biological, physical make-up that differentiates men from women

Sexual orientation – related to the object of a person’s sexual and romantic attraction – 
typically to those of the opposite sex (heterosexual) or the same sex (homosexual) or both 
(bisexual). However, research shows that sexual attraction may be less clearly definable 
and occurs on a continuum. 
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