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one

WHO	IS	THE	VICTIM?

In	 this	 chapter	 we	 explore	 how	 the	 victimisation	 men	 have	 experienced
contributes	 to	 their	 destructive	 behaviour,	 resulting	 in	 them	 being	 scorned	 as
‘dogs’	or	‘trash.’

I	am	a	victim	of	my	father’s	brokenness.	He	suffered	the	effects	of	a	system	that
never	gave	him	a	chance	to	become	a	whole	human	being	and	be	treated	as	such.
His	pain	and	experiences	were	passed	on	to	me.	I,	too,	have	been	the	victim	of
social	constructs	which	confer	superiority	on	men	while	women	are	considered
inferior	–	and	even	seen	as	objects.	I	am	also	a	victim	of	my	blackness,	which	in
society’s	eyes	makes	me	capable	of	committing	crimes	simply	by	virtue	of	my
skin	tone.	As	black	men,	we	are	all	victims	simply	by	being	black.	I	speak	for
myself	and	many	others.

My	father	taught	me	how	to	be	a	man	in	the	only	way	he	knew	how.	It	was	up
to	me,	however,	to	choose	whether	to	remain	a	victim,	like	him,	or	to	transform
myself	into	a	victor.

Over	 the	 years,	 the	 black	man	 has	 been	 the	 victim	 of	 the	 colonial	 system,
which	has	abused	and	affected	him	greatly	in	mind	and	spirit.	Sociologists	argue
that	our	actions	are	learnt	from	other	people:	we	know	what	behaviour	is	right	or
wrong	by	observing	others.	To	some	extent,	our	personalities	are	borrowed	from
other	 people	 ____	 we	 are	 all	 actors	 imitating	 what	 we	 have	 seen	 others	 do.
Children	learn	from	their	parents	–	particularly,	from	their	mothers	–	and	as	they
grow	they	learn	to	socialise	with	others	and	adopt	some	of	their	characteristics.
This	process	of	learning	by	observing	from	others	is	called	social	learning.

If	 we	 learn	 by	 observing	 and	 doing,	 it	 can	 be	 assumed	 that	 most	 of	 the
perpetrators	or	offenders	of	today	were	once	victims	of	one	kind	or	another.	For
example,	 if	 someone	 is	 a	 criminal	 it	 is	 likely	 that	 he	 has	 learned	 or	 observed
criminal	behaviour	committed	by	someone	else	before	trying	it	himself.



Apartheid	has	had	a	powerful	and	crippling	effect	on	the	masculinity	of	black
men	 in	 South	 Africa	 because	 it	 has	 taught	 abuse	 of	 power,	 violence	 and
domination.	Many	black	men	consequently	define	their	masculinity	in	terms	of
their	 ability	 to	 respond	 violently	 to	 any	 threat.	 Under	 apartheid,	 men	 were
separated	 from	 their	 families	 and	 households	 were	 broken	 apart.	 Young	 men
grew	up	without	fathers	to	teach	them	how	to	define	their	own	manhood.

Apartheid	 has	 thus	 contributed	 to	 most	 of	 the	 issues	 and	 social	 ills	 which
plague	society	in	South	Africa	today	–	including	damaged	masculinity.	I	grew	up
receiving	messages	from	the	men	around	me	that	being	violent	and	promiscuous
were	 the	defining	characteristics	of	manhood.	Only	once	 I	had	grown	up	did	 I
become	aware	that	I	had	been	the	victim	of	the	toxic	beliefs	that	have	developed
about	masculinity	in	our	society.

The	late	Bantu	Steven	Biko	once	said,	“The	most	potent	weapon	in	the	hands
of	the	oppressor	is	the	mind	of	the	oppressed”.	So	long	as	our	minds	continue	to
be	colonised	and	oppressed	we	will	always	play	into	the	hand	of	the	oppressor.
This	means	that	 if	someone	has	colonised	your	mind,	he	doesn’t	need	to	 touch
you	physically:	through	your	mind,	he	can	control	you.	The	generation	of	today
might	 not	 be	 directly	 affected	 by	 the	 past.	 However,	 the	 attitudes,	 norms	 and
values	 that	 were	 socially	 constructed	 during	 the	 colonial	 and	 apartheid	 eras
continue	to	compromise	the	masculinity	of	the	generation	of	today.

Many	black	men	–	myself	included	–	are	locked	in	a	battle	within	themselves
to	 work	 out	 right	 from	 wrong,	 because	 the	 unhealed	 wounds	 of	 their	 past
experiences	continue	to	push	them	in	the	wrong	direction.	Some	men	fail	in	their
personal	 relationships	 because	 they	 are	 victims	 of	 their	 own	 insecurities,
imprisoned	by	 the	wrong	beliefs	 they	have	been	 taught	 about	what	 constitutes
masculinity.	The	most	 serious	 imprisonment	black	men	are	 facing	 today	 is	not
imprisonment	 behind	 the	massive	walls	 and	 gates	 of	 physical	 prisons,	 but	 the
psychological	 imprisonment	of	his	mind	by	all	of	 the	negative	elements	which
have	 undermined	 his	 ability	 to	 develop	 a	 masculinity	 which	 supports	 his
wholeness.

When	you	keep	people	who	share	the	same	beliefs	isolated	from	others	it	 is
unlikely	that	their	ideas	will	change.	Men	who	are	in	prison	together	because	of
actions	driven	by	damaged	masculinity	are	unlikely	to	help	each	other	to	become
free	of	this.	If	the	prison	system	is	not	seeing	its	role	as	decolonising	the	minds
of	 prisons	 and	 helping	 them	 to	 become	 free	 of	 damaged	masculinity,	 there	 is
little	 hope	 that	 these	 prisoners	won’t	 continue	 to	 commit	 similar	 crimes	when



they	are	released.

The	damaged	masculinity	we	witness	among	black	men	in	our	society	is	also
motivated	 by	 patriarchy.	 Patriarchy	 is	 the	 socio-political	 system	 that	 promotes
the	ideas	that	males	are	inherently	dominant,	superior	and	stronger	than	women,
children	 or	 other	 marginalised	 men.	 Patriarchy	 maintains	 dominance	 through
various	forms	of	psychological	terrorism	and	violence.	Most	feminists	across	the
globe	 have	written	 about	 patriarchy	 as	 a	 system	 perpetrated	 and	 promoted	 by
men,	neglecting	the	fact	that	men	are	also	affected	by	the	same	system.

I	believe	that	patriarchy	is	the	most	life-threatening	social	disease	assaulting
the	 bodies	 and	 spirits	 of	men	 in	 South	Africa	 today.	This	 is	 evidenced	 by	 the
high	 level	 of	 damaged	masculinity	 in	 South	Africa	 expressed	 through	 gender-
based	violence,	school	violence,	domestic	violence	and	black	on	black	attacks.
Most	 men	 do	 not	 use	 the	 word	 ‘patriarchy’	 in	 everyday	 life	 and	 are	 not
consciously	aware	of	its	existence	or	of	how	it	is	created	or	sustained.	They	live
by	its	rules	and	pass	the	system	on	to	others	without	even	realising	it.

Patriarchy	affects	 the	daily	 lives	of	all	of	us	and	determines	our	behaviours
towards	 one	 another,	 causing	 us	 to	 view	 others	 as	 inferior	 or	 superior	 to
ourselves.	We	 are	 not	 born	 gendered,	 but	 we	 are	 all	 socialised	 into	 a	 gender
through	 the	 patriarchal	 system.	 Men	 are	 taught	 to	 be	 violent,	 aggressive	 and
promiscuous	while	women	are	expected	to	submit	to	men	and	try	to	please	them.
Culture	 and	 religion	 have	 also	 played	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 the	 promotion	 of	 this
system,	 leading	 to	 many	 African	 women	 and	 certain	 groups	 of	 men	 being
marginalised.	 While	 some	 men	 benefit	 from	 patriarchy,	 the	 majority	 are	 its
victims.

In	order	for	society	to	accept	that	men	are,	and	can	be,	victims,	however,	we
must	first	acknowledge	that	men	can	be	vulnerable.	Remember:	being	a	man	is	a
role	you	play	in	society	for	the	harmonious	functioning	of	the	family.	However,
before	 you	 take	 on	 that	 role	 that	 society	 gives	 you,	 you	 are	 a	male:	 a	 human
being	with	 a	 capacity	 to	 feel	 pain	 and	 frustration.	Manhood	 is	 something	 you
learn	–	not	 that	you	are	born	 into.	This	means	we	are	all	 socialised	 to	become
men	in	society	and	depending	on	that	socialisation	we	tend	to	behave	morally	or
immorally	 toward	 others.	Most	 actions	 are	 the	 result	 of	what	 individuals	 have
been	told	was	the	correct	–	or	only	–	way	to	do	something.

The	culture,	norms,	and	values	that	are	reflected	in	society	today	are	the	result
of	 what	 our	 grandfathers	 believed	 to	 be	 true,	 which	 has	 become	 increasingly
contaminated	by	the	elements	of	patriarchy	which	have	brought	black	society	to



the	 crisis	 it	 faces	 today.	Patriarchy	has	 changed	our	 values	 and	 culture.	Today
black	men	 are	 stereotyped	 as	 the	 perpetrators	 of	 violence,	 crime	 and	 barbaric
acts,	 but	 few	 people	 bother	 to	 ask	 where	 black	men	 would	 have	 learned	 this
behaviour.	It	is	not	our	true	nature;	essentially,	we	are	people	of	love	and	peace
but	through	learned	behaviour	we	become	alienated	from	our	true	nature.

The	generation	of	today	learned	from	its	fathers	and	uncles,	who	learned	from
their	 grandfathers.	 Our	 grandfathers	 were	 directly	 affected	 by	 apartheid	 and
capital	system	which	forced	them	to	become	wage	slaves.	The	manner	in	which
the	 colonisers	 and	 settlers	 treated	 our	 grandfathers	 damaged	 their	 egos.	 This
resulted	 in,	 among	 other	 things,	 gender-based	 violence	 as	 they	 attempted	 to
regain	their	sense	of	strength	as	men.

The	level	of	abuse	our	grandfathers	experienced	as	wage	slaves	in	the	mines
led	to	violence	towards	their	families	as	they	carried	their	anger	and	frustrations
home.	Our	 fathers,	 in	 turn,	 developed	 their	 understanding	 of	masculinity	 from
what	 they	 observed	 from	 their	 fathers,	 who	 were	 always	 angry.	 They	 also
developed	 their	 manhood	 from	 the	 gangsters	 they	 called	 their	 ‘uncles’	 in	 the
street.	Our	role	models	are	broken;	hence,	we	are	broken.

To	say	that	men	are	victims	and	need	help	is	not	to	excuse	their	victimisation
of	others.	Rather,	it	is	to	show	that	black	men	are	not	the	problem	but	that	they
have	a	problem	that	they	need	to	be	liberated	from,	which	is	the	victimisation	of
their	 minds	 through	 damaged	 masculinity.	 Together,	 we	 are	 victims	 of	 the
patriarchal	 system.	We	 need	 to	 rid	 ourselves	 of	 this	 system	 and	 redefine	 our
masculinity.	 As	 a	 black	 man	 I	 am	 not	 the	 problem,	 but	 I	 have	 been	 taught
through	social	learning	to	perpetuate	the	problem,	so	that	society	can	scapegoat
me.

Let’s	 use	 an	 illustration.	 Say	 we	 have	 a	 hitman	 who	 is	 hired	 to	 commit	 a
murder.	 The	 one	 hiring	 the	 hitman	 has	 an	 agenda	 and	 motivation,	 while	 the
hitman	 is	 only	 interested	 in	 payment	 to	 feed	 himself.	 Technically,	 the	 sender
should	 be	 sent	 to	 jail	 and	 punished,	 but	 instead	 the	 hitman	will	 take	 the	 fall,
because	 his	 fingerprints	will	 be	 found	on	 the	weapon.	 In	 the	 same	way,	many
black	men	behave	in	a	certain	way	to	defend	their	understanding	of	masculinity
which	was	 taught	 to	 them	 by	 their	 grandfathers	 or	 uncles.	 Society	 is	 quick	 to
strike	 them	 for	 their	 behaviour,	 but	 unwilling	 to	 help	 them	 correct	 the	 wrong
beliefs	which	caused	the	behaviour.

My	observation	 is	 that	 behind	 every	 broken	man	 there	 is	 a	 fractured	 father
who	did	not	heal	from	the	past.	Most	men	behave	in	a	certain	way	to	pretend	to



be	strong	and	protect	their	manhood.

In	society,	the	man	is	viewed	as	the	perpetrator	but,	to	a	certain	extent,	he	is	a
victim	–	especial	 those	 living	 in	 the	21st	 century	who	 fight	 the	demons	of	 the
past	 generations.	 The	 fact	 is	 that	 the	 black	man	 is	 crying	 out	 louder	 than	 any
other	voice	we	hear,	but	no	one	is	willing	to	listen	to	him	because	of	the	label	the
system	has	given	to	him	telling	us	he	is	the	perpetrator	and	ignoring	the	fact	that
he	is	also	a	victim.	No	matter	how	smart	you	are,	there	is	no	way	you	can	solve	a
problem	if	the	information	you	have	is	incorrect.	As	a	society,	we	have	tried	to
solve	this	problem	without	understanding	its	true	nature	and	cause.

If	 you	want	 to	 re-establish	 a	 healthy	masculinity,	 you	 should	 address	 every
element	that	defines	your	masculinity.	If	your	masculinity	is	damaged	obviously
your	behaviour	will	be	dysfunctional,	while	a	healthy	masculinity	will	result	in
responsible	behaviour.

The	crisis	of	African	masculinity	dates	back	 to	when	our	great-grandfathers
were	transported	across	Africa	to	work	in	sugar	plantations	as	slaves.	The	sons
of	 these	 men	 grew	 up	 without	 their	 fathers.	 Later,	 through	 capitalism,	 our
grandfathers	had	 to	pay	 the	poll	 tax	which	drained	 them	financially,	as	 its	aim
was	to	force	them	to	leave	their	families	and	work	in	the	cities	as	wage	slaves.
With	generation	 after	 generation	of	 boys	growing	up	without	 their	 fathers,	 the
issues	that	come	with	a	fatherless	generation	eventually	became	the	norm.

Remember	that	when	a	black	man	was	taken	as	either	a	slave	or	a	wage	slave,
it	 was	 done	 brutally,	 forcefully	 and	 violently.	 Our	 great-grandfathers	 and
grandfathers	were	victims	of	 the	 same	 system	 that	 affect	 the	black	man	 today.
They	were	 taken	 as	objects	 and	 treated	brutally.	The	brutality	 instilled	 in	 their
minds	 by	 the	white	masters	was	 brought	 back	 to	 their	 own	 communities.	 The
majority	 of	 men	 did	 not	 choose	 patriarchy,	 but	 they	 were	 subconsciously
orientated	 without	 their	 awareness,	 through	 observation.	 Our	 grandfathers
transferred	 their	 brokenness	 to	 our	 fathers	 –	 perpetuating	 a	 cycle	 of
victimisation.	Each	generation	grew	to	manhood	believing	that	to	be	a	man	is	to
be	violent,	brutal	and	ruthless.

Still	today,	most	of	our	grandfathers	define	manhood	in	line	with	promiscuity,
power	 and	 wealth	 –	 meaning	 that	 without	 power,	 money	 and	 several	 sexual
partners	you	are	not	a	man.	This	makes	most	men	victims	to	those	with	power
and	money.	Men	marginalise	each	other	to	prove	their	manhood.	For	most	men
who	worked	 in	 the	mines	 during	 apartheid,	 home	 became	 the	 only	 place	 they
could	attempt	 to	 regain	 their	 self-esteem	by	exercising	power	over	 their	wives



and	kids.	Under	the	influence	of	the	patriarchal	system,	they	did	this	by	means	of
violence,	as	that	is	what	they	had	been	socialised	to	understand	as	the	behaviour
or	 a	 ‘real	 man’	 behaviour.	 This	 is	 where	 their	 masculinity	 started	 to	 be
contaminated	by	damaged	elements.

The	 system	has	 taught	 us	 that	 black	men	were	 psychically	 stronger;	 hence,
some	men	defined	their	manhood	in	line	with	their	bodies,	not	their	minds.	We
have	grown	to	understand	our	manhood	as	an	ability	to	fight,	not	to	think.	The
reason	why	we	 have	 never	 defined	manhood	 in	 terms	 of	 our	minds	 is	 simply
because	we	were	only	 told	 that	black	 is	beau	 tiful.	No	one	ever	said	 to	us	 that
black	 is	not	only	 just	beautiful	but	 intelligent	and	capable	as	well.	However,	a
man	without	strong	mind	is	weak	regardless	of	how	much	physical	strength	he
has,	 because	 to	 think	 and	 act	 powerfully	 in	 his	 life	 he	 is	 dependent	 upon	 the
strength	of	his	mind.

Most	 men	 suffer	 because	 of	 patriarchy	 not	 by	 choice,	 but	 by	 default:	 as	 a
black	man,	you	are	already	a	victim.	The	system	has	affected	the	family,	school,
church,	workplace	and	prisons.	Should	the	society	be	committed	to	restoring	the
dignity	of	every	man,	slogans	such	as	#MenAreTrash	and	#MenAreDogs	should
be	 challenged	 because	 it	 gives	 wrong	 information	 to	 men	 about	 themselves.
Also,	men	must	also	challenge	themselves	to	get	rid	of	all	damaged	masculinity
and	redefined	their	masculinity,	turning	away	from	violence	and	the	oppression
of	women.	 The	more	we	 call	men	 dogs	 the	more	 they	will	 behave	 like	 dogs,
because	 that’s	 what	 society	 is	 constructing	 them	 to	 be.	 Society	 is	 therefore
playing	 a	 considerable	 role	 in	 promoting	patriarchal	 elements	 accompanied	by
damaged	masculinity	 instead	of	destroying	 it	 from	the	root	cause.	Men	are	not
trash,	but	 the	 information	 instilled	 in	 their	minds	 is	 indeed	 trash	–	and	 it’s	 that
knowledge	or	attitude	we	should	stand	against.

Blaming	a	black	man	for	his	behaviour	won’t	address	the	problem	if	we	are
not	interested	in	knowing	how	the	behaviour	was	socially	constructed	and	how
this	has	affected	his	mind.

This	 damaged	African	masculinity	 has	 transferred	 itself	 from	 generation	 to
generation	without	us	being	aware.	This	is	the	reason	why	some	men	abuse	their
partners	but	still	claim	to	love	them.	Men	also	wish	to	love	but	they	don’t	know
how:	 their	 minds	 have	 been	 programmed	 to	 follow	 patriarchal	 values,	 not	 to
love.	To	try	to	correct	this,	a	new	approach	becomes	necessary.	A	fresh	look	at
the	way	a	man	is	and	how	he	 is	supposed	to	be	 is	needed.	A	man	who	will	be
able,	without	being	bigoted,	to	tackle	issues	holistically	and	without	having	any



boundaries	would	be	the	cornerstone	of	achieving	this	goal.

Women	who	abuse	children	need	help	in	the	same	way	black	men	who	abuse
their	partners	need	help,	as	well:	they	too	began	as	victims.	Many	are	the	times
that	 women	 have	 been	 viewed	 as	 men’s	 victims,	 but	 in	 reality,	 they	 are	 the
victims	of	men’s	victimisation.	This	means	that	both	men	and	women	need	help,
equally,	to	decolonise	their	minds	and	liberate	themselves	from	the	chains	of	the
past.

The	difference	between	black	women	and	black	men,	in	society’s	eyes,	is	that
black	women	are	viewed	as	victims	while	black	men	are	viewed	as	perpetrators.
Until	society	 learns	 to	perceive	 the	black	man	also	as	a	victim	and	address	 the
inequalities	of	the	past,	we	will	remain	far	from	finding	a	solution	and	achieving
gender	equality	 in	South	Africa.	The	solution	cannot	be	based	 in	attacking	 the
black	man	but	must	seek	to	assist	him,	as	he	is	also	a	victim.

As	black	society,	we	are	all	victims	of	this	system;	hence,	we	need	to	support
one	another	and	not	fight	one	another.	Think	about	this:	when	a	snake	bites	you,
its	bite	itself	does	not	kill	you;	it	is	only	a	little	wound.	It	is	your	own	body,	by
circulating	 the	poison	 in	 that	bite	 through	your	blood	stream,	which	ultimately
causes	 your	 death.	 That’s	 precisely	 what	 black	 society	 is	 suffering	 from:	 the
enemy	 has	 ‘bitten’	 us	 with	 patriarchy,	 but	 we	 continue	 to	 circulate	 its	 poison
through	ourselves	by	not	 transforming	our	minds.	Fighting	or	killing	 the	snake
after	it	has	bitten	you	won’t	save	you	from	death;	you	need	to	forget	about	the
snake	and	focus	on	preventing	its	poison	from	circulating	through	your	system.
The	same	applies	here:	fighting	or	killing	the	enemy	won’t	save	us,	because	the
poison	will	continue	to	circulate	in	our	minds.	Our	focus	must	be	on	liberating
our	minds,	 not	 on	 revenge.	Let’s	 stop	 being	 the	 victims	 of	 our	minds	 through
teachings	and	observation	which	cause	us	to	be	ignorant.	Rather,	let’s	unite	and
rid	ourselves	of	all	damaged	masculinity	that	defines	our	manhood.

“If	 you	 stick	 a	 knife	 in	 my	 back	 nine	 inches	 and	 pull	 it	 out	 six	 inches,
there’s	no	progress.	If	you	pull	it	out,	that’s	not	progress.	Progress	is	healing
the	wound	that	the	blow	made.	And	they	haven’t	even	pulled	the	knife	out
much	less	heal	the	wound.	They	won’t	even	admit	the	knife	is	there.”

~	MALCOLM	X
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