
discussion 

I BELIEVE that naming an injusti ce is an essenti al early 
step in the process of overcoming it. For removing an is-
sue from the shadows illuminates its complexity, highlights 
potenti al opportuniti es for change and encourages self-
conscious refl ecti on. 

Someti mes obstructi ons or blockages can occur in this 
process, especially when the implicati ons of this injusti ce 
are recognized. Tamasese and Waldegrave identi fi ed three 
common obstructi ons that may result from the naming of 
an injusti ce that strengthen resistance to change, namely 
paralysis, individualizing and patronizing 

Paralysis refers to where we get stuck in our guilt and 
shame and instead of moving forward into possibiliti es; 
we may even regress into past unsuccessful and unhealthy 
modes of being and behaving. The problem seems too 
big to tackle, too enormous to change, too scary to take 
on. We fear that our very selves will be crushed under the 
weight of the need to help bring about change. To avoid 
this risk, we do nothing and feel impotent. Sadly this pas-
sive response functi ons as a form of control because it fur-
ther entrenches the status quo. Nothing will change.

Individualizing is also a closely associated response when 
threatened with criti cisms of especially gender, racial 
and cultural oppression. In this country and in the men’s 
movement in parti cular, we have seen how so-called lib-
eral white people and so-called sensiti ve men somehow 
separate themselves from their cultural and gender histo-
ries and claim that they can only be responsible for their 

personal behaviour. They att empt to be the individual 
paragons of racial, cultural or gender equality. For exam-
ple it is diffi  cult to imagine how apartheid could ever have 
happened in South Africa when almost every white person 
you talk to says how much they disliked the system and 
have no hatred for “the Blacks”. And it is diffi  cult to imag-
ine how we can sti ll have such high numbers of violence 
against women when the majority of men you talk to will 
say – especially during the 16 days of acti vism - what a ter-
rible thing it is to hear of so many women and girls been 
raped and killed in the country.

Individualizing the problem avoids both the sense of be-
longing and the responsibility to change the fundamental 
problem. I, as a white male South African, was not alive 
when the system of patriarchy fi rst took root in this coun-
try, nor when the Nati onalists came to power aft er the Sec-
ond World War and apartheid was formally implemented. 
As a result of it though I grew up more privileged than 
many other males who were born at the same ti me and 
classifi ed as “Coloured, Indian or African.” And I certainly 
was off ered more opportuniti es than females who were 
born at the same ti me, especially African women whose 
lives were dictated by the unholy trinity of race, class and 
gender oppression. I now have the choice as a man of ei-
ther working to stop this system of gender oppression or 
to conti nue benefi ti ng from it. Individualizing the issue 
does not assist in meeti ng the basic challenge.

The patronizing response is more crude, but no less com-
mon than paralysis or individualizing. This refers to peo-
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ple from the discriminati ng group who U-turn to such an 
extent that they become the self-appointed spokespeople 
for the group their gender oppresses. Men start speaking 
for women. Not only is this response quite inappropriate, 
it is likely to become inaccurate and resented. This sadly 
has become the primary response of many of the so-called 
men’s groups within the country who claim to be working 
to end men’s violence against women.

So given this outline of naming an injusti ce, and the associ-
ated responses of paralysis, individualizing and patronizing 
how can it be applied to the traffi  cking of women and girls. 
Firstly, naming the problem. Could it be the problem is the 
women themselves?  Aft er all it is common for men to ar-
gue that women are the real problem. 

No, I don’t believe it is so. Rather the problem is us men 
and the systems we have created over ti me which entrench 
our positi on at the top of the social hierarchy and give us 
untold power and authority, for in patriarchal systems men 
are located in such a way as to have virtually total and ex-
clusive access to the enti re range of resources available 
within society. It is normally at this point of saying this that 
you can see men getti  ng ready to jump up and object and 
deny any involvement. And I am sure that based on past 
experiences some of our sisters are getti  ng ready to jump 
up and off er their unconditi onal support to men as well. 
But the truth is that as men we have a special role to play 
in combati ng gender inequality because we are the reason 
that gender inequality and violence against women occurs. 

The injusti ce to be named is the conti nued demand that 
we as men make for power, for authority and for status. 
Women are there to fuel our needs, our wants and our 
lusts. It is this that fuels this evil. We cannot run from this. 
It is uncomfortable to hear, because to focus on men and 
men’s violence to women and girls unsett les us as men, it 
makes problemati c the way we are as men in the world. 

Everything within this country is set out for men. Even 
when the calls were made to legalize prosti tuti on in ti me 
for the world cup, the reasons given were not because it 
may protect women engaging in prosti tuti on or prevent 
illegal traffi  cking. Oh no! The reasons given were so that 
men “could enjoy the delights of African fl esh.” The pro-
posal was based on the convenience and happiness of sex-
buying men. 

So, if we men are the problem and the injusti ce named as 
our conti nued dominance over women, what possible so-
luti ons are there? Truthfully it is a daunti ng task. Because 
for us to tackle this issue means delving deeply into what it 
means to be a man, our atti  tudes, what our real values are 
and not the ones we like to sprout in front of conferences. 
It means examining how our lives are constructed, look-
ing at the structural inequaliti es that perpetuate violence 
against women in all its forms, one of which is traffi  cking. It 
is a task that requires of us to look both within and without.

And we can become paralysed. First, by our own shame and 
guilt. We can become so overcome with being part of this 
violence that we retreat into our selves and never venture 

out again. As a man it can be very diffi  cult to hear the pain 
and experiences of women, especially when some of what 
is said strikes a chord within us and echoes throughout our 
being. I have been witness to men wilt away in the face 
of such pain, unable to deal with themselves and all that 
has been brought up within them. But this response does 
nothing to help women and girls who are facing this horror. 
I’m not standing here today pretending to be perfect and 
that I fi nd it easy to hear women’s pain. I know the diffi  cul-
ti es myself and have had to work hard to remain present 
and be accountable when listening to women’s stories. 

Aside from our personal “stuff ”, there is the bigger ques-
ti on of what lies behind our need for dominance, the struc-
tures and insti tuti ons of a patriarchal or male-dominated 
society.  Where do we start when faced with such a mono-
lith? What is there that we can actually do? For men truly 
to change, truly to become involve in making a diff erence 
this has to take place within and throughout patriarchies. 
While it is important to maintain responsibility for violence 
with the individual man, understanding his possible change 
away from violence needs to consider men’s change in 
terms of a very broad combinati on of social forces that sus-
tain and act against that violence. Men’s possible change 
needs to be understood in terms of the dominant patriar-
chal systems of social relati ons. It is within this spectrum 
that a man has been violent and he may or may not move 
away from this violence. 

Ban Ki-moon, former Secretary General of the United 
Nati ons, said recently: “We are not born knowing what it 
means to be a man. We learn it from the people around 
us. And because it is something society has decided on, it 
can also be changed by society.”

It is a true and a wonderful senti ment. But it is frightening 
in the extreme? Who are we to change society? How can 
we come up against the colossus of culture, of religion, of 
neo-liberal economic systems all of which entrench the op-
pression of women and girls and say, “No more of the old 
way! It’s ti me for a new way of being!” This challenge oft en 
brings out the child in us. And so many men retreat into 
a place where all we want is relati ve safety and to be well 
thought of. And so we choose not to rock the boat. It is saf-
er, aft er all what would others think of us if we were to act 
diff erently to other men. Our whole being and identi ty as a 
man in this society would be called into questi on. Isn’t the 
dominant story of men’s lives one of being powerful, being 
in control, being in charge of myself and others. How would 
it seem if we lived a diff erent manner? The dominant story 
is indeed dominati ng our lives as men. 

When we are paralysed, we do nothing, and we feel im-
potent. But again, to retreat from this challenge is for the 
status quo to remain the same. Fear imprisons many men 
and enables the systems which keep us there to conti nue 
unchallenged. As men we are not taught to be part of each 
other’s lives and to share ourselves freely. To talk of our 
fears, failures, hopes and dreams is thought of as being 
the anti Male, the destructi on of all masculiniti es based on 
power and control. It is this which prevents us from be-
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ing able to lay aside our power and privilege and to work 
alongside our sisters in their struggle for full equality and 
an end to all forms of male dominati on and oppression. 
We need to be accountable to our sisters. Accountable for 
our own acti ons and the acti ons of other men. To hold our-
selves to a diff erent standard of being and acti ng. To regard 
them with dignity and value. 

For when we allow the conti nued system of gender in-
equality and the violence and for sexual exploitati on of 
women and girls through our direct acti ons or give tacit ap-
proval through our silence we dehumanise them. Instead 
they become commoditi es. They become mere things to 
do with as we please. At its most extreme, with money we 
can buy a human life for a ti me and make it into anything 
we wish it to become. Her sex becomes the only thing that 
matt ers; her body the only thing we as men want from her. 
Women and girls become expendable, able to be reduced 
to a mouth, a vagina, an anus, aft er all who needs her in 
parti cular when there are so many others?

Individualizing is the second resistance to change. Oft en 
the fi rst response whenever we talk with men about vio-
lence is “It’s not my problem, I don’t behave in that way. 
I’m not like them.” Men rush to the moral high ground and 
stake their claim to it. But we cannot as men suddenly try 
and have a “them” versus “us” scenario. We are all in it 
together. Of course not all men act in violent ways. And we 
can all identi fy examples of men who are loving, caring and 
compassionate. But we cannot hide from the fact that our 
lives have been socially constructed within many diff erent 
contexts and ulti mately all our masculiniti es have been 
forged within the patriarchal systems which dominate our 
social landscape. 

As men we need to examine our own lives and recognize 
our potenti al for violence. I along with many other men 
choose to live and be in relati onships without being physi-
cally violent. But at the same ti me I have to recognize that 
there is within me the potenti al to become violent. Indeed 
I have experienced ti mes when my mere physical presence 
as a man has been inti midati ng to women, not because of 
anything I said or did, but just because I was there. There is 
also the potenti al within all of us who are men to be emo-
ti onally and verbally violent too. When we as men try and 
individualize and make this separati on between “them” 
and “us” we are being dishonest about our relati onship to 
our own gender and dishonest in our dealings with women 
and girls. We fail to bridge the gap that would enable us 
to engage in acti viti es to end gender inequality and other 
forms of violence. The higher ground means that we are 
untouchable and helps us to be untouched by the pain of 
women and girls.

It also enables us to make a separati on between our pro-
fessional and personal selves. There are many stories of 
men who have been at the forefront of the gender struggle 
and who have gone home aft er leading protests or talk-
ing to government about how vital it is to end men’s vio-
lence against women who have beaten their wife, partner 
or girlfriend to a bloody pulp, or denied her opportuniti es 

to develop herself and her own capacity. If we want to en-
gage in this work, if we want women to trust us, if we want 
other men to change then we are called to a higher ground 
of behaviour and acti on. One in which our lives cannot be 
hidden and must heed very carefully the thin line of integ-
rity which links who we are with what we do.

Focusing on the change that is required by individual men 
is a complex matt er. We cannot simply see it as being an in-
dividual journey that begins with the realizati on of a need 
to and possibility of change and ends some ti me later with 
the ‘saved’ non-violent, gender sensiti ve man. For this pic-
ture does not capture the contradicti ons and complexiti es 
of the change process. 

It is not about any man becoming a changed superhero-
fi gure, but rather we must see this story of change as the 
recogniti on of a man’s everyday struggle not to engage in 
patt erns of behaviour that may be regarded as violent. We 
as men can always be violent, no matt er how we defi ne 
ourselves. To defi ne ourselves as having stopped violence 
is merely restricti ve to past violence. Instead as with those 
who parti cipate in the Alcoholics Anonymous programme, 
we need to recognize that we are men in a process of re-
covery, constantly challenged by our potenti al for violence.

Being separate also creates the space to engage in blam-
ing. As men we like to put the blame on women. By putti  ng 
the blame on women we legiti mize violence. 

And then we take the argument further with regards to 
gender inequality and violence against women and say it’s 
all about personal choice. Choice is an interesti ng concept. 
We like to think we are free to choose. Nowadays espe-
cially how oft en do we hear of free and fair electi ons? But 
this freedom is an illusion, an imaginary concept dreamed 
up that fi ts more with religious and social idealism. We are 
not free to make our own choices. They are always made 
within the constraints of our contexts. And so each ti me 
women are faced with a choice they make it within the 
confi nes of a society which is marked by conti nual racial 
and gender inequality, the sexual abuse of children, pov-
erty, jobs that don’t pay enough and increasing militarisa-
ti on. Choice, what choice? Free to choose, not likely. Oft en 
what we claim to be freedom to choose is instead more 
oft en than not a choice made because of a lack of survival 
opti ons. We cannot sit back and blame the women, we 
need to open our eyes to the structural issues that oper-
ate and force women in these choices. There is nothing 
like a self-made man, we are all interdependent in some 
way.  It is only by men recognizing ourselves as part of a 
bigger picture that can we break the bonds of individualiz-
ing and create new opportuniti es to challenge the systems 
that create the space for traffi  cking and sexual exploita-
ti on, thereby creati ng a new society and new ways of being 
a man.

The fi nal form of resistance to the naming of the injusti ce 
is patronizing. When we began our programme of working 
with men in Masimanyane we emphasized to the men that 
we were training them to work alongside existi ng women’s 
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groups, to be supporti ve, to listen to their stories. But no 
sooner had our trainers left  the groups aft er their initi al vis-
its than the parti cipants were saying to the women, “Don’t 
worry, sit back, you have tried hard, but you have not been 
good enough. We are here to save the day.

But this is not an isolated response by men. There are nu-
merous examples from throughout South Africa of men 
att empti ng to take over the leadership and to guide discus-
sions about women’s lives. That is not where our experti se 
lies as men. We fi nd it diffi  cult to be open and honest about 
ourselves, how then do we believe we can go and take the 
place of women. In the responses of many men who are 
working in this fi eld we can see clearly how women have 
become resources that men can use to further their own 
eminence. Women are excluded, not because they are 
competi tors, but because they are deemed irrelevant.

One of the tacti cs of patriarchy is that it has tried to si-
lence women. It has taken great courage oft en in the 
face of many threats to their personal safety for women 
to speak out against the tyranny of gender oppression. In 
many communiti es women’s wisdom and knowledge has 
resulted in their being accused of being witches. Lesbian 
acti vists have been subjected to the horror of what has be-
come known as correcti ve rape.

Women have been killed for demanding their rights and 
disclosing their HIV status. Women doctors have been 
killed for providing women with terminati on of pregnancy 
services. And when women have come and spoken of their 
experiences being traffi  cked they have been held to scorn, 
been disbelieved and ignored. Throughout Africa, in the 
Middle East, in Asia, in Europe, Australia, South and North 
America, in areas of confl ict and war, in areas of so-called 
peace and stability, there is an undeclared war of women 
acti vists. 

I believe that as men we cannot take women’s spaces and 
talk on behalf of them. For when we do we conti nue to si-
lence them. “Ah, but we are helping women”, the argument 
goes. And so men dominate the news. For informati on on 
women’s lives and experiences, the media turn towards 
men. A short while back on one of the news channels a 
prominent male acti vist was heard explaining the ways in 
which rape aff ected women and how women responded 
to being subjected to such brutality. It was incidentally the 
same man, who in a newspaper column during the Zuma 
rape trial spoke in harsh derogatory demeaning terms 
about the women who were protesti ng against our current 
President. How strange, we as men want to have our own 
voice, want to speak for women, and tell women what it is 
they are able to say too.

Isn’t it strange how these men’s groups will fi nd money be-
ing thrown at them, which most of the ti me has been taken 
away from programmes addressing the needs of women 
who face the consequences of men’s violence? Working in 
this sector in our dealings with many varied funders and 
other NGOs it seems that putti  ng the interests and needs 
of women before men’s is met with great incredulity and 
to exclude men would be tantamount to being a traitor. 

Instead it is argued that it is important to bring men to-
gether. But this falls in the trap of condoning the guiding 
principle of patriarchy which claims that it is male nature 
which characterises how full humanity is defi ned, that men 
are central and are the core around which all others re-
volve. Therefore, men getti  ng together with men to strug-
gle with feelings, identi ty, and relati onship seems vital and 
exceedingly worthwhile. However within this world view, 
the problems and pain of women are infi nitely less inter-
esti ng, less compelling, less urgent, than those of men.

Isn’t it strange how quickly we jump to men’s defense that 
they are also victi ms of patriarchy and suff er in the same 
way as women do?  This has given rise to the “Poor Men!” 
defense of men. We poor men who are caught in this sys-
tem that we cannot escape from. While it is true that not 
all men benefi t equally from patriarchal systems of domi-
nance, what we as men face as a consequence of patriar-
chy is nothing compared to the results of this system on 
women’s lives.

But while we as men cannot speak for women, there are 
things we can do. Firstly we need to stop talking and listen, 
really listen to the cries of pain and the exultati ons of joy 
that are part of women’s lives. Listen to those who have 
been marginalised, who have been placed outside the 
centre of history. We must learn to accept that it may take 
ti me for women to trust us fully within this context, espe-
cially given their experiences of men’s behavior in the past. 
But we must persevere, be pati ent if need be, and learn to 
acknowledge women’s experiences. 

Secondly, we can create the space for women’s voices to 
be heard. We must learn to step off  centre-stage and be 
prepared to be in the wings, supporti ng, encouraging and 
learning from women’s experiences. 

Thirdly, we can use of our experiences, our own understand-
ings to challenge other men to be diff erent, to make changes 
in their own lives and to parti cipate in broader social acti on 
programmers to bring about the end of gender inequality 
and violence against and the sexual exploitati on of women 
and girls. This means that we are called to give up, really 
give up, male dominance – there’s no having it both ways. 
It means departi ng from that world where men talk to men 
about men and come up with some new form of the old 
soluti ons that sti ll maintain the centrality and dominance of 
men. Instead, it will mean relati ng to women as peers whose 
basic worth and way of being in the world are recognized as 
fully as men’s are. It means that women enter the process 
of history making as themselves, as subjects, who have their 
own equal role to play in our human story.

And so in closing, while it is a huge challenge for us, as men 
we have a role to play in challenging ourselves and those in-
sti tuti ons which perpetuate the conditi ons that lead to gen-
der equality and the related violence and sexual exploita-
ti on. We need to rise up out of the paralysis that has struck 
many of us down in the face of such a massive challenge. 

To recognize our interdependence and need for each other 
if we are to succeed in our endeavours and to listen to and 
provide the space for women’s voices to be heard. 


