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Introduction
In a nutshell
The “Safer South Africa for Women and Children” (2012-2015) programme strengthens violence 

prevention mechanisms, and creates a protective environment for women, girls and boys. The 

programme is a joint initiative of the Government of South Africa, UNFPA, UNICEF and Save the 

Children Fund SA, through funding support received from the UK’s Department for International 

Development. The aim is to strengthen violence prevention in South African communities and to 

actively engage citizens in this effort.

What we do
Violence against women and children (VAWC) in South Africa is among the highest 

in the world. Intimate partner violence, including sexual offenses, is particularly high. 

Over 64,000 sexual offenses were reported to police in 2014, with 48.5% committed 

against women. Whilst we know that the majority of the cases does not get reported. 

The perpetrators are mostly known members of the community.

Some of the key drivers of VAWC in South Africa are dominant characteristics of 

masculinity that emphasise gender hierarchy, widespread exposure of children to 

violence, a lack of positive role models, poverty and also social norms that support 

and legitimise the use of violence.

While South Africa is internationally recognised for its rights-based legislative 

framework for achieving gender equality (key legislation includes the Domestic 

Violence Act [1998] or the Women Empowerment and Gender Equality Bill [2013]), 

multi-sectoral measures to operationalise legislation are still required. At the same 

time, state capacity is uneven and implementation is lacking.

The programme “A Safer South Africa for Women and Children: Improved 

Security and Justice for Women, Girls and Boys” is designed to create a protective 

environment that will strengthen national prevention mechanisms to reduce violence 

against women, girls and boys.

The key challenge that this programme aims to address is the gap between solid 

policies and the reality that many women and children still face in the country today. 

Therefore, the programme is focussing on creating a model to sustain a preventive 

institutional and social environment.

The programme was designed and is being delivered as a government-led, joint 

initiative by UNFPA and UNICEF in partnership with Save the Children SA. The 

programme is implemented in close collaboration with the Department of Social 

Development, Department of Women and the Department of Basic Education 

at national level. In Eastern Cape, the coordination and implementation of the 

community based interventions presented in this publication have been led by the 

Department of Social Development, Provincial Population Unit. In Free State, this has 

been facilitated by the Office of the Premier. The programme’s main funder is the 

United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID). 
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Technical support is provided to lead prevention-focused departments of the 

government and to key civil society organisations (CSOs) with a proven track record 

on gender-based violence. These implementing partners include:

• loveLife

• National Institute Community Development and Management (NICDAM) 

• Sonke Gender Justice

How we do it
The programme is designed to create a protective environment that will strengthen 

national prevention mechanisms to reduce violence against women, girls and boys. 

This will be achieved through a primary focus on prevention and a secondary focus 

on improving access to existing response services by communities.

To reach the aim of strengthening the national response to prevent violence against 

women and children, the programme works towards four key outputs:

1. Strengthened national state institutions to prevent violence against women and children

 Nationally through engagement of policymakers to close gaps in the policy and legal 

frameworks; support to evidence-based advocacy and planning; support for national 

coordination and leadership against violence against women and children; and 

development of a national communication strategy.

2. Strengthened prevention and protection measures in and out of schools

 Nationwide in all nine provinces through scaling up of child-friendly schools; increased 

accountability of schools for violence prevention; and communication and social 

mobilisation involving teachers, learners, parents and communities.

3. Mobilised social change around violence against women and children

 Through community-based interventions focused in at least two provinces. Community-

based interventions focus on awareness raising and community empowerment. The 

provincial-level interventions focus on Eastern Cape and Free State, the provinces with 

some of the poorest indicators in relation to human development.

4. Strengthened surveillance, monitoring and evaluation systems for evidence-based prevention of 
violence against women and children

 Nationally through the analysis of data; the completion of studies on violence against 

women, children and people with disabilities to increase understanding of the factors 

driving their vulnerability to violence, risk and exploitation; and the establishment of an 

information management system to inform the government’s programming in this area.

Thus the programme is implemented at three interrelated levels:

• national policy (coordination and evidence-based advocacy);

• across all provinces (school based and social mobilisation); and

• community-based in two target provinces (awareness raising, behaviour 

change and community empowerment).
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What we have achieved
To date the achievements of the programme include:

• Review and finalisation of the 365 Days National Action Plan to end gender-

based violence and the initiation of its implementation.

• Conducted and finalised the national study on Violence against Women and 

produced a Government Signature Publication on Violence against Women, 

which will inform government programmes on gender-based violence 

prevention. 

• Strengthened capacity of 33 local community based organisations (CBOs) on 

the implementation of gender equality and human rights programmes in six 

priority districts in the Eastern Cape and Free State provinces. 

• Improved community engagement in social crime prevention and promotion of 

human rights through conducting 231 community dialogues and establishing 

38 Community Action Teams. The teams are made up of individual community 

members who have committed themselves to continue to mobilise their 

respective communities to take action to end violence against women and 

children. The programme also developed 187 Community Action Plans in 9 

local municipalities in Eastern Cape and Free State.

• Training and mentoring of 249 community champions to implement violence 

prevention activities in different community settings. The community 

champions are mainly community leaders from various stakeholders including 

faith based organisations and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). These 

leaders have taken a personal pledge to lead community awareness campaigns 

in various constituencies.

• Equipped over 6,000 men and boys with social change skills to improve 

prevention of violence against women and children in Eastern Cape and Free 

State.

• Increased knowledge and awareness of traditional leaders on their role in 

preventing violence against women and children and promotion of human rights 

and gender equality. A total number of 200 traditional leaders from Eastern 

Cape and Free State were trained on gender-based violence prevention and 

community safety plans were developed for traditional councils.



5

What we have learned
In planning and implementing the programme, a number of challenges were 

encountered including:

• changing institutional arrangements for national coordination of gender & 

gender-based violence issues;

• unreliable data and a lack of gender-based violence surveillance systems;

• insufficient government capacity on evidence-based planning;

• weak national accountability systems for improved quality service delivery; and

• a gap between policy and practice.

Important lessons learned include the:

• need for government-led coordination of a multi-sectoral approach;

• importance of strengthening the role of civil society in policy implementation; 

and

• potential of network building between key institutions to increase impact.

This publication 
This collection of case studies and human interest stories provides an overview of 

different community based interventions implemented by loveLife, NICDAM and 

Sonke Gender Justice with support of UNFPA. The stories presented show how 

one can mobilise social change in communities, working with youth, men and boys, 

community based organisations and government partners to prevent violence 

against women and children. We are confident that these stories will inspire others 

to take action. Moreover, we intend to encourage decision makers, development 

partners, private sector, civil society and other partners to continue their support to 

prevent violence against women and children and strengthen response mechanisms 

at all levels as, despite the progress made, significant gaps remain. 

Introduction
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 ‘we are going to be your voice’

LOVE  
LIfE
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lovelife

loveLife

Most Significant Change  

him and his other girlfriend whilst she 

was pregnant. 

He continued to beat her up after she 

gave birth to their child. They separated 

and she only got out of the relationship 

after the guy beat her up so badly – she 

was blinded in one eye and he tore her 

clothes off so she ran home injured and 

partly blind. Her parents took her to the 

hospital and that was the last time she 

saw the guy. 

At first when I did the story, I just went 

in looking for a story. There was a girl I 

was supposed to have interviewed but 

at the last minute she changed her mind 

and told me that she had made peace 

with her boyfriend and that we couldn’t 

do the story anymore. I needed a story 

because I had to do a screening, so I 

remembered the girl from my area. She 

used to fight with her boyfriend and 

we’d watch them fight from inside my 

house. It would be so entertaining for 

us to watch them because they knew 

karate and, because we knew nothing 

about gender-based violence, it was just 

one of those things where we used to 

think ‘oh, here they go again’. 

Anelisa Mtebese is an alumni 

groundBREAKER, who was leading 

the gender-based violence project at 

KwaNobuhle Y-Centre in the Eastern 

Cape during 2014. She is currently 

doing her internship under the Media 

Y’s department at loveLife and she is 

also a student at Boston Media House, 

an opportunity she was granted by 

Vuselela Media. When she was a 

groundBREAKER, she covered a story 

on gender-based violence which saw 

her win an award as the 2nd best citizen 

journalist and a learnership at Boston 

Media House. She shared her experience 

as a groundBREAKER/journalist: 

The story I did was about a girl from the 

area I grew up in who was abused by 

her boyfriend. It started small, with her 

being slapped by the boyfriend because 

she went to the shop and came back 

late and so he forced her to go and 

sleep with him. Eventually it became 

something big because he started 

hitting her with wood, hammers and 

sorts of things. She fell pregnant with his 

child and the abuse went on to a point 

where the guy forced her to sleep with 

– Interview with an Alumni gB
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So after my first source dropped me, I 

approached her for a story. I didn’t know 

the depth of the story and for me the 

story was very overwhelming when she 

told me all the details; I got emotional 

and scared and it came to a point where 

I was thinking ‘what if she had died and 

we didn’t even know what she was going 

through’. I think when I did the story, 

it’s the only time I realised what she 

was going through because everyone 

was thinking ‘this girl is one of those 

people who has given up on her life 

and just likes being with her boyfriend 

and they like fighting with each other 

because they know karate and they are 

showing off’. I didn’t understand that 

she felt trapped in that relationship and 

she nearly died without anyone having 

anything to say about that. 

When I started with the gender-based 

violence project, it was just a job. It 

was just me working, getting stories, 

reaching targets and all those things. 

But when I started talking to victims of 

gender-based violence, when I went out 

looking for stories, that’s when I realised 

that it was not just a job. It became my 

life, it’s something that kept me awake 

at night when I heard someone’s story 

- I’d come crying and tell my mother 

that someone was hurting somewhere. 

I would have young people coming to 

me and telling me that they heard me 

talk about gender-based violence and 

they didn’t understand that gender-

based violence was not just about being 

beaten, but that it’s also about being 

abused psychologically and emotionally. 

A lot of girls didn’t know that they can 

be abused by their boyfriends as well 

when they say ‘I am not in the mood’ 

and the guy forces them anyway. So 

you’ll find girls coming to me and saying 

that ‘I think he is abusing me because 

most of the time I say no, I don’t want to 

have sex but the guy forces to do it and 

I don’t say anything because he’s my 

boyfriend and eventually I enjoy it even 

though I didn’t want to do it’. 

So the project became something 

that was close to my heart; it became 

something that I dedicated my life 

to and it came to a point where the 

community trusted me to be their voice. 

A lot of people would come to me, even 

older men and women, and ask me 

where they can get help for different 

situations. That is when I started working 

closely with other stakeholders in my 

community such as Phaphamani Rape 

Crisis Centre, Amadoda Okwenene and 

‘if it hurts me, it means it 
would hurt you too’
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Outreach centres because I had to find 

links to use. If I was going to be doing a 

story about a certain person, and they 

are still traumatised and hurting inside, 

we can’t just take their story and say ‘we 

are going to be your voice’. What about 

their pain and how are they healing? So 

I needed to refer them to someone who 

was going to help them recover. 

The gender-based violence project was 

important to me and it still is important 

to me. I felt like I was losing a child 

when I had to move on from it. It was 

something that was really close to my 

heart because it gave me a chance 

to help in my community, to be that 

voice that says ‘we are not tolerating 

gender-based violence; if you don’t 

know your rights, get to know your 

rights’. It was something that was very 

important to me, especially working with 

young women. I felt like a lot of young 

women needed to know their rights, 

they needed to take a stand and say 

‘no to women abuse’. We shouldn’t be 

laughing about it, it’s not funny, it’s not 

cute and it’s nothing to cheer about; it’s 

a serious matter and we all need to take 

a stand against it. So the programme 

was very important to me and it was 

one of the reasons I was happy last year 

because every day I knew that I made a 

difference in someone’s life. 

The most important thing that people 

need to know about gender-based 

violence is that it’s not about seeing 

someone being punched in the face - it’s 

not all about hitting someone physically. 

There’s more to gender-based violence 

than being hit; it’s also about men 

abusing other men by insulting them, 

and it’s about women insulting other 

women or being emotionally abusive 

towards each other. It’s also about killing 

someone’s rights and destroying that 

person. I also learned to first tell my 

story before covering other people’s 

story so that they can be able to relate 

to me and realise that I am not perfect. 

So I normally tell the story of how I 

lost my virginity; it was something that 

was very difficult to me because when 
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I started the gender-based violence 

project and received training I realised 

that I was also violated and that gender-

based violence affects us all. 

I opened up and told my story that 

I dated a guy while I was still a child 

and in school. This guy was one of 

those popular guys that everyone 

wanted a piece of and he chose me. He 

understood my situation when I said ‘I 

am not ready, I am not ready’, until he 

got to a point where he was no longer 

understanding. He came to my house 

and asked me to walk him home. We 

kept walking and when I looked back I 

realised I didn’t even know where I was 

because we’d been walking for so long. 

We arrived at his place and I told him I 

wanted to go back home but he insisted 

that he was not going to take me home 

unless I slept with him. I had the choice 

of staying at his house or finding my 

way home. So because I couldn’t find my 

way home, I had to sleep with him. 

By sharing my story, I wanted people to 

understand that I was not just fishing for 

their stories. I also have been through 

something similar and so we can all 

stand up together and say no to gender-

based violence. In a way, telling my story 

made it easier for people to trust me 

with their own stories.

The key lessons that I have learned is 

that a lot of people still believe in the 

olden ways. Many women still believe 

that if a man doesn’t beat you up, he 

doesn’t love you. It is also generally 

believed that you have to endure if 

you are in a relationship because that’s 

what our great-great-grandmothers 

used to do. I never knew that people 

think standing up against gender-based 

violence means we are fighting against 

our cultures and traditions. 

What I have learned is that with 

knowledge we can crack into these 

beliefs and knowledge is still power. 

When I used to do screenings, I realised 

that more old people would attend than 

young people and they would stand up 

and tell us that:

”We didn’t know these things, 
we didn’t have this information 
and so we stayed in marriages 
because we didn’t want to defy 
and argue with our parents. 
We didn’t have facts or the 
knowledge that people actually 
die in their relationships because 
they had to endure and listen to 
what their mothers said to them’. 

The older people would also tell us that 

we as the current generation are young, 

informed and should have the courage 

to say no because love doesn’t hurt. I 

now understand that if a person loves 

you, then they shouldn’t hurt you. 

In my personal life I like talking to 

young girls and even on social media I 

try to address issues that affect young 

girls. I always say that if you stand up 

for yourself, if you choose to make life 

better for yourself, be independent 

so that no can bully you. I encourage 

girls to be independent so no one can 

own you and no one can have a say 

about how you live your life. So I always 

take the time to send such messages 

to young girls. I talk directly to young 

women and tell them that we shouldn’t 

blame it solely on the man. Let’s get to 

a point where we say ‘I take control of 

my life and there’s no space for a man to 

do anything harmful to me’. I try to talk 

to girls and tell them that they need to 

take control of their lives and have their 

own things, focus on school and focus 

on work. Once you start depending on 

a man for money, he is going to feel like 
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he owns you and when he starts owning 

you, you will feel like you are dependent 

on him and then he abuses you; you will 

have nowhere to run to. 

Before I started the gender-based 

violence project, I didn’t get involved 

in other people’s business, but now 

I’ve grown to feel that ‘if it hurts me, 

it means it would hurt you too’ and if 

you are hurting, that is my business. 

We are all humans so when someone is 

hurting we need to assist where we can. 

My mother normally says ‘if you hear 

someone screaming outside, don’t lock 

the doors, because one day you may 

find that the person who was screaming 

for help is your child or a family relative 

whom you didn’t help’. So you need to 

do something. You may not be the hero 

who fights the perpetrator but you can 

do one little thing and call the police. 

I’ve learned that if it’s bad for another 

person, then it should be my business. 

What has changed about me is that I 

do not only think about myself – I am 

no longer selfish. I am forward thinking 

about the consequences of my decisions 

and whether the decisions I make will 

hurt other people or not; I don’t just 

make decisions, I think them through. 

I take gender-based violence seriously 

and I think everyone should do so too. 

We need to take a stand against it, 

we need to be very intolerant of it. It’s 

not that everyone’s business should 

be our business – I am not saying we 

need to be nosy – but we need to look 

out for each other and start talking 

about these things. If you are a victim, 

you need to report and talk about it to 

be freed. When you keep quiet about 

gender-based violence, you give the 

perpetrator another chance to do it to 

you, your children or another person. 

Talking about it gives us a chance for the 

freedom and happiness we deserve.

 ‘I think he is abusing me because most of 
the time I say no, I don’t want to have sex’ 
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The gender-based violence project 

meant a lot to me as it gave me a 

chance to look at life from another 

point of view. It showed me that there 

are a lot of issues related to gender-

based violence happening around my 

community that I wasn’t aware of. We 

as a community tend to turn a blind 

eye when we see something wrong 

happening because we are afraid of 

what people will think of us or getting 

involved in other people’s issues.

This project groomed me in a big way; I 

worked with some organisations in my 

location that I wasn’t aware existed and 

it was an eye opening experience for me 

because now I know if someone in my 

community is abused in any way, I can 

refer them to those organisations so that 

they can assist them further.

I’m a 24 year old guy from a small 

town called Kutlwanong in Free State, 

passionate about media, especially 

sound. I’m a straight forward person 

who believes that whatever you do 

now resembles your tomorrow. I was 

compiling, capturing and editing gender-

based violence stories for the loveLife 

Y-Centre in my community. I was also 

helping the team with finalising most 

of the edited stories before they leave 

Kutlwanong Y-Centre.

Most Significant Change  
– THE STORY OF AN ALUMNI GB, SIPHIWE ZWANE

‘touching one heart is 
better than nothing’



I think it is quite important for everyone 

to be able to know about gender-based 

violence and how to differentiate the 

types of abuses we come across, be 

aware of the causes and try to find 

a solution in order to make it a point 

that we become a loud voice for those 

who can’t say a word. We need to 

raise meaningful awareness and make 

sure that gender-based violence is not 

tolerated in our communities.

The project helped me a lot; it showed 

me that I can produce some good 

content to be viewed and played on 

television for people to see and get a 

chance to be in that person’s shoes for 

that little time.

I’ve learned that you should never in 

your life judge a person by just looking 

at them. You don’t know what happened 

to them to be the way they are; you 

don’t know how they overcame the 

problems that they were facing and you 

don’t know what’s keeping them strong 

till this present day.

Now that I have engaged with the 

project, I sometimes have group 

discussions with my peers while walking 

in the street to talk about what needs to 

be done with people who tend to hurt 

others and, mostly, how do you deal 

with a person who’s been hurt - “Do you 

laugh or show a caring hand?”

I’ve also seen some change within me 

and the community I live in. I had a 

chance to help people who needed help 

the most; I may not know them in person 

but with the gender-based violence 

screenings we did in my community, I 

know it helped those who were afraid to 

say a word. With the stories I produced, 

I stand tall to say “touching one heart is 

better than nothing”.

I also feel that it’s high time that we 

as young people start acting against 

any type of violence. We should stop 

‘Twitting or using Facebook’ on useless 

things or other people’s problems for 

the world to see. Let’s use those social 

networks for a better cause and spread 

messages about gender-based violence 

for those who can’t say anything to save 

themselves. 

One day a lady called Kele said to me:

“Choosing not to choose is still a 
choice, because you chose not to 
choose!” 

I choose to help people with the little 

time I have. What is your choice?

‘Do you laugh or show a caring hand?’

Most Significant Change  

lovelife
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‘I was able to forgive him, even 
after what he has done’ 

14
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Dadamba, Eastern Cape
The Dadamba White Door Centre 

of Hope has become well-known in 

the area through the process. As a 

result, more people feel comfortable 

approaching the organisation to talk 

about their issues and challenges. 

The dialogue process has also led 

to an improved relationship with the 

South African Police Service (SAPS) in 

Willowvale as well as with local offices of 

the Department of Social Development. 

This has allowed for cases to be more 

efficiently and effectively referred to the 

relevant stakeholders.

The community facilitators state that 

they have developed an important 

skill set from implementing the 

community dialogues. They believe 

that these skills will prove invaluable 

as they will be able to use them to 

address the many challenges that 

remain in the surrounding communities. 

The acquisition of these skills has 

increased the likely sustainability of the 

organisation into the future.

As an important part of the 

implementation of the community 

dialogue sessions, a number of 

ambassadors, drawn from different 

areas and social groups, were recruited. 

Turning off the main road from Mthatha 

to East London just after Idutywa, 

one travels approximately 20km over 

a bumpy, gravel road to get to the 

village of Dadamba. It is here that one 

finds a community-based organisation, 

Dadamba White Door Centre of Hope, 

with whom NICDAM implemented a 

range of dialogue sessions across a 

number of villages in the vicinity.

The community facilitators thoroughly 

enjoyed conducting the community 

dialogue sessions, admitting that they 

themselves had learned a lot about 

gender-based violence that they had 

not been aware of before. In general, 

the sessions had been well-received by 

the community who were now armed 

not only with increased information but, 

importantly, now knew what to do and 

where to report if they came across any 

such violence. As one of the facilitators 

argued:

“It was also a personal growth 
for us because we were able 
to talk to people and we were 
clear about the content of 
gender-based violence. So it has 
benefitted the community and us 
also as an organisation.”

NICDAM

15
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However, the community facilitators 

reported that most of the ambassadors 

had stopped playing an active role 

and were looking for jobs elsewhere. 

One of the exceptions was Nosapho 

Nqanqali and her story shows just how 

exceptional Nosapho is.

Nosapho attended one of the first 

dialogue sessions in Dadamba during 

July 2014 and immediately signed on as 

an ambassador. This she did because 

she had seen how high the incidence of 

gender-based violence in the community 

were and she wanted to be a volunteer 

in the community in order to take part in 

bringing about change.

She found the dialogue sessions to be 

very beneficial for those people who 

were dealing with issues in their lives or 

in the community. As she stated, “people 

were able to talk about their problems, 

they didn’t bottle them up anymore”. 

She found that the increased awareness 

from the sessions helped people to 

speak out if there was anything that 

they felt was not right happening in their 

lives. The impact of that, Nosapho says, 

is “the community is now more open and 

is communicating amongst themselves – 

it has brought us all closer”.

In a horrible twist of fate, tragedy struck 

the Nqanqali family the very day that 

Nosapho attended the dialogue session 

and signed on as an ambassador. A 

day before her fourteenth birthday, 

Nosapho’s daughter, Dorcas, was 

abducted from their homestead, brutally 

raped and then murdered. Her body 

was only found the next day after an 

extensive search by the community. 

The perpetrator, who turned out to be 

a neighbour and friend of Nosapho’s 

husband, was apprehended and handed 

over to the police later that day.

This tragic event resulted in Nosapho 

becoming even more committed to the 

dialogue sessions and the fight against 

gender-based violence. Where many 

would have retreated, she went forward 

with increased fervour. Reflecting back, 

Nosapho strongly believes that what 

happened should not have happened 

to anyone but her because “I believe 

that I have a gift of helping people – this 

happened for that reason and so I had to 

continue helping people”.

Nosapho received a lot of support 

from different people in the community 

following on from this. Coupled with 

the support she received from the 

community facilitators and all the 
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partners in the programme, she felt 

stronger and realised that she had to 

continue with what she was doing for 

the sake of the community and the 

memory of her daughter. People have 

also seen her strength after this incident 

and this has caused even more people to 

turn to her for advice and assistance.

Not only has she continued with 

the work of an ambassador in the 

community, but Nosapho has also 

displayed a remarkable sense of 

forgiveness. Because he was a close 

neighbour, every time Nosapho comes 

out of her house, she looks across the 

small valley to the little green rondavel 

where the perpetrator lived. Despite 

this daily reminder, she mentions that “I 

was able to forgive him, even after what 

he has done – this taught me a lesson 

that I am someone who can change the 

community; it all begins with me”.

She believes that justice must be served 

for her daughter. Yet she appears to 

hold no grudges and hopes that the 

perpetrator can be rehabilitated in 

time. The message she preaches is one 

of forgiveness and the need to avoid 

discrimination against people regardless 

of what they have done or their 

situation.

Despite her strength and positive 

outlook, Nosapho admits that she still 

battles with grief and that there are 

times that she is overcome and struggles 

to cope. When she feels like this, she 

says, “I go and sit at the grave of my 

daughter and spend time breathing 

slowly – in and out, in and out – until her 

spirit makes me feel strong again”.

Nosapho remains an active part of the 

fight against gender-based violence in 

Dadamba. Not only does she continue 

to be an ambassador for the Dadamba 

White Door Centre of Hope, but she also 

works as a community health worker 

with the Department of Health – visiting 

households and ensuring adherence with 

various treatment protocols – as well as 

working with Sonke Gender Justice.

The perpetrator has since been 

sentenced to two life sentences for the 

rape and murder of Dorcas. The tragedy 

is compounded by the fact that he was 

out on parole at the time he abducted 

Dorcas, having been previously found 

guilty of raping his 10 year old niece.  

‘people were able 
to talk about their 
problems, they didn’t 
bottle them up anymore’

NICDAM
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Frankfort, Free State
felt the SAPS did not really care about 

them and so the cycle continued – no 

visibility of SAPS, no crimes reported, 

no focused patrols or investigation by 

the SAPS. Even the monthly meetings 

of the Community Police Forum (CPF) 

had limited, if any, participation from the 

community.

So what has changed? In 2014, NICDAM 

began the implementation of a series 

of community dialogue sessions in 

Frankfort, implemented through the 

use of two local community facilitators, 

Martha Mputhi and Mamonaheng 

Mofokeng. Constable Motaung 

speaks warmly of the impact that the 

community dialogue sessions have had 

in the area. He argues that it has been 

a “real eye-opener for all concerned”, 

as never before have all stakeholders 

sat down with the community and 

unpacked the issues that are concerning 

them, particularly as they pertain to 

gender-based violence.

Constable Motaung from the South 

African Police Service (SAPS) is a 

Community Police Officer, responsible 

for the coordination of all victim 

empowerment programmes in the area. 

He is the Chairperson of a coordinating 

structure, Isidingo Community Forum, 

which draws together a range of 

stakeholders in Frankfort to avoid the 

duplication of activities and services 

offered to the community.

Despite the existence of this forum, 

Motaung concedes that, until recently, 

the activities of the SAPS did not rely 

on input from the community and, 

therefore, were not really meeting the 

needs of the community. The patrols 

and visibility of the SAPS tended 

to be reactive in nature, relying on 

limited crime intelligence statistics to 

identify hotspots or types of crime 

to concentrate on. As a result, the 

community did not report crimes as they 
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The community facilitators echo the 

sentiments of Constable Motaung, 

arguing that the dialogue sessions 

have been an important first step in 

breaking down the barriers between 

the community and other stakeholders. 

They say that NICDAM came into 

the community after a number of 

nasty incidents had taken place. 

Domestic violence was a big issue 

in the community, exacerbated by 

the high levels of drug and alcohol 

abuse. Sections of the community felt 

vulnerable, neglected and at the mercy 

of criminal elements amongst them.

The dialogues offered the community 

an opportunity to raise their fears and 

concerns without fear or prejudice. The 

atmosphere created at these sessions, 

where it was emphasised that there was 

no wrong or right, allowed participants 

to be open and honest. Women in 

particular were encouraged to open up 

about domestic violence and they felt 

free to do so as they were often in the 

majority in these sessions. As Martha 

argued:

“Abuse is there, it is happening. 
But people are now not scared 
to talk – the issue has been put 
on the table and people feel 
open to talk about it.”

A particular strength of the dialogue 

sessions is that it draws together a range 

of different stakeholders. In the case 

of SAPS, members of the force were 

present to respond to criticism from 

the community and inform them about 

the structures that were in place to 

work with the community as well as the 

processes to be followed in reporting 

crime. Other government departments 

were also able to share information 

about the programmes and services 

‘A real eye-opener 
for all concerned’

NICDAM
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they offer and the presence of local 

councillors at these sessions meant that 

local government was also kept abreast 

of the developments in the community. 

Building on this strength, the approach 

to the community dialogues involves 

the recruitment of ambassadors from 

different groups within the community. 

These ambassadors work, without pay, 

as the mouthpiece of the programme, 

broadcasting the information shared 

at the sessions as well as assisting in 

recruiting people for further dialogues. 

As a result, the dialogue sessions were 

attended by both young and old, 

male and female and representatives 

of various stakeholder groups and 

initiatives. As one of the ambassadors, 

Elias Motsoeneng, stated, the dialogue 

sessions were “like we were in a mini-

parliament”. Mamonaheng believes that 

the dialogue sessions have “empowered 

the community by engaging different 

stakeholders”. This is backed up by 

Constable Motaung, who felt that the 

“diversity of the audience raised so 

many issues that we were not aware of”.

The presence of a Correctional Services 

facility in the town of Frankfort 

offered an unexpected opportunity 

to the dialogue process. At an initial 

dialogue, a group of prisoners were 

invited to provide some entertainment 

at particular breaks in the session. 

However, during the opening discussions 

and information-sharing, the prisoners 

themselves saw reason and opportunity 

to become involved. 

Constable Motaung lauds their 

involvement, arguing that their 

experiences had particular value to 

bring to the dialogue. They were able 

to reflect on why people become 

involved in crime, especially gender-

based violence, and provide insights 

into the “minds of those involved in 

crime” that those at the session would 

not have been exposed to. For example, 

they highlighted how “potentially 

vulnerable individuals” are identified 

through observing the unkempt state of 

a house’s garden or yard which reflects 

the absence of a male figure in that 

household.

By the time the dialogue session moved 

on to the group work, the prisoners were 

thoroughly immersed in the process 

and ended up scattered throughout the 

various groups. This intimate contact 

between members of the community 

and the prisoners proved invaluable to 

both groups. The prisoners were able 

to hear from the community about the 

heartache and pain some members 
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experienced because of crime. They 

were able to express their remorse to 

the community for what they had done. 

As one prisoner commented:

“I would have remained angry 
with myself if I did not cough out 
what was in my heart.”

The prisoners were also able to share 

information about particular “pay back 

to the community” initiatives that 

they were involved in ranging from 

renovating houses, tidying gardens to 

organising clothes and food parcels for 

the particularly needy. According to one 

of the offenders, through these payback 

initiatives more and more prisoners 

are “motivated to participate in the 

development and transformation of the 

community”.

Constable Motaung believes that this 

session was important in laying the 

foundation for the reintegration of 

offenders into society. As he argues, 

members of the community were 

forced to look at their attitudes that 

“these people have wronged us” by now 

acknowledging that “they are giving 

back to the community”. This argument 

was also reflected by one of the 

prisoners who stated that the real value 

of the dialogue session was that:

“Although the people may 
be scared when they see our 
orange clothes, when they 
come close they can see we are 
rehabilitated.”

As a result of this dialogue session, 

NICDAM and the community facilitators 

were requested to run a session within 

the prison for a larger number of 

prisoners. The ramifications of these 

dialogue sessions continue to be felt 

in Frankfort to this day. The prisoners 

now have their own committee which, 

according to Constable Motaung, very 

much wants to be a part of the Isidingo 

Community Forum and the activities 

that it plans.

Malema Motseki, one of the offenders 

who attended the dialogue sessions, was 

released in early May 2015. Looking back 

at the dialogue sessions, he feels that 

these sessions helped everyone to learn 

more about each other and from each 

other. The dialogue gave him a “chance 

to hear views from all different people 

and put forward my own story”. As a 

prisoner, he felt that:

“The dialogue helped us have 
hope again – that being in prison 
is not the end of the world. After 
all we have done, there is still a 
chance to live a better life.”

Malema remains thankful for what prison 

and the community dialogues taught 

him. He was able to see life in another 

way and has been given a chance 

to change. While he says that some 

community members continue to judge 

him as an ex-prisoner, there are others 

that are interested in him and want to 

understand his story. He hopes, in time, 

that all will come to see that he has 

changed.

NICDAM
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Hennenman, Free State
Rebecca took the woman outside to the 

toilet where she provided comfort and 

support and explained to the woman 

that the team of facilitators were there 

for her, would support her and that if 

she felt the need to continue her story, 

she should do so knowing that there was 

this support and care for her.

This is the story of Matshidiso 

Qhemekoane:

Matshidiso didn’t know her 
parents and was raised by 
relatives in Qwaqwa, a former 
rural homeland created by the 
apartheid government for the 
southern Sotho people on the 
border of Lesotho. She was 
abused from an early age (she 
cannot remember exactly when 
it started) by a man who lived in 
the same street as her and was 
well known to her relatives.

Her grandmother, who lived in 
Hennenman, decided that she 
should come and live with her 

Hennenman is situated almost 20km 

north west of Ventersburg, a town on 

the national highway approximately 

halfway between Johannesburg and 

Bloemfontein. It was here on the 

22nd April 2015, that NICDAM, in 

partnership with a local community-

based organisation, Hennenman 

Victim Empowerment Forum, held a 

community dialogue session with over 

70 participants and stakeholders.

While facilitating at the dialogue, 

Rebecca Ndondozela, noticed that 

the facial expressions of one of the 

participants was changing as the 

information sharing around gender-

based violence unfolded. When the 

information sharing was complete and 

participants were given the space to 

raise anything around gender-based 

violence, this same person was the first 

to stand up and begin to tell her story.

During the emotional recounting of the 

story, it was obvious that this person 

was close to breaking down and was in 

need of support. A break was taken and 
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when Matshidiso was about 17. 
She then had to endure years 
of emotional abuse from her 
grandmother who accused her 
of sleeping with lots of men in 
Qwaqwa in order to earn money. 
She was made to feel like she 
was the one who had asked for 
the abuse to happen to her.

To escape the abuse of the 
grandmother, Matshidiso moved 
in with her boyfriend. However, 
the abuse continued. Whenever 
her boyfriend got drunk he 
would come home, physically 
abuse her and, invariably, would 
rape her as well. 

One night when he came home 
drunk and began abusing her 
again, she decided that she had 
had enough. She picked up a 
knife and stabbed her boyfriend 
to death. She was taken into 
custody and sentenced to prison 
for his murder.

The conditions in jail were tough 
and Matshidiso needed to be 
strong to survive. She remained 
an angry and troubled individual, 
who was only too happy to use 
aggression or force against other 
inmates in order to stay at the 
top of the pile in prison.

Throughout this period of her 
life, Matshidiso received no 
support from any members of 
her family. She felt alone and was 
only able to carry on by turning 
inward and looking only after 
herself.

At the dialogue session she attended, 

Matshidiso says she felt compelled to 

stand up and tell her story. She had 

listened carefully to all the information 

about gender-based violence, the 

different forms of violence that it can 

take and what to do to try and prevent 

it or at least report it. Up until that 

moment she says that she was not 

aware that she too had been abused and 

was a victim of this kind of violence. 

She also realised that her relationship 

with her children had always been a 

strained one, based mainly on anger 

and frustration. She would often grab 

for whatever was around her to use to 

throw at or hit her children. This is when 

she saw that she, after years of abuse 

and a lack of any support from anyone, 

had become the abuser.

Although she found it hard to tell her 

story in front of so many people for the 

very first time, the caring atmosphere 

created by the facilitators, as well as 

the support, care and comfort she later 

received from Rebecca, gave her the 

strength to recount it. The impact of this 

sharing was profound. As Matshidiso 

later stated:

“I realised that I had bottled up 
all of this inside me, because 
whenever I had tried to talk 
about it within the family, I was 
ignored or made to feel like it 
was my fault that these things 
had happened. This was the first 
time that someone said that 

NICDAM
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they understood me, that it was 
not my fault and that they were 
there for me. Not even my own 
family had ever said that to me.”

The story of Matshidiso also deeply 

touched those at the dialogue session 

and provided the spark for many others, 

who were all initially hesitant, to share 

their stories.

Matshidiso knows now that victims have 

the right to be seen, loved and cared for 

and that no-one has the right to oppress 

others. She feels empowered and free 

to speak out about gender-based 

violence in the community. She became 

an ambassador for the programme in 

order to empower others and promote 

the fight against any form of violence 

against women, men and children.

NICDAM and the Hennenman Victim 

Empowerment Forum have facilitated a 

number of counselling sessions for her 

to continue to talk about, and reconcile 

with, her past. Her levels of anger are 

subsiding and she feels able to manage 

her anger more constructively. In large 

part, this management is done through 

spreading the message about the ills 

of gender-based violence and helping 

others in the community. She firmly 

believes that victim empowerment 

programmes and community dialogue 

sessions are vital in assisting those who 

have suffered from abuse. She points to 

her own example to argue that victims 

of abuse need such platforms and 

interventions in order that they do not 

become the abusers of tomorrow.

Up until that moment 
she says that she was 
not aware that she 
too had been abused 
and was a victim of 
this kind of violence
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Mzamba in the Eastern Cape is in an 

idyllic setting, close to the coast while 

characterised also by rolling hills and 

forested areas. However, Mzamba has 

often been in the headlines for the 

wrong reasons – between 2007 and 

2008, more than 19 women were brutally 

killed in what became known as “the 

muti killings of Mzamba”. 

This area was chosen by NICDAM for the 

implementation of community dialogue 

sessions in 2014. Working through a local 

community-based organisation, Lima, 

a series of dialogue sessions have been 

conducted amongst a range of different 

groups and stakeholders. The initial 

sessions focused on sharing information 

around gender-based violence, an 

important topic for this area given its 

history. This history had led to many 

divisions in the community and a lack of 

trust existed. According to a local priest, 

Rev Matlawe, the dialogue sessions were 

an important part of rebuilding some of 

this trust: 

“We were putting people 
together and saying lets share. 
Because if you don’t share, you 
will end up having a burden on 
your own. As the saying goes, 
umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, a 
person becomes strong when he 
shares with other people. So we 
were saying let your problems be 
our problems.”

After having conducted a number of 

general information-sharing sessions, it 

was realised that a few targeted sessions 

were required that centred on the 

“victim”, providing the space for people 

to come to the sessions and share 

Mzamba, Eastern Cape

NICDAM
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their story. Looking back at the whole 

process of implementing the community 

dialogue sessions in Mzamba, Ayanda, 

one of the community facilitators, said:

“We mobilised the community 
and turned victims into 
survivors.”

Participants were recruited from 

different demographic groupings to 

make sure that the whole community 

was on board. A strength of the 

implementation of these dialogues 

in Mzamba was the diversity of the 

ambassadors that the programme was 

able to attract. In particular, the presence 

of a number of “youth” ambassadors 

meant that the programme was able 

to recruit a large number of young 

participants into the dialogue sessions 

from a cohort that is traditionally 

difficult to reach. One of the youth 

ambassadors, Thabo Jela, stated:

“The first dialogue session I 
attended was a big learning 
curve for me. I learned about 
all different types of gender-
based violence and abuse. I also 
learned how to deal with it and 

who to refer it to depending 
on the type of abuse and the 
situation that I came across.”

The ambassadors are an important 

part of the programme. They are 

instrumental in being the mouthpiece of 

the programme – assisting in spreading 

its message and recruiting participants 

for the dialogue sessions – as well 

as its eyes and ears. As Rev Matlawe 

commented, the programme needs to 

recruit more and more ambassadors 

because “increased visibility will cure 

or minimise incidents of gender-based 

violence, particularly amongst the more 

vulnerable in our community”. 

What was also important for the process 

in Mzamba was the participation of 

multiple stakeholders. Through a 

coordinating committee, run out of the 

Victim Support Centre at the Mzamba 

Police Station, stakeholders from the 

Departments of Social Development, 

Health and Education were brought 

in as well as local councillors and 

representatives from civil society and 

the community. It was acknowledged 

that integration and coordination was 

key to the success of dealing with 

gender-based violence. This integration 

and coordination had been lacking in the 

past according to one of the community 

facilitators, Mrs Njeya:
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“We now work very closely with 
all stakeholders. In the past, 
we have experienced instances 
where cases were ignored by 
stakeholders and we had to 
keep bringing them back to 
their attention. In general, the 
follow-up by stakeholders was 
not good and there seemed 
to be confusion as to which 
stakeholder should be doing 
what and who was responsible 
for what.”

Integration and coordination is also 

hampered by the “lack of resources 

and lack of expertise” within particular 

stakeholders to adequately deal with 

cases of gender-based violence, 

according to one of the ward councillors, 

Mr Ndovela. In the past, this has led to 

severe frustration on the part of the 

community who cannot understand 

why they are sent from “pillar to post” 

in order to get what they see as simple 

assistance/support from stakeholders.

As a result of the implementation of 

the dialogue sessions, the issues and 

challenges related to integration and 

coordination are being dealt with. 

All stakeholders were present at the 

sessions and were able to hear the 

frustrations of the community and 

respond accordingly. They were also able 

to see and hear what other stakeholders 

were doing in their particular realm 

and so start working together to avoid 

duplication or fill particular gaps. 

Importantly, the dialogue process has 

also highlighted the need for the Board 

of the Victim Support Centre to be 

reconstituted. As Mr Ndovela stated:

“One needs to have hope. We 
took a decision to revisit the 
Board of the Victim Centre 
because that is where the central 
coordination is happening. The 
people who are now part of 

the Board do understand the 
issues around here and they 
represent all stakeholders – 
Social Development, Health, 
Education, the Police and the 
community. We have never had 
that combination before.”

The existence of this new Board also 

gives hope to the sustainability of the 

fight against gender-based violence in 

Mzamba as the councillor argued that 

“this programme can be taken forward 

by the Board in time”. Although the 

Victim Support Centre is under the 

management of the Department of 

Social Development, the presence of all 

stakeholders on the Board mean that all 

stakeholders are able to plan and guide 

the direction that it takes. Reflecting on 

the vision for Mzamba as a crime-free 

community where there is no abuse of 

any people and there are facilities and 

activities which target the youth, Mrs 

Njeya was adamant that:

 

‘It is our time to make 
things happen!’
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It is considered emasculating to be 
submissive to one’s wife

Sonke 
Gender 
Justice
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‘I paid for her so I can do 
what I like to her’ 

Justice’s elaborate Community 

Education and Mobilisation campaign to 

address gender inequality, gender based 

violence, HIV and AIDS. They have been 

working closely with the UNFPA’s Safer 

South Africa for Women and Children 

programme. 

Back around the table in Thusangang, 

CAT members start to unpack their 

challenges when working with men. 

There seems to have been successful 

engagement in their workshops but 

social constraints within the community 

still seem to be holding them back. 

In the corners of shebeens, sitting in 

circles and discussing everyday life, 

peer pressure often pushes men to 

handle a domestic issue with violence. 

Returning home after a few drinks 

does not help logical responses around 

these issues. Celina, one of the CAT 

members, explains how culturally men 

are expected to be violent to enforce 

their power and control. It is this 

that is taught in these social circles. 

Thusangang’s recommended response 

to this, through their community 

Eyes are shafted down in the small 

yellow room of the Thusanang 

Advice Centre. A kettle drones in the 

background and replaces the tension 

of silence with a static suspense. We 

sit shoulder to shoulder around a table 

and wait for the next voice. The last 

words we heard slipping deeper into 

consciousness as the drone turns to 

boil. The men and women around me 

are discussing the need for gender 

transformation. ‘Democracy’ is the line 

drawn in the dirt, but the mechanics of 

what provoked this conversation started 

many years before this. Democracy 

simply cleared the air, exposing how 

other people live. The line is fifty-six 

years thick, and on the far side of it is 

tradition. On this side is a globalised 

society with a population drowning 

in independence. The social tools of 

tradition are malfunctioning in this new 

environment and pockets of individuals 

are trying to change this. 

The men and women in the room 

are Community Action Team (CAT) 

members, a part of Sonke Gender 

Sonke
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Gender Roles in QwaQwa
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engagement, is for men to warn their 

spouses if they are feeling rage, so it can 

be diverted with discussion. 

The cultural aspect digs deeper into 

the conversation as the women discuss 

men who are abused by their wives. 

Although not nearly as common, the 

mental and physical abuse of this form 

is present. Victims of such crimes have 

been laughed at by Police when they 

have reported these incidences. Their 

reasoning is that they believe men 

are meant to exert themselves in their 

homes to ascertain their power and 

control. It is considered emasculating 

to be submissive to one’s wife. Another 

aspect of emasculation is not being able 

to provide for one’s family. In today’s 

economic climate this is becoming a 

great issue and challenges conventional 

gender roles as women start to find 

employment for themselves that can 

bring home a larger income than their 

husband. As these social dynamics are 

changing, we need to adjust and find 

and accept new roles and responsibilities 

to maintain homeostasis within the 

family unit.

Thusangang Advice Centre makes it 

their objective to educate people about 

gender-based violence, HIV, violence 

and how this is integrated with poverty. 

Their projects used to be focused on 

women’s empowerment, but they soon 

realised that if they wanted to deal with 

gender issues, they had to include men 

as well. With the assistance of Sonke 

Gender Justice, they have been tackling 

this project with great success. In the 

beginning, their challenge was getting 

men to attend the training workshops. 

The old approach to gender equality 

that excluded men and only protected 

women and children had left them 

suspicious of engagement. But their 

persistence has won the trust of the 

community. Today they are running 

ongoing discussion groups about gender 

roles and gender equality in five villages 

surrounding QwaQwa. On one occasion 

they held an activity on equality that 

attracted 180 men. Included in this 

was the Prosecutor of the Court and 

traditional leaders who have all shown 

support of the project. Winning over 

traditional leaders has been key in 
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gaining respect and the ears of the 

community. Their open-mindedness to 

change has also helped bridge the gap 

between gender roles that are evolving 

due to social and economic influences.

There is also a focus on schools, 

ensuring that boys and girls receive 

education on gender roles and the 

expectation of their interaction with 

family. They also provide a counseling 

room where one can feel safe to report 

experiences of abuse. 

In a dusty playground just past some 

broken desks, children hover over a 

chessboard waiting for the next move 

to be made. Through a heavy security 

gate around the back of the building 

is a small room. Its walls are covered 

with photocopied articles about abuse, 

and a few chairs and tables are pushed 

into the corners. It is here where Ruben 

Matlakala sits. An aging man, he is a 

husband and father to three children. 

“Today in our democracy we do not have 

men and women’s jobs” he says. Ruben 

runs the counselor’s room at Tyrolo 

Primary School for the Thusangang 

Advice Centre. When quizzed on men’s 

responsibility, he explains what he does 

in his home: 

“I do whatever I can. If I must 
cook, I cook. I must clean the 
house, everything.” 

Ruben has witnessed a decline in 

community resilience as unemployment 

has risen, alcohol abuse has increased, 

and, collectively, this has contributed to 

a spike in violence. This is the motivation 

for his work and lifestyle. He works 

throughout his community educating 

about gender-based violence, HIV and 

gender roles. But his main focus is 

here at the school. From his little office 

he provides a safe space for children 

to report and express the challenges 

they are facing in their homes or 

neighbourhood. 

Success in his work is bringing the 

opportunity for men, women and 

children closer to being able to engage 

and discuss issues on an equal platform, 

without resorting to violence or 

psychological abuse.

‘To be a man, you 
must know that a 
child and woman 
can speak to you’ 
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He only came with a jacket
traditional form of the man being the 

sole provider for a family. The stress and 

humiliation that comes with this failure 

often leads to domestic violence – a last 

resort to gain power and control. 

Zanele has been working as a Sonke 

Community Action Team member in her 

neighbourhood and spends her time 

holding participatory workshops on how 

to address gender inequality, gender-

based violence and HIV. She also attends 

neighbourhood patrols to reduce the 

chance of crime on the streets. Sonke 

has been working closely with the Safer 

South Africa for Women and Children 

programme whom, in response to the 

2012 Police report that recorded  

64 514 sexual offences, has implemented 

national, provincial and community 

based strategies to curb this atrocity. 

In the heart of the province with the 

second highest rate of gang violence, 

and the most bucket toilets, lies Welkom. 

It’s a discreet Free State town, and one 

could easily pass by without thinking 

twice about it. In her home in Las Vegas, 

a community on the periphery of the 

town, Zanele opens up about her insight 

into the changing gender roles in her 

community. 

“He only came with a jacket” she says is 

the term used for a man who does not 

provide for his home or family. “And he 

always leaves with only a jacket” she 

continues. It is a term one would not 

want to be labeled with but it explains a 

common issue where men are struggling 

to find work, and employment of women 

is growing. It speaks to one’s need to 

survive but the inability to do so in the 
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Zanele works in the latter to raise 

awareness, generate behaviour change 

and develop community empowerment. 

A bubbly character, I can imagine 

her engaging members of her 

community well. Her husband works 

in Johannesburg as a plumber and, 

although they only see each other 

once a month, he provides well for 

her. Zanele seems content with the 

situation. The people who Zanele 

works with though are not always as 

fortunate, with gangsterism becoming a 

growing problem. In a time of few work 

opportunities, crime allows gangsters 

to arrive home with more than a jacket. 

It is a problematic dynamic as children 

start to aspire to these men and their 

way of life. The glamour and wealth it 

provides holds more guarantees than 

a matric certificate. But it also comes 

with risk. The girlfriends of gangsters 

also take on risk. The safety and material 

gain they receive by being associated 

to a gangster hands over all power and 

control to the man. Zanele explains that 

when she is asking these women why 

they stay with gangsters who are by 

nature violent, they simply say:

“The bruises are here now but 
they are going to come off. He 
looks after me with clothes and 
money.” 

This dominant notion of manhood and 

gender hierarchy is exactly what Sonke 

is trying to combat. 

Community work of this nature has 

its challenges, and Zanele has had to 

question her safety in doing it. Last year 

while pregnant, she found herself in a 

conflict during a community patrol. With 

the Police not present on the scene and 

onlookers not intervening, she stepped 

in to try and break off the conflict. It 

was a traumatic experience that nearly 

took her life, and succeeded in taking 

her unborn child’s life. It left her husband 

distraught, and enraged. But with her 

counseling ability she managed to calm 

him down, and gain closure on the 

incident for both of them. She decided 

to continue with her community work 

as it is striving towards a better living 

environment for the child they will one 



34

Dad is a term of affection given to 

someone who plays an active role in a 

child’s life. Mandla is middle-aged and 

a dad himself. He is the founder of the 

Joyas support group for people living 

with HIV. Mandla was diagnosed with 

HIV when his CD4 count was seven, 

meaning his immune system was almost 

totally destroyed. He has managed to 

grapple his way back to good health, 

raise a child, and is now assisting 

people who are going through what he 

experienced with HIV. 

Speaking from his interactions with 

men who have had to come to terms 

with living with HIV, he says that men 

feel pushed into a corner, trapped by a 

system that fights for women and child 

empowerment instead of looking for 

gender equality: 

“We’re told how to do 
everything. We get in trouble if 
we discipline our children so now 
they do what ever they like. If we 
report abuse to the Police, they 
laugh at us. How many holidays 
are there for men? There are 

‘I don’t see myself as losing a 
child - I have gained a supportive 
husband who can talk to me’ 

day have. It wasn’t an easy decision for 

her husband to accept, but he has. As 

Zanele reflects:

“I don’t see myself as losing a 
child - I have gained a supportive 
husband who can talk to me.” 

A photograph of Mandla Mbene’s 

parents decorates a wall in his home. 

They stare blankly into the camera. 

The only other decorations are a 

Christmas ball and a plaque that 

praises Mother and Dad. The choice of 

wording is interesting, as father refers 

to the progenitor of a child but doesn’t 

necessarily play a role in a child’s life. 
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Sonke

Women’s and Children’s days 
but nothing for men. There is no 
attention paid to us.” 

He speaks with frustration, not injustice. 

His work aims to empower men, 

but through active involvement in 

fatherhood and non-violent parenting, 

responsibility with sexual relationships 

and health seeking behaviour. Achieving 

these goals will contribute towards 

gender equality and not one party 

holding dominance over another. Mandla 

continues:

“Gender-based violence comes 
into families when there are 
misunderstandings over who is 
the boss of the house.  We see 
this a lot because wives are now 
working as domestic workers 

and making more money than 
their husbands, so they expect 
to be the boss. Men are used to 
their wives being subservient to 
them. So they are threatened by 
the power they now hold.” 

It is a response that is still trapped in an 

old system. As the Safer South Africa for 

Women and Children programme points 

out, it is the perversion of social power 

that is one of the key drivers of violence 

and vulnerability in South Africa. And 

it seems the perversion of this power 

in any direction will prevent us from 

reaching gender equality. 

Mandla’s frame is small. His clothes are 

clean, with extra holes being punched 

into his belt to keep his pants up. He 

is serious when he talks. This is quite 

opposed to the friendly laughter 

from Zanele that lightens the reality 

that her community faces. These two 

characters couldn’t be more different 

in appearance, but share a common 

understanding of how we can prevent 

violence in our society. All they want is 

to be heard and treated equally.  
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