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Violence in South Africa

At the commencement of the fieldwork portion of my study, in June 2017, the
story of Karabo Mokoena, a South African 22-year-old woman who was murdered
and burnt by her boyfriend, was trending on social media. According to a South
African Police Service (SAPS) report, she was one of 2,930 women murdered in
the country in 2017/18 (SAPS Crime Report 2019). Mokoena’s death once again
brought into the spotlight the everyday reality of violence against women in South
Africa. Her death sparked other social media commentary, including the trending
of #MenAreTrash, #NotAllMen and #NotInMyName, the last of which resulted in a
‘movement of men’ that established a nongovernmental organisation (NGO).
Known as #NIMNSA (Not in My Name, South Africa), the NGO aimed at ‘curbing
femicide by empowering underprivileged women’ in South Africa (see
www.nimnsa.org), and it joined a growing number of NGOs run by men
implementing interventions to address violence against women.

Mokoena’s murder was initially labelled as femicide, defined as the ‘intentional
killing of females because they are females’ by Statistics South Africa (Africa
Check 2019). However, in 2019, as the case progressed, reports emerged that
most of her internal organs were missing when her body was found. The police
concluded that it was a ritual murder, in which the organs were most likely used to
appease ancestors, to acquire wealth, or for protection from evil (Maughan 2018;
Comaroff and Comaroff 1999). Regardless of the police report, Mokoena’s
murder had already been widely interpreted by the public as yet another example
of a woman being killed by a man who claimed to love her. The multiple and
varied definitions of ‘violence’, both what it is and what it is not, as well as what
triggers it, contribute to its slipperiness as a term. As I explore in this thesis, this
slipperiness can make it difficult to address gendered violence when one relies on
predefined categories of gendered violence, such as those commonly
promulgated by development interventions.

In addition to its high levels of violence against both women and men, for more
than a decade South Africa has also been the focus of worldwide news coverage
of periodic xenophobic violence against ‘foreign’ (African) nationals. Targeting
mostly men from specific African countries, and labelled ‘Afrophobic’ by some,
such outbursts of violence were reported across the country, with the most
spectacular incidents occurring in 2008 and September 2019. Commenting on
the endemic nature of violence in South Africa, Sibabalwe Mona (2019), a South
African social media activist, has argued that violence against women is linked to
violence against African migrants. On her Instagram page, she posits ‘men who
are discontented due to lack of access to economic opportunities, and frustrated
by being unable to fulfil their perceived role as breadwinners in the household,
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1 Sibabalwe Mona. 2019. Instagram photo. On Instagram as ‘sibzxmona’, available at

https://www.instagram.com/p/B16gMKYjbUo/, accessed 31 October 2019.

turn to crime (against foreigners) as a coping mechanism and violence against
women as an assertion of power’. Stories such as these, backed up by statistics,
have contributed to South Africa’s reputation as one of the most violent countries
in the world, especially for a country not at war (Abrahams, Jewkes, and Mathews
2010). Scholars in South Africa have also reached a consensus that men’s violence
against women is related to their (men’s) use of violence against men, as well as
to their usually unacknowledged position as victims of violence (Jewkes, Flood,
and Lang 2015).

Mona’s Instagram post on violence reflects ongoing narratives in the public
sphere and the development world around violence and problematic
masculinities in South Africa, in which violence is explained as perpetrated by
men who want to assert themselves to compensate for their failures as
breadwinners. This premise, however, belies the complexity and the messy
interactions of economic, political and social factors that give rise to the supposed
state of men’s ‘failure’. It also overshadows the multidimensional scenarios
emanating from said failures or crises that precede violence against women.
Mona’s post, notably, refers to violence against migrants as emerging from the
same roots as violence against women, thereby framing both migrants and
women as victims of problematic masculinities.

Relevant to this dissertation is the paradoxical position of migrant men; as men
they constitute problematic masculinities, while, simultaneously, as migrants they
are framed as helpless victims at the hands of ‘failed’ South African men. This
dissertation questions the unidimensionality implied in the ‘crisis of masculinity’
narrative and its associated assumptions, particularly in the context of
marginalisation. Drawing on ethnographic research, I examine the diverse ways
that migrant men in inner-city Johannesburg have responded to political,
economic, legal and social marginalisation in relation to normative ideas about
masculinity, often framed as problematic or in crisis. In this introductory chapter, I
highlight the questions, key concepts and assumptions that guided this study, and
situate it within the scholarship on masculinity.

1

Aim and main argument of the study

This dissertation investigates how various forms of marginalisation intersect
with normative ideals of masculinities among migrant men in inner-city
Johannesburg. I use the term ‘normative’ to refer to certain practices performed
and/or ideas to which a man might subscribe in order to qualify or prove his
manhood, such as the idea that a man should financially provide for his family.
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Specifically, I examine how men who could be considered as in crisis — or in
‘money crisis’ to quote my interlocutors — responded to self-, structural- and
societal-inflicted pressures to behave in a ‘manly’ manner. I seek to contribute to
the analyses and discussions of masculinities in post-Apartheid South Africa,
focusing on how these intersect with migration, marginalisation and violence. I
include public, media and political anti-immigrant discourses as part of larger
political, economic and social marginalisation. I also consider legislative
mechanisms that prevent migrants from staying and working in South Africa, thus
having an effect on chronic unemployment, housing insecurity and poverty.
Migrants’ marginalisation also is related to race, language and ethnicity, among
other factors. These many factors push them to the margins of the economy or the
‘corner of life’, as my interlocutors called it. This corner is characterised by
precarity and violence, which can be interpreted as the enactment of problematic
masculinities, a framing that emphasises men as perpetrators, or as structural
violence, which highlights the vulnerabilities associated with migration.

Following my interlocutors’ conceptualisation, I refer to them as ‘cornered
men’, which allows me to offer an alternative to current dominant narratives of ‘the
crisis of masculinity’, ‘toxic masculinity’ or other ‘problematic’ masculinities
routinely circulating in South Africa and beyond, which also include narratives of
migrant masculinities that overemphasise their vulnerability. I investigate the
many actors and factors that feed and perpetuate the ‘crisis’ narrative, including
the role of development organisations in shaping such narratives. Here I refer to
multilateral and national NGOs working in South Africa that attend to diverse
social issues, including violence. I present an ethnographic study of migrant men
who spent time hanging out on street corners in Johannesburg’s inner city,
including Uncle Kofi’s Corner, the main ethnographic site where I worked for nine
months, and Tino’s Corner, my cousin’s mobile hair salon where I also spent a
significant amount of time.

Most of my interlocutors were men who had migrated from other African
countries, mostly from Zimbabwe, my country of origin, and the group was
ethnically diverse. A few had migrated to Johannesburg from other parts of South
Africa, including rural areas in KwaZulu Natal and Limpopo, they were also
included in the study because they frequented the street corners where I
conducted research. Following migrant social networks, they had settled in the
inner city where they lived together in relative comity, albeit plagued by chronic
poverty, joblessness and a pervasive state of desperation. While all of them fell
within the economically productive age group (15—64 years), many were
marginally employed or unemployed. Others engaged in small-scale
entrepreneurial projects that blurred the lines of legality and criminality. I explore
how such economic and social marginalisation intersected with normative ideas
of masculinities in shaping the everyday lives of these migrant men (and women)
in inner-city Johannesburg.
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Normative ideas of masculinities and associated expectations are rooted in the
patriarchal system that predominates in South Africa and that finds expression
through social structures, such as the family and religion, and in institutions
including government (Wilson 1969; Connell 1987; Jewkes et al. 2011).
According to feminist scholars, these structures have also given birth to the
stereotype of the ‘traditional’ man as one who is misogynistic, violent, sexually
voracious and resistant to change (Morrell 1998; Mangezvo 2017). In South Africa,
the traditional man is said to have failed (or refused) to embrace the legal, political
and economic environment that became institutionalised with the new
democracy, resulting in a post-Apartheid crisis of masculinity (Adamson 2017).
This crisis is characterised by violence against women and the spread of HIV, with
men engaging in risky sexual practices to assert their otherwise threatened
masculinity (Morrell 1998; Jewkes et al. 2010).

Failure or refusal to embrace change may also be associated with migrant men
from elsewhere in Africa, who come to South Africa with their own ideas of
masculinity (and gender), and who are expected to adjust to the often stringent
legal, social and economic environments in South Africa. In that scenario, violence
might be seen as a justifiable means for men to deal with such challenges. But
based on the insights from my ethnographic research, I question the simplistic
assumption that violent behaviour can be explained by the perceived failures of
men within the larger crisis of masculinity. I argue that this assumption relies on an
understanding of masculinity as fixed. However, in everyday contexts, men are
often forced — in unpremeditated ways — to shift their ideas of masculinities and
their practices in response to the lived reality of being cornered. The resulting
shifts are more varied and unstable than suggested by the ‘masculinity in crisis’
frame (Hamber 2010; Dube 2016). Observing the varied ways that my study
participants navigated and negotiated their precarious lived realities, a process
they termed ‘kukiya kiya’ — meaning trying various keys to open doors, and being
willing to enter a door and seize opportunities — I have come to understand
masculinities as fluid and plural by definition, consisting of a set of ideas,
behaviours and practices resulting in unstable subject positions in the process of
being and becoming (Nilan 1995; Hall 1993; Fast and Moyer 2018).

‘Kukiya kiya’ is used to explain the multiple forms of indeterminate and risk-
taking ingenuity employed by men to manoeuvre within and out of corner spaces.
This framing opens up the possibility that masculinities can be contested,
redefined, altered or reconstructed in different spaces and times in response to
the lived realities of being and becoming cornered. Understanding masculinities
in this way helps us to move away from frameworks that are limiting and that fail
to capture the open-ended and nuanced ways in which gender unfolds in the
context of everyday life.
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Study questions

The principal question I set out to answer in this study is what happens when
normative ideas and practices of masculinity encounter corner spaces that limit
their expression or realisation? I divided this question into four parts, each of
which is addressed in the four empirical chapters that follow.

First, how do migrant men understand their marginalisation in relation to their
ideas and practices of masculinity? To answer this question, I explored how
marginalisation emerging from post-migration contexts leaves men with limited
options, so that they end up, in their words, ‘becoming cornered’. While such
spaces could be read as forms of structural violence, men used the same
cornered spaces as springboards to redefine their perceived identities as men.
My analysis advances discussions about structure and agency in relation to
specific migration contexts (Muzondidya 2008; Chiumbu and Nyamanhindi 2012;
Landau and Freemantle 2010), by attending to the meanings that the men
themselves accord to such structures and agentic efforts. Instead of limiting my
analysis at how structures inhibit men, I highlight how men view such structures as
shaping their identities as men. An example of this is men redefining masculinities
in the context of perceived failure, such as a man enduring unemployment and
resisting criminality in order to be considered morally respectable. Another
instance is a man engaging in multiple income-generating schemes, including
unscrupulous ones, and is deemed a ‘man with a plan’ who makes things happen
through ‘kukiya kiya’.

Second, how do cornered migrant men who supposedly subscribe to
‘traditional masculinity’ position themselves within the narrative of the ‘new man’
or ‘positive masculinity’ as advocated by the development world? To respond to
this question, I explored the origin of the ‘crisis of masculinity’ narrative within the
development world and how men from marginalised communities become the
targets of behavioural change interventions. I complicate the linear behaviour or
identity transformation implied by some gender-based interventions, by
illustrating the iterative and open-ended negotiations that take place in the
unfinished process of transformation.

Third, how do corner spaces spawn violence in its multidimensional forms,
including gender-based violence? In addressing this question, I departed from
the ‘crisis of masculinity’ concept to examine how cornered migrant men find
themselves in paradoxical positions where they fall within both the hegemonic
group of men and the subordinated group of those on the margins. I illustrate the
difficulties of qualifying men’s reported experiences of violence as gendered
because the official definitions of gender-based violence have already named
such violence as against women, thereby excluding men’s experiences.
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Situating the study and its contribution

While this is an anthropological inquiry into gendered violence, I draw from the
disciplines of public health, sociology and psychology, which to date have
contributed immensely to theorising masculinities in South Africa and particularly
problematic masculinities. Within the development world, gender-based violence
has been understood as a public health issue emanating from unequal gender
relations. Similarly, migration and the risks associated with it have been
understood in public health and human rights terms. In the four empirical
chapters that follow, I answer the questions I raise above, responding specifically
to assumptions posited by dominant theories in masculinity studies. My
interlocutors’ experiences are somewhat different from the experiences of those
men who have typically provided the empirical basis for theories of problematic
masculinities, for example, South African men in townships or HIV-positive men in
behavioural change programmes.

I use the next two chapters of this thesis to situate my study within the field of
anthropology and masculinities, at methodological and conceptual levels,
respectively. In Chapter 2, I situate myself as a female migrant researcher trained
in demography conducting an anthropological study on a well-researched topic
in a relatively dangerous setting. Building on my previous experience working as
a quantitative researcher in the NGO world, focusing on gender-based violence
as a bounded research object, in this dissertation I examine the same research
subject using a more open-ended approach. Rather than approaching the field as
a ‘data collector’, and examining gender-based violence as a public health issue,

Fourth, how do men compensate for their perceived failures without or in
addition to resorting to violence? For this question, I moved away from the
conventional association between violence and crisis, to highlight alternative
ways that men might respond to corner spaces. My analysis acknowledges the
dangers of a single story by paying attention to alternatives, which often fall
between the cracks of totalising claims and theories (Mkhwanazi 2015).

The main contention of this dissertation is that violence cannot and should not
be the only lens through which we frame the experiences of men in socially and
economically precarious contexts. In the remaining pages of this chapter, I
provide the context for this study and situate it in relation to the current
discussions on masculinities, violence, marginalisation and migration in post-
Apartheid South Africa. I begin by providing a background to problematic
masculinities and crisis in migration narratives. This is followed by an overview of
the relevant literature and a detailed description of the context and study site.



CHAPTER 1 | INTRODUCTION

BECOMING CORNERED9

I thought of myself as a fisherman-like anthropologist, availing myself of whatever
my interlocutors offered to me as I paid attention to what they said and did in
relation to their gendered subjectivities (Ferguson 1999). As Ratele (2017, 6)
writes, ‘oppressive notions of gender are reinforced, nurtured and mobilised, or
threatened, frustrated and undermined while we are talking about other social or
personal issues, writing about other topics, that is to say, while we are focused on
other, apparently unrelated, areas of life, such as discussing the laws of the
country, parenting or God’.

In Chapter 3, I acknowledge how masculinities scholarship has evolved and
how research from South Africa critically shapes this scholarship in international
debates in conversation with dominant theories emerging from the global north.
However, international migrant masculinities are hardly addressed in current
discussions and theorisations. To advance my arguments, I bring together
literature from critical studies of masculinities and the anthropology of becoming
(Biehl and Locke 2017), which focuses on how individuals deal with structures in
their everyday life, and anthropological work on ‘frontier’ Africans (Nyamnjoh
2015), which relates to identity formation in post-migration contexts in urban
Africa. I join my voice with scholars refuting the presentation of Africa as a place
of perpetual deficiencies and crises (Comaroff and Comaroff 2012; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni 2015; Nyamnjoh 2015; Vigneswaran 2013).

The double crisis: masculinities and
migration in post-apartheid South Africa

Statements such as ‘South Africans are violent’, ‘migrants are virus carriers’, ‘HIV
is rampant in South Africa’, and ‘men are trash’ were commonly overheard in the
streets of Johannesburg during my ethnographic research. But we cannot
overlook the role played by scientific studies and the NGO world in triggering
and/or perpetuating these narratives. One of the objectives of this study was to
investigate the various (f)actors that feed and perpetuate the ‘crisis’ narrative,
including the role of the development world in shaping such narratives. In this
section I examine the origins of the ‘problematic masculinities’ narrative within the
development world and how migrant men are positioned within such narratives.

To describe problematic masculinities, feminist scholars have coined the term
‘crisis of masculinity’ (or ‘crisis in masculinity’) in order ‘to draw attention to
problems confronting men in the face of changing work and family structure’ in
contemporary times (Dube 2016, 73; see also Adamson 2017; Morrell 1998;
Jewkes and Morrell 2010). The crisis of masculinity narrative has been used
specifically to explain the high levels of recorded violence in South Africa, with
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scholars linking South Africa’s staggering rape and murder statistics to the
changing legal, political and economic landscape that emerged in the country
after the end of apartheid (Adamson 2017; Dube 2016; Morrell 1998; Jewkes and
Morrell 2010; Hamber 2010). In addition to being labelled as the ‘rape capital’ of
the world (Wilkinson 2014), South Africa is also said to have the highest
prevalence of HIV and AIDS (Avert 2019), which is associated with pervasive
sexual violence.

According to the SAPS Crime Statistics Report of 2019, 41,583 cases of rape
were reported for the period of 2018/19, translating to an average of 114 rape
cases being reported every day. In their analysis of the statistics released by Stats
SA and SAPS, Africa Check reported that in the year 2018/19, one woman was
murdered every three hours, while one man was murdered every 30 minutes
(Wilkinson 2019). Ratele (2017), drawing on findings from previous years that
show that the homicide rate for men is nearly six-fold that for women, brings
attention to the disproportionate vulnerability of men to violence in South Africa.
This reality has been overshadowed by ‘problematic masculinity’ narratives that
position men as inherently violent. As glaring as the gap (the statistical difference
in violence experienced by men and women) is, it is well documented that
articulating it has often attracted rebukes from feminist activists who argue that
pointing out men’s experience of violence risks impeding efforts towards
achieving gender equality. For example, the hashtag movement in South Africa
used slogans like ‘men are trash’, which provoked reactions of ‘not all men’ or
‘some men are trash’. Pointing out that not all men are perpetrators of violence
sparked backlash from some feminists who stated that such claims took away the
spotlight from women’s experiences by focusing on men. While not all men
perpetrate violence and some men are at risk of experiencing violence, saying so
may be read as insensitive in the context of the high levels of gender-based
violence and HIV prevalence disproportionately affecting women (Jewkes et al.
2010; Morrell and Jewkes 2011).

The peak of HIV incidence, both in South Africa and globally, coincided with
the advent of the country’s new democracy in the early 1990s and was
exacerbated by increased immigration flows into South Africa, calling for a global
response to the epidemic (Lurie 2006; Wyrod 2016). The global response, mainly
driven by development actors from the United States and Western Europe NGOs,
led to a focus on African sexuality and masculinity. According to Wyrod (2016, 15),
there was an ‘unparalleled effort to survey, quantify and modify the sexual
behaviour of African men and women, such that it can now be difficult to discuss
sexuality beyond the frame of HIV and AIDS’. Scholars in South Africa and around

2

2 This was a contention I struggled with throughout this research project given my position as a female researcher
who has worked for gender activist organisations. See, for example, the article ‘Twitter- trending hashtag ‘MenAreTrash’
proof that men centre themselves on feminist issues’, available at:
https://www.thesouthafrican.com/opinion/menaretrash-trending-twitter-men-detail-feminist-issues/
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the globe moved beyond studying HIV solely in relation to individual traits such
as sexuality or masculinity, and situated individual practices and experiences
within wider structural, political and economic contexts (Farmer 2004b; Campbell
1997; Hunter 2010; Ratele 2013, Mfecane 2011). One critical finding from this
research was that unequal gender relations, compounded by economic and racial
inequalities, contributed to the spread of HIV and the impact of AIDS,
disproportionately affecting (black) women. As important as such studies have
been, by foregrounding the intricate association between HIV and gender-based
violence particularly in black communities, they have contributed to crafting and
popularising a crisis discourse of problematic masculinities in the same
communities (Izugbara and Egesa 2019; Lorist 2020; Peacock, Khumalo, and
Mcnab 2004; Jewkes et al. 2011).

Migrant men in particular have been entwined in the problematic masculinity
narrative, primarily because circular migration has been established as one of the
drivers of HIV transmission in Africa (Brummer 2002; Lurie et al. 2003; Campbell
1997). Furthermore, migration has been framed as a crisis through the discourse
of the mainstream media and in political spheres. For example, in 2016, Statistics
South Africa reported that an ‘uncontrolled influx [of migrants] comes at a high
cost for the poor masses expecting improved standards of living from the present
government’ (Community Health Survey 2016, 2, emphasis added). Similar
sentiments were shared by some of my interlocutors and on social media during
the course of this study. For example, on 26 September, 2018, an article in The
Citizen, an online South African newspaper, was titled ‘Foreign migrant influx
straining Gauteng’s resources — govt report’. Through such representations,
migrants have largely been configured as the ‘cause of crime, people that spread
HIV/AIDS, “stealing” jobs, housing, education and health- care from ordinary
South Africans and promoting poverty and moral-cultural decay in urban
dwellings’ (Vanyoro and Ncube 2018, 6; see also Landau and Freemantle 2010).

Despite being identified as a ‘key population’ at greater risk of HIV infection
and transmission, migrants are not adequately covered by the public health
system of South Africa (Vearey et al. 2017; Vearey 2018). Migrants’ limited access
to health care is further exacerbated by prevailing antagonistic sentiments against
migrants (Hickel 2014; Landau and Freemantle 2010; Beremauro 2013). This has
given more impetus to NGOs claiming and seeking to address the government’s
gap in service delivery to migrant populations. Organisations such as the
Consortium of Refugees and Migrants in South Africa (CoRMSA) have emerged to
address the plight of migrants in South Africa. Some of the NGOs within this
consortium specifically reach out to migrant populations to raise awareness about
HIV and gender-based violence, framing the two epidemics as emerging from

3 https://citizen.co.za/news/south-africa/2013876/foreign-migrant-influx-straining-gautengs-resources- govt-report/

3
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gender inequality and identifying gender-equality interventions as the solution.
A number of NGOs, exemplified by the #Not in My Name NGO mentioned in

the opening to this chapter, have been established to ‘intervene’ through the
‘engagement’ of men (Graaff 2017, 2). A few have employed gender
transformative approaches that seek to make gender relations more equitable by
calling into question and transforming destructive gender and sexual norms
among both men and women (Dworkin, Fleming, and Colvin 2015). Among other
things, this approach entails getting men to attend awareness-raising events,
teaching them to recognise the negative effects of violence, and encouraging
them to embrace alternative or positive masculinities that are framed as
nonviolent and gender equitable.

To become targets of development and health interventions, men and
masculinities must be conceived as problematic or in crisis. The rise in NGOs and
interventions aiming to ‘fix’ men entailed a proliferation of this crisis discourse on
billboards, conference papers, NGO reports and scholarly publications. In these
discursive spaces, the marginalised black man has become the face of
problematic masculinities, while (African) women are framed as at risk of being
harmed by such masculinities, which is then backed up by selected and
sometimes self-generated statistics. Burchardt, Patterson, and Rasmussen (2013)
describe such representations as ‘extraversion’, with African states and civil society
highlighting topical social problems in a display of desperation and
deservingness of donor money. Owing to their social, economic and often legal
position in society, migrant men and women are disproportionately targeted by
these interventions because their cornered subject positions prove the
‘deservingness’ of NGOs that engage them. This deservingness is further
augmented by studies that highlight migrants as high-risk populations (Campbell
1997; Lurie et al. 2003) in regards to negative health outcomes such as HIV and
gender-based violence. Marginalised migrant men are paradoxically positioned
within the development world in South Africa: framed as problematic
(masculinities) or as victims of structural violence, depending on any given
project’s agenda. In addition, some interventions focus on promoting change at
the individual level, overlooking the structural issues or cornering factors that are
key contexts for both violence and risky sexual behaviour (Cornwall, Edstrom, and
Greig 2011).

In this dissertation, I approach the disproportionate targeting of specific
groups men by NGOs for behavioural change interventions as a kind of symbolic
violence. As Pakasi (2018, 180) puts it, symbolic violence, as a form ‘everyday
violence, operates through hegemonic discourses such as depictions of
oppressed groups as dangerous, as well as through mundane rituals of
humiliation and violence’. I take ‘hegemony’ in this context to mean ‘the ability to
impose a particular definition on a situation’ (Ratele 2017, 11), for example the
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development world’s over-signification of crisis in the problematic masculinity
narrative, or the establishment of cornering categories that present individuals as
either this or that — ‘men who care’ or ‘violent men’ — thereby failing to capture the
process of negotiations in between. I argue this is symbolic violence because not
only is it invisible but it also shrouds the inherent power imbalances between
development practitioners and the men they target (Lorist 2020). Further, neither
party may be conscious that they are submitting to or wielding specific power.
Like structural violence, symbolic violence is, as Bourdieu writes, ‘a form of
internalised oppression or humiliation, the legitimisation of inequality, and
hierarchies of expressions of class power that could take on many forms, such as
sexism, heterosexism, racism and xenophobia (as quoted in Pieterse, Stratford,
and Nel 2018, 33). Lorist (2020, 83) terms this specific violence within the
development world ‘epistemic injustice’, defining it ‘as power imbalances
between knowledges’.

In this dissertation, I move away from this over-signification of crisis in relation
to both migration and masculinities, and especially the unidirectional outcomes
associated with it. Firstly, instead of ‘crisis’, I borrow the phrase ‘becoming
cornered’ from my study participants to refer to forms of social, legal and political
marginalisation that result in ‘limited options’ for survival. Instead of focusing on
violence as an obvious and only outcome of becoming cornered, I explore the
myriad ways that differently positioned migrant men with limited options live up
to, or fail to live up to, self and societal expectations. I particularly emphasise how
migrant men slipped in and out of different subjectivities, claiming and taking up
different identities in different spaces and times, making it difficult to come up
with stable and exclusionary identities. I turn now to literature relevant to this
aspect of the study, highlighting the associations between corner spaces and
gender-based violence, and ask: is violence the only frame to understand the
experiences of cornered men?

As explored in the preceding section, both migration and masculinities have
been framed in relation to crisis. The crisis of masculinities in particular has been
identified contributing to gendered violence in South Africa. Though focusing my
analysis on the crisis of masculinities, I depart from the assumption that violence
by men emanates from a place of gender domination. By highlighting the
paradoxical position of migrants as both hegemonic and subordinated, I opt for
an open-ended understanding of violence that acknowledges the
multidimensional manifestations of gendered violence. I particularly highlight

Masculinities, crisis and gender-based
violence in South Africa
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how becoming cornered undermines migrant men’s dominant position, thereby
complicating their capacity to perpetrate violence.

Questions regarding the relationship between masculinities and violence have
long interested scholars from various disciplines, some of whom have
documented how masculinities shift following migration or in the face of a
changing political and economic landscape (Morrell 1998; Breckenridge 1998).
For example, in South Africa, scholars have theorised a relationship between
black masculinist violence and the dominant form of urbanisation that unfolded
in the 1950s during Apartheid, which relied largely on male migrant labour from
within South Africa and other African countries. Most such studies have focused
on internal migrants (Breckenridge 1998; Gibbs 2014; Morrell 1998), with only a
few recent studies focusing on migrants from other countries (Mangezvo 2015; de
Jong 2018; Matshaka 2009). Morrell (1998, 630) suggests that the shift from being
a respectable ruler (traditional man) in a rural area to being a jobless man in the
city has led to men’s violence, especially gender-based violence, presumably to
compensate for their failed masculinities (see also Dube 2016 and Jolly 2010).

Following the same structuralist strand of argumentation are a number of
studies focusing on masculinities and violence, particularly gender-based
violence (Dunkle et al. 2004; Jewkes et al. 2010). However, with the exception of
a few ethnographic studies (e.g., Wood et al. 2008), most of what is known about
gender-based violence comes from household surveys or from psychological and
sociological studies focusing on violence against women (Dunkle et al. 2004;
Jewkes et al. 2010; Abrahams, Jewkes, and Mathews 2010). In these studies,
which may be considered a genre of sorts, South Africa is routinely reported to
have a high prevalence of gender-based violence.

A study by Jewkes and colleagues (2001), carried out in 1998, established that
one- in-four women in the provinces of Limpopo, Mpumalanga and the Eastern
Cape reported being physically assaulted by a male partner over the course of
their lifetime. Subsequent studies established that more than three-quarters of
women in Limpopo had experienced some form of violence (Machisa et al. 2010,
2013; Musariri et al. 2013, 2014). The most recent study conducted by a group of
research institutes in Diepsloot, an informal settlement of Johannesburg, showed
that more than half (56%) of men had raped or beaten a woman in the 12 months
preceding the interview (Sonke 2016). Such studies, largely undertaken by
gender activists and feminist scholars, have admirably helped to make violence
against women visible, and presumably knowable, while simultaneously making
a strong case against problematic masculinities, providing evidence for policy
making, public health interventions academic analysis and theoretical
contributions to the study of masculinities and violence.

4

4 For detailed statistics on various forms of gender-based violence in South Africa, see studies conducted by the Medical Research
Council and Gender Links from 2010 to 2013, as well as a study by Sonke Gender Justice Network, University of the Witwatersand
and the Medical Research Council in 2016.
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Before embarking on my PhD studies, I had worked for feminist organisations
that sought to address gender inequality in Africa with a focus on gender-based
violence, and so I was familiar with and had contributed to both the research and
the narratives outlined above (see, for example, Musariri et al. 2013). As
quantitative data analyst, I was well aware of the different categories and forms of
gender-based violence. But like many other scholars and activists I also wondered
why, despite many interventions, gender-based violence appeared to be on the
increase. Frustrated with my failure to get satisfactory answers from household
surveys, I embarked on this PhD study, using an anthropological approach, with
the intention to investigate further why men in South Africa were violent towards
women. Employing an open-ended approach, I was overwhelmed by the many
forms of violence I encountered, both directly observed and in the day-to-day
stories that did not always neatly fit in the existing pre- identified categories of
gender-based violence. In the inner city, like many other areas in Johannesburg,
interpersonal violence may include different forms of male-on-male violence, self-
violence, and sexual and physical violence against women. These different forms
of violence appear intertwined and yet also gendered in that they manifested and
affected men and women differently, thus challenging the notion of gender-
based violence being synonymous with violence against women, as I had
previously understood and as suggested in development interventions that
present women as victims and men as perpetrators (Ratele 2013a; Vetten and
Ratele 2013b).

The ubiquity of violence in the inner city and other low-resource settings led
me to widen my scope and consider framing the experiences of my interlocutors
within a ‘continuum of violence’, an approach suggested by Scheper-Hughes and
Bourgois (2004); I explore this further in Chapter 6. This approach enabled me to
‘account for the interconnectedness of all forms of violence, from the invisible/
structural violence to the visible/every day micro-violence, to extraordinary/
reasonable/public violence’ (Accomazzo 2012, 547). This allowed me to grasp
better the paradoxical position of perpetrator/victim to which my study
participants were subjected in relation to violence. Migrant men fell within the
broader group of men to the extent that they considered themselves superior to
women. However, simultaneously, as migrants they were also victims of violence
perpetuated by other men and, on occasion, by (South African) women from
higher class positions. The continuum of violence frame made it possible to
conceptualise the intersecting vulnerabilities of migrants, including their lack of
legal or official documentation, unemployment, homelessness, criminality and
interpersonal violence, including violence against women and xenophobia. These
interconnected violences, conceived of as existing along a continuum, can be
understood as contributing to the feeling of being cornered, as regularly
reported among the men I studied.
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Masculinities, crisis and alternatives to
violence

While violence was undisputedly an everyday reality, my interlocutors did not
make it the context for everything else. They also engaged in other activities and
convivial relationships in their everyday lives in ways that were not exclusionary.
Therefore, in this study, I also asked: how men might compensate for perceived
failures without (or in addition to) resorting to violence? This question spurred me
to examine other aspects and experiences of migrant men in Johannesburg that
are usually overshadowed by problematising narratives. Such an analysis allows
us to move from essentialising frameworks and theories that present violence as
inherent. Pasura and Christou (2017), researching masculinity among African men
in the United Kingdom, demonstrate the many ways that men negotiate and
perform respectable masculinities despite the precarity of their everyday lives.
When men experience a rupture of their masculine identity, when gender roles
are overturned or undermined, they prefer to negotiate new modes of
respectability rather than turn to violence. For example, men may embrace
changes when they take on gender roles historically considered to belong to
women. At times, as well, they might rather go back to their home countries in an
effort to restore their status. Gibbs (2014), researching the taxi industry of South
Africa, deviates from the predominant narrative that portrays ‘failed men’ as
‘violent men’. While he acknowledges the turbulence and the general violence
that characterise the taxi industry, he argues that kinship, prestige and
respectability are critical in shaping migrant masculinities. In this dissertation, I
follow Gibbs, examining how kinship and interdependencies play out among
migrant men in Johannesburg, while countering the assumption that
marginalised men fail to build positive relationships. I focus, therefore, not only on
violence but also on other possible outcomes that emerge when men are
cornered. I specifically examine localised scripts on how to be ‘good and
responsible’ men, scripts that enabled the men I studied to avoid violence and
criminality.

In my efforts to situate the experiences of my interlocutors within the
scholarship of masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa, I found an emerging
literature on ‘alternative masculinities’, working as a counter-narrative to that of
problematic masculinities. The concept of ‘alternative masculinities’ emerged
from development activists and feminist scholars, many of whom worked in South
Africa, in response to high levels of violence against women (Kimmel 1987;
Barker, Ricardo, and Nascimento 2007; Peacock, Khumalo, and Mcnab 2004).
They foregrounded the need to transform traditional men into ‘new men’. In
describing the new man, Morrell (1998, 7) writes: ‘Although a caricature, it is
helpful to identify some of his features: introspective, caring, anxious, out-spoken
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on women's rights, domestically responsible. The new man also turned his back
on competitive sport, sexist jokes, violent outdoor pursuits’ (emphasis added).

Most studies of alternative masculinities to date have come from the fields of
public health and sociology, and they continue to underscore a double binary
within the context of a gender-transformative framework, one that pits biological
men against biological women and gender-equitable men against gender-
inequitable men. For example, Morrell and Jewkes’s (2016) study on ‘fathers who
care and those who do not’ leaves no room for men like those in my study who
straddled such categories. Morrell and Jewkes (2009) and Peacock and
colleagues (2006) examine masculinities that they label as ‘counter hegemonic’,
such as men engaging in childcare, caring for the sick and supporting gender
equality. However, my research documented men’s care work that did not
necessarily go against hegemonic masculinities intentionally. These men often
did care work out of necessity and the same men condoned some forms of sexual
violence, for example marital rape. Based on Morrell and Jewkes’s (2011, 7) study
on the association between care and gender equity, men in my study who
engaged in some caring practices while simultaneously upholding ‘traditional’
masculine understandings of gender roles could be identified as reflecting a
‘benevolent patriarchy’. While acknowledging the positive impact that such caring
practices may have in the processes of identity and value transformation in the
broader society, the scholars still warn against the dangers of characterising such
men as ‘caring’ and ‘good men’, as doing so may reify this kind of masculinity and
undermine the efforts to attain gender equality (Morrell and Jewkes 2011, 9).

However, the framing of masculinities as either problematic or positive limits
our understanding of the nuances of the hybridity and negotiations that fall in
between. Nyamnjoh (2015, 10) calls on academic scholars to adopt conviviality in
the intellectual claims they make about individuals and societies, in ‘recognition
and provision for fact or reality of being incomplete’. It is not only a recognition
but also a celebration of incompleteness. I use Nyamnjoh’s (2015, 11) concept of
conviviality to refute gender frameworks that favour ‘conversion’ over
‘conversation’, and to propose an understanding of identities and masculinities as
‘open-ended pursuits’ that are manifested as cornered men engage in kukiya kiya
endeavours.

Migrant men’s contribution to masculinity
scholarship in South Africa

The invisibility of (international) migrant masculinities within the broader
masculinities’ scholarship in South Africa is quite glaring. Mbembe and Nuttall
(2004, 364) assert that beside the migrant (man) being ‘the one beneath the city’,
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he has been outside of its ‘orders of visibility’ even during colonial times. Despite
the current emphasis on the importance of work and money in shaping
masculinities, those who migrate internationally with the aim of fulfilling the
breadwinner role are little researched in this respect. And despite migration
having been understood as a largely male phenomenon in South Africa, research
on migrant men has hardly been incorporated into current theorisations of
masculinities in South Africa (Mbiyozo 2018).

A number of studies have documented shifting gender dynamics following
migration in South Africa, with several focusing on internal migration.
Breckenridge (1998) provides an insightful historical analysis of how migrant
labour shaped gender dynamics in the early 20th century. Focusing mostly on
violence within the racialised masculine hierarchy, he posits that the ideals and
practices of masculinity that dominated South Africa in the 1900s ‘emerged on the
mines’ with migrant men (Breckenridge 1998, 669). While acknowledging the
presence of migrants from other African countries, his study focused on isiXhosa
migrant men from the Eastern Cape who had worked at the Witwatersrand mines
between 1920 and 1939.

Similarly, commenting on the rural-urban migration in the 20th century, Morrell
(1998) posits that the patriarchal system that shaped gender relations in the rural
areas remained entrenched in the belief systems of those who migrated to urban
areas, resulting in the traditional rural masculinity becoming hegemonic. While
traditional rural masculinity was centred on family and homestead, the disruption
of family life following migration and as aided by the repressive laws of apartheid
meant a rupture in traditional masculine norms within urban communities. Upon
men’s return to their rural homes, their perceived status was further ruptured as
they discovered that women had assumed men’s roles and moved on with their
lives, Pyke (2020) argues, and further asserts that men resorted to violence as a
means to control women and their families, in order to restore their ‘lost’
reputation. Again, this study focuses on internal migrants. Gibbs (2014) too, in his
study of retrenched labour migrants in the minibus-taxi industry of South Africa,
focuses on internal migrants of isiZulu descent. He explores how migrant men
responded to declining industrial employment in the 1980s and 1990s by
entering the informal taxi industry, which was fraught with violence. Despite the
quality of this historical research, not much is known about the migrant men from
other African countries, particularly before 1994 when apartheid formally came to
an end.

Recently, a few scholars have examined masculinities among international
migrants of specific descent, for example de Jong (2017) studied Congolese men
in Johannesburg’s inner city, and how they use fashion and music to respond to
marginalisation resulting from xenophobia. Using Soukous music and the
activities of the Society for Ambiencers and Persons of Elegance (SAPE), both of
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which were dominated by men in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Congolese men in South Africa constructed themselves as respectable and proud
men who were better than South Africans. Matshaka (2010) and Mangezvo (2016)
conducted studies on masculinities among Zimbabwe men. Both established
how Zimbabwean men in the Western Cape of South Africa responded to
marginalisation, including xenophobia, by presenting themselves as hardworking
and more desirable than their South African counterparts.

Although some internal migrants were included in my research, the primary
focus was on international migrants. In my analysis, I attempt to move beyond
migrant masculinities as they relate to xenophobia and to engage with the
broader scholarship on masculinities, gendered violence and positive
masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa. My aim is to show how migrant men’s
experiences are relevant to current theorisations of masculinities in Africa that
have predominantly focused on South Africans. I argue that migration impacts
gender dynamics, identities and practices in multiple ways that are not
predetermined as men adapt to new circumstances and negotiate new identities
in post-migration contexts (Musariri and Moyer 2020). This line of argumentation
contributes to the growing number of studies that highlight the variability of the
migration experience among men and that emphasise notions of masculinities
beyond violence and crisis in South Africa (Jong 2017; Mangezvo 2016; Matshaka
2010) and globally (Montes 2013; Batnitzky, McDowell, and Dyer 2009; Datta et
al. 2009).

Study context: masculinities in
Johannesburg’s inner city

Given its historical and contemporary significance as the ‘region’s sole
metropolis’, its function as the city’s social and economic hub, and its label as the
epicentre of violence, Johannesburg’s inner city provides a relevant site to
investigate how marginalisation intersects with gender and migration (Landau
and Freemantle 2010, 377; see also Mbembe and Nuttal 2004). The abolition of
the apartheid system in the early 1990s led to the lifting of repressive laws that
were used to systematically discriminate against black South Africans, including
controlling their movements within the country. The newly legalised freedom to
move resulted in more black people migrating into Johannesburg’s inner city,
which had been predominantly inhabited by white migrants, many of whom were
the descendants of those who had come from Europe at the peak of gold and
diamond mining in what was then Witwatersrand (Crush, Williams, and Peberdy
2005; Vigneswaran 2013; Stadler and Dugmore 2017). After 1994, many
economically marginalised black people left the black townships and reserves to
which they had been assigned during apartheid, moving to the inner city so they
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could live closer to places of work. At the same time, many wealthier white people
moved out of the inner city to the spacious outskirts, where they established
gated communities. The degentrification of Johannesburg’s inner city was
compounded by urban decentralisation, which saw the emergence of business
centres in other parts of the city, particularly the northern suburbs and more
recently the western suburbs.

The end of apartheid coincided with a period of turmoil in several African
countries that were simultaneously facing crises related to demographic pressure,
economic decline and inequality, civil conflict, societal deterioration, famine and
war; these crises were instigated or catalysed by economic structural adjustment
programmes and climate change (Beremauro 2013). Lax migration laws at the
start of the post-apartheid period coupled by rapid incorporation into global
capitalism meant that South Africa opened its doors not only to the international
community but also other African countries, especially those that had become
part of the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) in 1994. The
Community Health Survey, conducted by Statistics South Africa in 2016, records
that four of the 15 SADC countries — Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Lesotho and
Malawi — continue to be among the top five sending countries, with Great Britain
being the fifth (Stats SA 2016). Proportionally, Gauteng received the most
migrants, followed by the Western Cape. Further analysis by Vearey and
colleagues (2017) shows that the majority of migrants, both internal and
international, are concentrated in cities such as Johannesburg and in certain
inner-city neighbourhoods. Within inner-city neighbourhoods, migrants have
settled in clusters according to nationality, forming boundaries of belonging
distinguishing insiders and outsiders. However, as Matsinhe (2011, 297) puts it,
members of the insider-outsider groups ‘have no visible skin colour or
socioeconomic status differences’, but may have commonalities in ancestry,
traditions, languages and colonial histories.

As a port of entry for both internal and international migrants, the inner city
presents itself as a source of hope — hope for economic opportunities — and
simultaneously as a place where hope is crushed due to the social, political and
economic inequalities that continue to resound from the colonial and apartheid
eras. The inner city provides an interesting case study for practices of masculinity
because of its paradoxical position as a kind of sanctuary for marginalised people,
including migrants, a place of kinship and friendship, as well as a place of poverty,
violence and disease (Stadler and Dugmore 2017). Since the late 1880s,
migration has played a critical role in shaping life in the mines and in shaping
practices of masculinities. Men came to Johannesburg to work in the mines,
where they had little interaction with the few migrant women who were present
(Breckenbridge 1998). The scarcity of women saw men engaging in activities such
as commercial sex work with hired females and excessive drinking; this still
characterises these neighbourhoods (Stadler and Dugmore 2017).
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The inner city has also become a place for female migrants. The feminisation
of migration after apartheid has led to a shift in gender dynamics, as more and
more women occupy spaces that were traditionally thought of as belonging to
men in the labour market. With women earning incomes, there has been a shift in
gender and family relations that has disrupted the patriarchal household structure
and roles. Men have been forced to come to terms with these adjustments. The
feminisation of migration has been associated with high levels of violence against
women, gang violence and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV and AIDS,
particularly in the inner city. The decline in industrial labour resulted in the rise of
crime and corruption and the informal sector (Briggs 2016). To this day, the inner
city is characterised by a vibrant informal sector in which most of my study
participants were engaged.

Regions of Johannesburg including the inner city
Source: https://www.researchgate.net/figure/The-Regions-of-city-of-Johannesburg-including-Alexandra-E-
Region-and-Soweto-D-Region_fig1_257739461



BECOMING CORNERED

CHAPTER 1 | INTRODUCTION

22

Study sites

The inner city is part of Region F, one of the seven administrative regions of
Johannesburg. The area is heterogeneous and includes neighbourhoods with
large migrant populations surrounding the central business district. As the area is
known as the epicentre of violence and crime, I was a bit anxious about
conducting my study there. I named this space Uncle Kofi’s Corner after Kofi, a 42-
year-old shoe maker of Ghanaian descent, who in the last decade had managed
to build up a small enterprise of various services, anchored in shoe repair. The
most recent investment in his business was an ice cream-making machine and a
phone shop. Uncle Kofi’s Corner is situated on the premises of a Christian church
and is graced by people from different backgrounds, including women and
children. The ‘corner’ itself however is predominantly male, leading to my
conceptualisation of ‘becoming cornered’ as gendered. Several men who
frequented Uncle Kofi’s Corner discovered an urban oasis, after they had first
approached the church to find accommodation. They came to the church
because they had limited options; they were ‘cornered’. Upon arrival, however,
they found people in similar situations and began forming affective connections
and sharing strategies about how to behave and survive inner city life.

Although most of the material I use in this study came from my interactions and
observations at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, spending time at my cousin Tino’s mobile hair
salon also shaped my study significantly. Tino’s Corner is situated a few streets
away from Uncle Kofi’s Corner and it captures the idea of reconfiguring urban
space quite well. Tino, who at the time of my research was 36 years old, is a
Zimbabwean man who specialises in braiding hair in his open-air salon, which is
situated by the traffic lights of one of the busiest streets in the inner city. Women
flocked to him to have their hair twisted. Men, mostly Zimbabweans, regularly
came to chat with Tino over a bottle of beer or smoke as he went about his
business. Tino preferred this corner as his salon, rather than an indoor shop,
because it served as a space for both leisure and business. Because it was mobile,
Tino did not have to pay anyone rent or buy any furniture. And it was social: he
could do business as he chatted with his friends. I always passed by Tino’s on the
way to and from Uncle Kofi’s Corner. At times he accompanied me to Uncle Kofi’s
Corner; at other times I would just greet him and proceed on my own.

Chapter outline

This dissertation is divided into two parts: the first describes my study context
geographically and conceptually, and the second contains four empirical
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chapters. These are followed by the summarising conclusion. Chapter 2 describes
the geographical space and the social, legal, political and economic context of
my study. I also present my methodology for conducting the study, paying
particular focus to my positionality as a migrant woman studying migrant men in
precarious contexts. Then, in Chapter 3, I outline the concepts and theories that
are central to this dissertation, in order to situate my interlocutors’ experiences in
relation to the broader scholarship of masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa.
I outline the dominant approaches to the study of masculinities that are relevant
to my research while advancing my concept of cornered masculinities.

In Chapter 4 I delve into the concept of ‘becoming cornered’ and link it to
structural violence. With this chapter, I engage with the question on how cornered
men respond to normative ideas of masculinities. Following the journeys of
migrant men who find themselves at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, I present the corner as
an intersectional space where ongoing trajectories meet up. This space
illuminates how bigger structural factors such as inequality affect individuals.
From this space we see how, when migrants are excluded from the system, they
form their own spaces in their quest to belong. When the formal economy denies
them admission, they enter vibrant informal economies. Limitations become
crossroads where new possibilities are imagined and explored, and identities are
redefined.

Chapter 5 traces the origins of the current narratives and assumptions around
masculinities that I observed. Similar to Chapter 4, I answer the question of how
cornered men respond to normative ideas of masculinities, but this time as these
are advocated for by the development world within the ‘new man’ paradigm. In
particular, I take up the contribution of NGOs engaged in gender-transformative
interventions in shaping the narrative around masculinities in South Africa, and
consider how migrants position themselves within such interventions. I present
the narrative of problematic masculinity on which NGOs draw as a form of
symbolic violence or a form of cornering disproportionately targeting
marginalised black men, including migrants. I argue that migrants, as frontier
beings (Nyamnjoh 2015) find their way through this seemingly hegemonic
structure using kukiya kiya, assuming multiple subjectivities with the aim of
tapping into the benefits that come with such positionings.

Chapters 6 and 7 explore the complexities of two possible outcomes for
cornered migrants — violence and care as identified by the gender-transformative
framework. In Chapter 6, I answer the question of how corner spaces spawn
gendered violence among migrants by exploring the multifaceted forms of
gendered violence in the lives of cornered migrants. Building on the concept of
hegemonic masculinity in marginal spaces or on the periphery (Ratele 2017), the
chapter shows how migrant men, like many other men, benefit from the
patriarchal dividend irrespective of their migration status (McKay, Messner, and
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Sabo 2000). At the same time, because of their marginality associated with
migration, they also find themselves bearing subordinated masculinities.

With Chapter 7, I seek to answer the question: Apart from violence, how else
do migrant men react to being cornered? I show how cornered migrants, from a
place of incompleteness and inadequacies, form and/or alter convivial networks
such as friendship and kinship to cushion themselves. In such relationships care is
a currency that cements bonds. In the act of caring, (hegemonic) masculinity is
disrupted as gender roles shift. However, this shift should not be read as a
transformation.

In Chapter 8, I summarise the main themes coming from this study and
highlight the key concepts of becoming cornered and kukiya kiya. Framing
becoming cornered as a spatial metaphor for marginalised men, I propose
looking at masculinities as a space under construction, one that is never finished
but is in the process of becoming. Because this space is open ended, it captures
the multiple creative contingencies — the kukiya kiya — that individuals and
institutions (usually framed as structures too) engage in.
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Introduction

During the course of this study, I was often asked — be it at a conference,
lecture or just an ordinary conversation with colleagues — ‘How did you as a
migrant woman get to do research among men in such a dangerous setting?’ I
always struggled to respond to this question because I did not have one standard
answer to capture my experiences in the field, especially because not all the time
did I wear the straightjacket of a ‘migrant woman’. Further, as I reflected on how I
was doing or had done my research, I struggled to articulate my methodology,
which, as someone trained in demography, I felt was at times unconventional,
even ‘unethical’ or ‘unscientific’. Other than the methodology section from my
dissertation research proposal, I did not have a clear methodology that I could
share with those who asked. In fact, because I took an early detour in my research,
shifting from being NGO focused to street corner ethnography, my methodology
evolved as I was conducting the research. My anxiety about disclosing this
‘emergent methodology’ was amplified by my previous training as a
demographer wherein methodology was highly standardised. I was haunted by
the day in 2011 when, during a quarterly Research Update Meeting for the
master’s students in Demography and Population Studies at the University of the
Witwatersrand, my supervisor asked me to go straight to the slide on
methodology before introducing my topic and findings. On seeing my methods,
he sharply commanded me to sit down and not waste people’s time because I
had ‘nothing’ to present, owing to my ‘flawed’ methodology. I learned from this
experience and carefully set forth my methodology in my dissertation research
proposal but, as predicted by my PhD supervisor, I was forced to adapt my
methodology to fit the unfolding context of my dynamic research site.

From finding the targeted sample and recruiting participants to seeking
consent and collecting data, nothing was straightforward, and this shifting ground
continued during data analysis and writing the dissertation. What started out as
an impersonal, academic journey became entangled with my personal life when
friends, relatives and acquaintances became involved. Going through field notes
and recalling stories from the field took on an emotional aspect as well. Some of
the challenges reported by informants were all too familiar, almost sounding like
my own. Commenting on the open-endedness and the possible surprises that
come with anthropology, Ferguson (1999, 17) quotes Marcel Mauss: ‘Ethnology is
like fishing, all you need is a net and you are sure to catch something’. The
‘something’ can be anything: maybe the fish you set out to catch or another thing
entirely, like a plastic bottle. Describing his ethnographic enquiry as ‘difficult and
disorderly’, Ferguson (1999,19) alludes to the ethical and methodological
difficulties he faced in his efforts to conduct an ethnographic study within an
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urban setting of the Copperbelt in Zambia. For many economic, social and
political reasons, it was difficult to fully immerse himself and he found himself
doing ethnography in ‘unconventional’ ways.

Resonating with Ferguson’s experiences, in this chapter I attempt to answer the
question I had dreaded throughout my study: How did I do my research as a
migrant woman among men in such a ‘dangerous’ place? I explore key aspects of
my methodology, including my positionality, data collection and ethics. Behar
(1996, 29), in the Vulnerable Observer, quotes Harding on the relevance of the
researcher herself:

‘The beliefs and behaviors of the researcher are part of the empirical
evidence for (or against) the claims advanced in the results of research.
This evidence too must be open to critical scrutiny no less than what is
traditionally deemed as relevant evidence.’

Therefore, throughout this study, I foreground my different positions in the
field to show how these have contributed to the claims and conclusions I make.
Behar (1996, 8) posits that in anthropology ‘everything depends on the emotional
and intellectual baggage the anthropologist takes on the voyage’. That baggage
shapes our ways of seeing and knowing (Nyamnjoh 2012, 65). De Certeau (1984)
makes a similar assertion that reading and understanding social space relies on
one’s own position in it. Like several others, Nyamnjoh (2012) calls on
anthropologists to do more justice to reflexivity and positionality, not only at the
writing phase but from the very conceptualisation of the research. He defines
reflexivity as ‘the ability to determine, surface and factor in the extent to which our
dispositions, social backgrounds and social positions influence, in often veiled
and subtle ways, the perspectives we hold on how different or similar to us those
we study are’ (Nyamnjoh 2012, 66). Following such calls for reflexivity, I attempt to
capture how I paid critical attention to my positionality in this study, highlighting
how it shifted across multiple temporal and spatial zones in my efforts to
understand the metaphorical elephant in the anthropological room (Behar 1996).

I detail how I entered the field in Johannesburg and the efforts I made to
access the field, as well as my study design and data collection approaches, and
how I conceptualised my study as a multi-sited ethnography. I begin with the
disappointment I encountered following my attempt to work with an NGO and
liken it, albeit not equate it, to the experiences and struggles of the participants in
my study. While I identified with some of their struggles — I walked a similar road
when I first arrived in South Africa from Zimbabwe in 2009 — I also use this chapter
to show how differently positioned I was, most particularly because of the
privilege that I attained over the years, ‘the privilege that allowed me to tell their
story now’ (Behar 1996, 14). This privilege is partly related to the importance of
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‘papers’ in the life of a migrant in Johannesburg, as I show later in this chapter and
in greater depth in Chapter 4. Having the essential paperwork to permit me to
work and live in Johannesburg was central to shaping my lived experiences and
those of my participants in relation to belonging in the city, and in constituting the
dualisms of outsider and insider, formality and informality.

Going into the field, study design
and becoming cornered

At the commencement of my fieldwork in June 2017, I found myself in ‘a place
with limited options’ or ‘in a corner’, to quote my study participants. In such places
one has to think on one’s feet, become creative, restrategise and find new
possibilities. The emic term for this used by my study participants, particularly my
fellow Zimbabweans, is ‘kukiya kiya’, a phrase also key in the research of Jones
(2010, 286), who explains: ‘It is all about a “zigzag” search for opportunity in the
hardened face of reality’. This was how I felt when an NGO that I call Men and Boys
(a pseudonym) informed me they could not let me study their organisation after
all. I had met with them during preliminary fieldwork, two months earlier, when I
had visited their offices. The two managers with whom I met at that time seemed
excited that I planned to study ‘the role of behavioural change interventions’ in
shaping masculinities, particularly in relation to reducing gender-based violence.
Theirs was a well-known intervention that had been shown to reduce both
gender-based violence and the risk of HIV. The prospect of having me as a self-
sponsored researcher to add another, presumably positive, evaluation to their
accumulating stack of evidence for development donors seemed to interest
them. With excitement, I went back to University of Amsterdam to finalise my
proposal with a plan to return for nine months of fieldwork embedded in the
organisation.

With my work plan and timelines in place and my project approved by my
supervisors, I headed back to Johannesburg. I left my family in Amsterdam,
assuring them that I would quickly collect the required data and return to
Amsterdam, write my dissertation and finish my studies. I did not anticipate that
anything would go wrong because I knew exactly what I was looking for. As a
demographer, I had learnt the art of formulating a precise methodology with
clearly defined variables, target population and sample. I had clearly defined my
research question: ‘To what extent are ideas about gendered violence and
positive masculinity understood in communities where Men and Boys has been
implementing its behavioural change program in Johannesburg?’ Having worked
as a gender-based violence researcher within the NGO sector, I also had an idea
of what I was looking for: I knew the various forms of gender-based violence and
had helped formulate questionnaires about it. In my previous work, I had analysed
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datasets and had a general understanding of the patterns, forms and prevalence
of gender-based violence, at least in a few countries in Southern Africa. Yet as a
novice anthropologist, I was trying to do away with my pre-conceived notions of
violence and, on some level, I already sensed this might create frictions in the
NGO world.

As someone who had lived in Johannesburg for eight years prior to moving to
the Netherlands at the start of my PhD, I arrived and settled in quickly. I contacted
Men and Boys, and they were still keen to have me on board. However, things did
not go well in our first meeting when I shared my study protocol with the research
manager and informed her that I was not going to administer questionnaires, but
was going to conduct an anthropological study. I explained to her that my
intention was to deviate from most of the studies to date in South Africa, which
had approached gender-based violence with preconceived notions of what it was
and how it played out. I was instead seeking to understand how masculinities
were being constructed and practiced in everyday life and, in the process, to
study whether violence was present in that context, and if so how it was
understood. I thought that this approach was innovative and would avoid the trap
of stereotyping women as victims of violence and men as powerful perpetrators.
I told her that instead of solely focusing on violence against women by men, I was
also open to examining violence by men against other men, and self-violence,
should I encounter it. This approach was intended to provide a broader
understanding of the violent practices of men as compared to a narrower view of
men as inherently violent or of men’s violence only affecting women. I reasoned
that my research would help to answer the question ‘What social and structural
factors make men violent?’ rather than the more commonly asked, ‘What makes
men violent towards women?’ Given the high levels and multi- dimensionality of
violence in South Africa, I thought this would be a novel approach.

I also promised to provide programmatic recommendations based on my
findings, knowing that this would appeal to the NGO, but also because, at the
time, I truly wanted my research to shape future interventions. In explaining my
approach to data collection, I told the research manager that I intended to spend
time observing my study participants as well as informally discussing with them
the ways that violence shaped their everyday lives. This did not go down well with
her; she was uncomfortable with the idea of me ‘observing their organisation’. She
said that she thought I was going to analyse the organisation’s data from
household surveys, and that I would interview attendees, at specific workshops,
who the organisation would recommend to me.

I knew immediately that I could not do this as I had explicitly criticised this
approach in my proposal. There, I had described how most of the studies on so-
called positive masculinities had been conducted by the NGOs themselves, for
example, Sonke Gender Justice Network, another NGO that works with men and
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boys, had conducted such studies, and has invested heavily in producing
evidence of their success. In many of these studies NGOs have relied on
interviews that used a self-reporting approach, asking participants to respond to
standard questions, for example in a questionnaire. In my estimation, this
approach was prone to desirability bias. Having conducted similar research in the
past while employed by an NGO, I knew people would often say what they
thought the interviewers wanted to hear. Consider, for example, this statement
that is part of the Gender Equitable Men (GEM) Scale, which intends to measure
attitudes toward gender norms, and which I had employed in previous studies:
‘There are times when a woman deserves to be beaten’. One could answer in the
negative (that is, disagree with the statement) to appear like a ‘good’ man, or in
the positive (in agreement) to present themselves as a ‘tough’ man in control of
women. But neither response represents what a man might actually do in practice,
or how the wider socio- economic context, history and culture might shape his
actions. Because participants are sometimes materially compensated for the time
they give to NGOs and researchers, they also often craft stories to please
interviewers, hoping for more ‘work’ down the line. I thought an observational
approach to data collection would yield new insights about what men say and do
in their everyday lives, as well as the ways that wider contexts shape their actions
and thoughts. To me, this seemed more scientific, although certainly less
quantifiable, than a method that sought yes/no answers to complex and politically
loaded questions, and left it to researchers to analyse the findings, following the
common narrative that men were violent in South Africa because they were
unable to adapt to life after apartheid.

Another critique that emerged from my previous work is that most NGO-based
evaluations include only men who participate in the same NGOs interventions. My
demographer’s mind saw this as an obvious selection bias, which would limit the
exploration of other factors that might have contributed to the positive
masculinities the NGOs were so eager to document. Although training to be an
anthropologist, my research proposal was very much informed by my training in
demography and population studies, training that had made me highly sceptical
of the sampling procedures and the quality of data I had been hired to collect
when employed in the NGO sector. If my data were questionable, I wondered,
then what might be the case for other data collected in this manner? From my
perspective, the methods of ethnographic research had the potential to improve
our knowledge about masculinities and violence, and I was excited about it.

Recognising how scientific research determine the allocation of resources
(Janssens 2014) and the power of the data produced by NGOs’ in-house research

5 The GEM scale was developed by Population Council/Horizons and Promundo.
See https://promundoglobal.org/resources/measuring-gender-attitude-using-gender-equitable-men-scale-gems-invarious-
socio-cultural-settings/
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in shaping public discourse (Lorist 2020), I also thought it was vital that they
improve the quality of their data by attempting to reduce bias. I was naïve enough
to tell them this. Hence, I proposed to also include men who had never had the
benefit of participating in one of their programs, so as to understand other factors
that may shape men’s outlook on violence and (positive) masculinity. I also
thought it was important to solicit the perspectives of the female partners of male
participants to gain insights into men’s behaviour and attitudes in the everyday
intimate space of the home.

As the reader may have guessed by now, the research manager did not
approve of my study design or my intended data collection methods. The
consequent tension was exacerbated by the fact that I insisted on remaining an
independent researcher. This meant that the organisation would not have control
over my findings or how I might publish them. Although I promised to anonymise
the names of the participants and the places they spent time, there were still
concerns. After some back and forth to try to clear up what seemed to be a
misunderstanding, the two managers from Men and Boys informed me that they
could not permit me to conduct research on their organisation, meet with any of
their employees or talk with certain participants. However, they assured me that I
was welcome to attend their events and write about them, as long as I did not
mention the NGO’s name. I thought we had reached a fair agreement, and I was
grateful that they allowed me to at least attend their events.

However, this new arrangement and the apparent resistance to my study by the
very people I had hoped would be interested threw me off course. I had come
prepared to conduct my research with Men and Boys. In terms of logistics, I was
banking on the NGO helping me access the ‘field’ by introducing me to the
communities in which they worked. Having attended two of their events in one
neighbourhood near the central business district, I decided to go back to the
same area and try and find community members who I could ask about the
programs they had attended. I went to the venue where a Men and Boys
workshop was being conducted and I asked the security guard about the
workshop. Confused, he responded: ‘Which one are you talking about? Here it’s
just a recreation centre [venue]; many events happen and many organisations
come here so I don’t know which one you are talking about’. I felt hopeless; I didn’t
know how to begin. This what Jaffe and De Koning (2015) describe as one of the
challenges of urban anthropology: there is no clear definition or explicit
demarcation of a ‘community’, as people are scattered throughout the city.

I had no idea which ‘community’ Men and Boys had recruited to participate in
the ‘community mobilisation’ workshop. Opposite the recreation centre was a
group of men. I thought of approaching them to ask if they knew about the
workshop that had happened a few weeks prior, but I was concerned that this
could be a risky move. Approaching a group of young men, as a young black
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woman, seemed potentially dangerous, as there were many stories of women
being attacked in this part of the city. Furthermore, approaching them in English
would clearly mark me as a foreigner and would possibly increase the risk of
assault. Defeated, I returned home, worrying over the prospect of failing in my
PhD efforts because I could not recruit participants from the ‘same community’
targeted by interventions.

Finding new possibilities:
Kukiya kiya methodology

Following my rejection by Men and Boys and my failure to find my way into ‘the
community’, I began thinking the way many migrants do. Jones (2010, 286)
describes kukiya kiya as ‘an instinctive response to circumstances’. Who did I know
who might help me find my way? The first person who came to mind was my
cousin, Tino. He lived in the same neighbourhood where Men and Boys had
conducted their events and where I hoped to do research. With few other options,
I decided to ask him to help me to find research participants.

When I told him about my plan to conduct research in the inner city, he was
shocked. Still unsettled from my experience with Men and Boys, I could not go
into all the details about how I had fallen out with this NGO. In my proposal I had
written that I would strive to include men from different class backgrounds who
lived and worked in the inner city, because most studies focused on poor black
men and I wanted to avoid reifying this category’s association with violence. All I
told him was that I wanted to do research on an NGO and the people they
targeted. The NGO worked in the part of inner city that was known to Tino. I told
him that I had attended two of the NGO’s ‘community mobilisation’ events in the
area and was now I trying to locate some ‘community’ members. After hearing me
out, he assured me, saying: ‘Come, we will sort something out, no worries’.

I did not doubt Tino’s ability to help. Since I had arrived in Johannesburg he
had helped me with many things, from sending goods to Zimbabwe,
accompanying me in the central business district or to the airport, house sitting,
and so on. Laughing, he continued: ‘Whenever you come this side Gogo
[grandmother], tell me, so I walk with you. This place is very dangerous. It’s no
place for my sweet gogaz [slang, grandmother]’. Tino was always jovial, so much
so that someone who did not know him might think he was high on drugs. With
his help, I quickly located Uncle Kofi’s Corner, which would become the main site
for my research for the next nine months, from June 2017 to February 2018.

6 Tino calls me ‘grandmother’ based on the relationship that I have with his father, who is my cousin, but I am considered his mother’s
(my paternal aunt) younger sister. According to tradition, a mother’s sister is like one’s mother, hence Tino’s father calls me ‘mother’,
making Tino my grandson. Tino and I are three years apart in age.

6
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Fear and familiarity in Johannesburg
inner city: locating myself, selecting
my research sites and recruiting
participants

In what follows, I draw extensively on edited field notes to give an impression
of how, with Tino’s help, I found my way, literally and figuratively, to Uncle Kofi’s
Corner. Primarily drawing on observations and first impressions, the aim is to
highlight how fear of the city and fear of failure, as well as familiarity with Tino and
familiarity with being a migrant in the city for eight years, shaped my entry into the
field.

June 2017: I asked Tino to come pick me up from Mopani Street,
just three streets away from his mobile ‘salon’ situated on the corner of
Capricorn and Pretoria Streets. Women would flock to his mobile hair
salon to have their hair twisted, which was his only specialty. All he
brought was a plastic chair for his client and a plastic bag with three
different types of combs, which he kept in the back pocket of his baggy
dropped down jeans. In the case of police raids (police search for
migrants without papers), Tino told me that he would just pick up his
chair and run away. Similarly, when there was at risk of a xenophobic
attack, he was always ready to run.

After a few minutes, Tino arrived and we made our way through the
hustle-bustle of the inner-city streets. Blaring sounds of cars hooting,
rude taxi drivers cutting corners, others going through red traffic lights.
Throngs of people going about their businesses — some engaged in
conversations, others in deep thought, two or three shouting at each
other — this was the mad rush of Johannesburg.

There would always be one or two drunk men staggering, despite it
being mid-morning. We passed through various small shops with men
and women sitting and others standing outside — Somalis, Nigerians,
Zimbabweans and South Africans — easily distinguishable from their
accents and dress. Clothes shops, phone shops, taverns and grocery
shops, including butcheries, were lined up haphazardly on both sides of
the street, along with photocopying shops and hair salons with posters
showcasing different hairstyles, with names such as God’s Grace Hair
Salon or My God Is Good. As a long-term Jozi resident, or maybe just as
an African, I quickly knew that these belonged to West Africans, most
likely Nigerians. Even their internet cafes have similar- sounding names.
Rumours on the streets always had it that the phone shops and internet
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cafés were used as fronts for illegal drug dealings, blurring the margins
between illegal and legal.

With my bag held tightly to my side and eyes running all over the
place as I engaged with Tino, I felt unsettled; I was scared someone
would just snatch my bag. For this reason, I had left all my valuables in the
car. In my small sling bag were my black notebook and pen, a R50 note,
my bankcard and my green bar-coded ID booklet.

I usually do not like moving about with my ID because it is my golden key in
South Africa, and IDs are highly sought after by identity thieves. Were I to lose it, I
would be as good as dead to the South African government, and all formal portals
would be closed to me. At the same time, I needed it in case I was stopped by the
police, as they always do, hunting down undocumented migrants. I fell prey to
them once in 2011: I had left my passport at home and they came to me, two
police women clad in their uniform. ‘ID sisi [sister],’ one of them said, stretching
out her hand towards me. This was my first interaction with the police since I had
come to South Africa and, my voice cracking with fear, I responded that I had left
it home. Pretending to be shocked, she alerted me that the law required me to
always carry my identification documents at all times. Taking out my University of
Witwatersrand student ID, hoping it would suffice, I showed it to her. Holding it in
her hand, looking closely at it, she said, ‘Aww, my sister, but what’s your problem
really? You are giving me a student card, this, you show to your headmaster not
the police. Let’s go to the police station and we will talk.’ Though I was annoyed
that she had said ‘headmaster’ to a university student, I could not express my
annoyance or correct her. I also wanted to point out what I thought was obvious:
the fact that I had a student ID implied I had a valid student visa. However, there
was a more pressing issue: I was about to be arrested. I could not believe I would
be making my prison debut over a small issue of ‘papers’, particularly because I
had the needed papers. To cut a long story short, after a few solicitations by the
two police officers and a bit of resistance from my side, I ended ‘paying’ them a
‘small fee’ to let me go. Since then, I have dreaded moving around Johannesburg
without documentation; at the same time, I am scared of losing the same
documentation. Both my Zimbabwean passport and my South African ID are in
high demand on the streets of Johannesburg.

Tino saw my tenseness as we walked towards his work station, and he
patted me on the shoulder: ‘Relax gogo, you are with me, tisu anhu acho
[slang for “we are the people/owners here”].’ I laughed and asked if it
was that obvious that I was scared. ‘These people can smell fear,’ he said,
referring not only to thieves who might want to attack us but to the police
officers who were interested in extorting migrants. We stood by his salon
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for a bit as he smoked a cigarette and drank the Black Label beer that he
had left with one of his friends; then we sat on a small concrete slab next
to the traffic lights. As we sat we discussed my research project and he
professed to be thinking about who could help ‘us’ to recruit
participants. He proposed we approach his ex- girlfriend: ‘Her aunt is a
masithanda [landlady] and she accommodates lots of Zimbabweans
there, including men. Even the guy who took my girlfriend from me is still
there. Can you believe, he used to come in with several girlfriends and
we all could see it, but she leaves me for the same guy?’ While he was
speaking, I deduced that he wanted me to go with him to his ex-
girlfriend’s relatives because he had not gotten over her. Since I had
returned from Amsterdam, I had not had a conversation with Tino
without him telling me that this girl had left him for another man. I was
surprised at his suggestion that I should go and speak to the same man
as part of my study.

Tino suggested we go to the house and see who was there anyway,
but first he wanted to pass by Bev’s place. Bev, an acquaintance, lived
two streets away from his corner salon. A Zimbabwean in her early
thirties, Bev worked as a street vendor. She sold Zimbabwean products
like pork pies, maputi, Charhons biscuits, Cerevita cereal, Mazoe syrup
and so on. Tino’s brother in Zimbabwe bought the products and sent
them to her by bus. In exchange, Bev bought Tino’s brother car parts for
his business in Harare, Zimbabwe, and put them on the same bus. In this
way, they had run their businesses across territorial boundaries. (I would
learn later from my study participants that this was a lucrative way of
doing business.) Tino suggested we pass by Bev's to get his brother’s
money. ‘Actually, Bev knows a lot of people, especially men; she may
help us find people’, he reflected as we walked towards her place, while
warning me: ‘Now this place is dangerous, Gogo, people get attacked
here. I have been attacked here more than four times’. (In the course of
my study, many participants would confirm that this place, known as the
‘corridor’, was dangerous.) A stretch of about 200 metres, it looked pretty
ordinary to me, other than the presence of lots of young men and boys
in small groups along the street. The corridor was not far away from
Tino’s salon: it was clearly visible from both his corner (and the corner
that I would become my main ethnographic site, Uncle Kofi’s Corner). As
we passed through I could already see the difference — it was quieter,
with fewer people walking on the streets and less noise.

In front of the building where Bev stayed, a big poster pasted on a
trash bin caught my attention: ‘Penis enlargement with Dr Love’. The
inscription made me realise that it was not only NGOs that were trying to
fix men; so was Dr Love. I chuckled to myself as we entered a high-rise
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flat where a uniformed security guard told us to wait in the foyer because
‘we did not have IDs’. Although I had mine, I always dreaded leaving it
with the security, because of stories I had heard of security workers
‘mistakenly’ misplacing people’s IDs. Tino made a phone call and shortly
after, Bev, a fair skinned, short Zimbabwean women, came down and
started conversing with us. The security guard was still perched on a
chair in the small cubicle next to the entrance door, listening to our
conversation. Bev handed over a couple of R100 notes to Tino, who
counted them before pocketing them. Tino thanked her and then told
her about my study. We spoke for a while, followed by a moment of
silence as we all thought about how we could approach my research.
‘Uuum, you said you want to research men, I don’t know of many men. I
can find out from a few of my friends if they are interested. You can leave
your number with me. Otherwise you can also try the church opposite
the street, there are always men sitting there’, she said pointing across
the street towards a church. At Bev’s recommendation Tino and I made
our way via the big black gate into the churchyard. This would mark the
beginning of my nine-month journey at Uncle Kofi’s Corner.

At the time of my study, the inner city, the informal market, globalisation and
narratives about masculinities were all reflected in the cultural and economic
diversity of this area. As illustrated in my consulting Tino and his taking me to Bev,
who pointed me to Uncle Kofi’s Corner, my recruitment of participants involved
convenience sampling and snowballing techniques. Convenience sampling
involves recruiting participants who are readily accessible and available.
Snowballing entails asking participants to refer me to friends and colleagues who
might be interested in the topic (Elfil and Negida 2017).

The recruitment of participants happened more by chance than by plan. For
example, while it was not my intention to include Tino in my study, I realised that
his story enables me to illustrate how my journey of going into the field was not
about going out with a ‘blank page’ to look for objects (or subjects) of study, who
were waiting for me to come into their space to be researched. Rather the field,
like the ocean Ferguson described, ends up yielding surprising catches to the
anthropologist/fisherman. Here, two migrants on different ongoing journeys
found themselves in a particular space at a particular time, and our lives became
intertwined. My intention was not to research Tino, firstly because I had already
specified my target population and secondly because he was family, which from
a strictly scientific perspective seemed problematic to me at the time. Similarly, his
intention was not to become part of my study; he was just helping me out. But in
what I would liken to Massey's (2005) ‘thrown togetherness’, I found myself unable
to write the story of my research without writing in Tino. Without his familiarity with
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the inner city and my familiarity with him, I doubt I would have been able to
overcome my fears of working in what was essentially his neighbourhood. Having
him nearby made me feel safe and visiting him on my way to and from my ‘official’
field site provided opportunities to try out the ideas I was putting together based
on my research, to ask questions about the area and to begin to conceptualise the
specificity of Uncle Kofi’s Corner in relation to Tino’s Corner. In trying to write Tino
out of the early drafts of this dissertation, I also came to question the discrete
boundaries of the spaces we define as our ‘field sites’, not to mention the
intellectual dishonesty of concealing the important role played by networks and
‘right-hand man’ such as Tino in shaping knowledge production in anthropology.

My meeting with Tino is an example of what ‘meeting ups’ look like. Massey’s
(2005, 120) work on space conceptualises meeting ups as the meeting of two
stories each with its own histories, geographies and spaces. The journey begins
with me and Tino headed in one direction: he agrees to help me with my research.
In his effort to help, however, he also brought in his issues with his ex-girlfriend.
Our stories became entangled and our journeys were thus shaped. We once took
a detour to pick up some money from someone who sent us on another detour,
this time to a place that would become my ‘permanent’ stop, while Tino continued
on his journey without me. When ongoing trajectories intersect, the outcomes of
such meeting ups are unpredictable. My meeting with Tino and finding Uncle
Kofi’s Corner typify most of my unplanned encounters with people who became
participants in my research.

Many of the stories I heard from my study participants involved unplanned
encounters, including their journeys to South Africa, where many came not
knowing what would come from those trips. In this way, my fieldwork became a
series of unpredictable meetings and ongoing stories as I encountered other
migrants (Massey 2005). The mobility of migrants means they make journeys that
are never finished, just as their identities are never static or complete. Although
this might be true for all people, it seems, as Massey argues, to be intensified
among migrants who are actively finding their way. In this light, I situate my
participants’ experiences within the anthropology of becoming (Biehl and Locke
2017; Hillier and Abrahams 2013). Inspired by Deleuze and Guattari, the
anthropology of becoming is a theory of contingencies rather than pre-identified
outcomes (Hillier and Abrahams 2013, 11). As a migrant embarks on a journey, he
or she may have aspirations but can never guarantee what will take place or
become of them. My journey as an anthropologist has been similar. I could never
have predicted where my research ended up taking me. Perhaps this is one of the
greatest strengths of ethnographic research: the necessity of being open to the
contingencies of one’s research site. One might even say that, like a migrant, for
an anthropologist to succeed, she must be willing to (ku)kiya kiya.
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Blurring the lines: researching the
familiar, going native

In May 2019, I went back to Johannesburg to conduct follow-up research with
a rough draft of my dissertation in hand. During the three weeks I was there, I
alternated between Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Tino’s Corner as I had done during
the nine months of my field work conducted the year before. While Uncle Kofi’s
Corner had been my official study site in my mind, I found myself spending large
amounts of time at Tino’s Corner too, as I always passed by to greet him on my
way to or from Uncle Kofi’s Corner.

Because I had for a long time thought of Tino’s space as a site of my own
leisure, I failed to see it as a potential site for my work. Like many anthropologists
opting for ‘impersonal facts’, I thought of the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner as my
study participants, somehow ontologically different from Tino and his friends. This
way of thinking continued for a long time despite similarities between the two
locations, including that both spaces attracted migrant men from other African
countries. By differentiating men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner as study participants and
men at Tino’s as personal relations and friends, I had fallen into the trap of wanting
to depersonalise my connection to the field, treating Uncle Kofi’s Corner as an
ethnographic site where I could accumulate data from ‘other’ men (Behar 1996).

During this follow-up research, I realised how spending time with Tino and his
friends shaped my interactions with men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. For example,
some of my inquiries at Uncle Kofi’s Corner were informed by what I had
witnessed at Tino’s Corner and vice versa. Similarly, I saw parallels in the
experiences that men from both spaces shared. For example, the issues of papers,
jobs and xenophobia affected men from both sites. This is what Behar (1996, 101)
meant when she observed that ‘sometimes anthropology comes close to home’.
Characterising this as a form of native anthropology, Behar (1996, 28) describes
the latter as ‘when scholars claim a personal connection to the places in which
they work’.

She further expounds that ‘as those who used to be “the natives” have become
scholars in their own right, often studying their home communities and nations,
the lines between participant and observer, friend and stranger, aboriginal and
alien are no longer so easily drawn’ (Behar 1996, 5428). Behar (1996, 13)
discussed what it means for an African American legal scholar like Patricia
Williams who, in her study of contract law, discovered that her great-grandmother
was sold to a white lawyer, asserting that such discoveries bring a twist of ‘urgency
and poignancy’ to the facts. This was my experience at Tino’s place.

Behar makes it clear that reflexive anthropology is not about including
everything ‘personal’, but about the importance of including elements that help
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to tell the story. I did not have to include all the experiences of my migrant
relatives in this thesis; however, such stories gave me insight, as an insider, into
things that might not have been accessible if I were differently positioned. Men at
Tino’s Corner used a language more raw and vulgar than men at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner. I concluded that it was because the men at Tino’s did not view me as a
researcher interested in their lives, but as his ‘young’ Gogo. At Uncle Kofi’s Corner,
I was a professional researcher and many participants viewed me this way. I always
had my black notebook and pen to take notes. These different positions led me
to experience the field differently, providing me with multiple and varied
understandings of my research topic.

At times at Tino’s Corner, I noted down interesting conversations and catchy
statements, after asking for consent. By capturing such comments, my intention
was to verify or share these with men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. During the writing
phase, looking back at some of the notes and recollecting my experiences, I was
compelled to consider Tino’s space as an important ethnographic site. Some of
the information that men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner withheld I solicited from men at
Tino’s Corner or from other relatives, for example, how people overstayed their
passports or how they gave their passports to Zimbabwe-bound bus drivers to
renew their stamps at the border.

While my study could be categorised as ‘native anthropology’, the term ‘native’
in anthropology has been widely contested in relation to race, citizenship and
nativity, as Nyamnjoh (2012a) argues. While being a migrant would disqualify me
as native to South Africa, being black did qualify me as a native ‘from elsewhere’;
as Nyamnjoh (2012a, 73) writes, ‘Nativity is tied to blackness’. Nyamnjoh’s (2012a,
73) term ‘native outsiders’ describes researchers like me, ‘who move away from
their birthplaces and native lands of origin to other native areas or to cities where,
in the case of South Africa, non-natives — whites — reside’. This also positioned me
an insider-outsider ethnographer or ‘halfie’, a person whose national or cultural
identity is mixed by virtue of migration, overseas education or parentage (Abu-
Lughod 1991, 137).

While I often viewed myself as an insider given my status as a black migrant,
some of my participants considered me an outsider due to my economic and
social class and gender. For example, to differentiate me from another South
African woman with the same first name, who also frequented Uncle Kofi’s Corner,
I was called ‘Linda Amsterdam’ or ‘Dutch woman’. Both these terms made me feel
uncomfortable as, notwithstanding my affiliation with University of Amsterdam, I
did not identify as either. I rejected the ‘outsider’ label as I felt I belonged with
them, and so I insisted that they called me ‘Linda Zimbabwe’ or just ‘Linda’. But
street corners being what they are, the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner continued to
tease me.
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Migrant studying migrants:
research subjects

Convenience and purposive sampling allowed me to spend time in places
where migrants congregated; therefore, my study sample was largely comprised
of migrants. As a migrant woman from Zimbabwe, I was able to relate to the
experiences of the majority of my research participants who came from
Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, Ghana, Rwanda, Djibouti, Guinea and Congo
(for a full list of research participants, see Annex 2). I also recruited a few South
Africans who had come from other provinces such as KwaZulu Natal and
Limpopo, whose life in Johannesburg was shaped by their internal migration.
When I first came to South Africa, I stayed for two months in the same
neighbourhood where my majority of study participants resided, before moving
to the outskirts of Johannesburg. During that time, I experienced similar anxieties
and fears of living in the inner city. Although I had the necessary papers, like many
migrant women I lived in fear of being harassed by police, immigration officials
and abusive men.

As a Zimbabwean woman, I felt I was able to relate to my Zimbabwean research
participants on a deeper level than I did to migrants from other African countries,
not least of all due to linguistic affinity. Commenting on my opportunity as a PhD
student in the Netherlands, several of my study participants — particularly from
Zimbabwe — made comments such as ‘Sister, how did you do [or make] it?’ or
‘Which God led you to this?’, which were always followed by ‘How can I also
enter?’ or ‘How can I get a visa?’ In these questions, they identified me as one of
them, one who got lucky or experienced ‘grace’, as those who were religious saw
it. The luck was that I ‘managed to get out of the web’ of precarity and uncertainty
that had entangled most migrants in Johannesburg. I had experienced that
myself, when Men and Boys told me I could not study with them. Such refusals are
common for migrants, particularly for those without the requisite papers. Migrants
live their lives ready to make the next move. In response to comments about my
good luck, I would remark, ‘Kungo kiya kiya’, implying ‘I am also trying to make
ends meet’, using the language of kukiya kiya that we shared. I assumed that they
would understand what I meant. Their understanding would come from a place
where we had a shared understanding of the life of a migrant. My Zimbabwean
participants did not question my claim, because most of them understood the
irrelevance of one’s education level when it came to kukiya kiya, in fact many
Zimbabwean graduates wait tables in Johannesburg. But while I could relate to a
number of my participants at varying levels, I also remained an outsider. My
experiences as a female migrant were different from those of most of my study
participants, who were men, and the fact that I could travel freely back to
Zimbabwe or between South Africa and Netherlands, using my highly valued
papers, also made me somewhat of an outsider.



BECOMING CORNERED

CHAPTER 2 | EMERGENT ETHNOGRAPHY: FIELDWORK REFLECTIONS, CONTEXT AND METHODS

42

Legal, social and economic status of
study participants

Few of those who participated in my research had the requisite papers, a valid
passport and visa, to live and work in South Africa. This was a legal divide between
us. Such papers determined what each migrant was allowed to do in the country,
for example, to work, study or just visit. Many participants had taken the ‘normal’
route of other migrants, overstaying and arranging with someone else for their
passport to be stamped at the border, a process locally termed ‘stamping out’.
Once the passport was stamped out, one was officially recorded as out of the
country. It was now one’s job to dodge police patrols in Johannesburg. When a
person wanted to go back home, they would take their passport to the border and
have it stamped, then use it to go out. In this way a person could avoid an
overstayed stamp. Or if they overstayed, they could provide a small fee to pay an
immigration officer at the border to backdate the stamp.

A number of participants held asylum seeker status, with a temporary permit
given to migrants who had applied for refugee status. Asylum seekers were
required to keep renewing their permit, until their refugee application was
adjudicated. This process ideally took up to six months. While this status was
meant to be temporary, it had come to be a permanent status for some of my
study participants, particularly those from the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Rwanda and other countries with a history of war.

I was privileged not to have gone through such cumbersome processes of
trying get papers or dodge police. When I first went to South Africa, in 2009, I
applied for an Accompanying Spouse Visa, as I was accompanying my husband
who held a Special Skills Permit. After two years in South Africa, we applied for
permanent residence status and this was granted to us in less than a year. As soon
as we got permanent residency, we applied for the green bar-coded IDs that
accorded us all the benefits and privileges of a South African citizen except for
voting rights. With permanent residency, doors opened for me that would not
have been the case had I any other status. A case in point would be my PhD
scholarship awarded by the National Research Foundation of South Africa. The
call had specified that ‘only South African citizens and permanent residents could
apply’. To access the application form, I had to enter my ID number, after which a
page with a plethora of funding opportunities greeted me. I had the privilege to
choose which scholarship to apply for. Most of my relatives and those
participating in my study did not have this opportunity. Comparing myself to
them, I was cognisant of the chasm between us as far as the law and the formal
economy was concerned.

Apart from residency papers, my level of education also placed me in a
different social and economic space from most of my study participants, as they
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did not have university degrees. Two Zimbabweans in my study were university
graduates but could not access the formal market. As one said, ‘Joburg is an
equaliser: a graduate does the same work as a Grade 7’. This wry statement
illustrates that without appropriate papers, educational qualifications were
irrelevant. I knew several Zimbabweans who were graduates and who had worked
as teachers in Zimbabwe. But in South Africa, they ended up taking jobs as
security guards, domestic workers, waiters, casual workers or small-scale
entrepreneurs. Others chose criminal paths, becoming identity thieves or gang
robbers. A few of the luckier ones found work within the government and others
in the comparatively lucrative NGO sector, particularly among NGOs that
advocated for human rights and equality.

Legal papers and the paradox of belonging

While my legal papers privileged me in certain ways, the privilege was
situational and depended on space and time. Papers were not a master key that
would open all doors, especially as far as my research was concerned. My
relationship with Tino exemplifies the paradox of papers, citizenship and
belonging, and how it also shaped my fieldwork. Tino and I, both Zimbabweans
and cousins, stood on opposite sides of the borderline of legality; I was officially
accepted in the country and he was not. The South African government, through
its immigration laws, had already labelled and systematically excluded Tino as an
illegal ‘outsider’ who was not permitted to cross the border despite his insistence
on coming back. While the South African economy accepted me, with my green
bar-coded ID book that afforded me an opportunity to freely study, work and live
in South Africa, it denied him the same opportunity by denying him a visa. But
when it came to moving ‘freely’ in the inner city, my green bar- coded ID book was
not as helpful; rather, it increased my risk of being attacked. Tino, as a man and
more specifically a man of the streets, was more at liberty to move about than I
was. As a result, he became my guide and source of protection, playing a critical
role in my study.

Tino’s street credibility reflected his informal role as a hustler, and by relying on
him, I was able to achieve my objectives as a PhD student. My reliance on him also
reflected my acknowledgement, even endorsement, of his tough masculinity vis-
à-vis my vulnerable femininity on the dangerous streets of Johannesburg. In other
settings, his masculinity would be undesirable if not threatening. For me, this
illustrates how modes of being, becoming and belonging are negotiated and
renegotiated as contexts vary. Further, in this study, the issue of (il)legality helps us
to see how men and women mapped urban spaces to create their own centres of
citizenship, thereby reconstructing the ideas of margins and centres as they relate
to marginalisation. I explore this further in Chapter 7.
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‘Migrant woman studying men in a
dangerous place’?

As a female researcher interested in researching men and entering male-
dominated spaces, my presence shaped and was shaped by gender dynamics.
Before I began fieldwork, I knew my multiple social identities or subjectivities
would expose me to various risks in the field, including gendered violence, racism
and xenophobia. But I also knew the same position came with associated
privileges. That is why I always struggled to find a straightforward answer to
questions that presumed to place me in the (vulnerable) ‘migrant woman in a
dangerous place’ category. I acknowledge such a category was not unfounded in
light of several studies that have established that cross-gender research,
particularly when the researcher is a female, is fraught with challenges that
include gender discrimination, violence, assault and unsolicited sexual advances
(Pakasi 2018; Buceris, Sandra and Urbanik 2018). While I had my share of
challenges, my experiences were too complex to be accounted for by my
migration status and/or my gender alone.

As a migrant woman I was at higher risk of assault, but being Zimbabwean did
not define or shape every aspect of my fieldwork. As a black woman I was no
different from the majority of the other black women walking in the streets of
Johannesburg as long as I did not speak. For fear of exposing myself, I usually
kept quiet when in public spaces such as taxis or on the street, or I would adopt
South African slang — ‘After the robot’ or ‘shot left/right’ — if I were in a taxi. Having
stayed in South Africa long enough, I have had to answer this question a couple
of times: ‘If you are African, why do you speak in English then?’ While I understand
much of the Zulu language, I can only speak a few phrases and this limited my
conversation to small talk, preventing me from significant engagement with the
world outside of migrant communities.

The paradox is that my spoken English might incite assault not only from South
Africans but also from fellow Zimbabweans from the Ndebele ethnic group,
whose animosity toward Shona (my ethnic group) continues in Zimbabwe. ‘It’s our
fellow brothers who are busy attacking us in the guise of South Africans’, Tino
once told me, revealing a complicated manifestation of the so-called ‘xenophobia
by South Africans’. To avoid being attacked, I followed the advice I had received
from study participants about which places to avoid. There were also times I
avoided public places altogether by driving to and from my study site, thus
limiting the risk of exposing myself as a migrant. My main ethnographic sites were

7 As highlighted in the introduction and further explored in Chapter 6, South Africa is known as the rape capital of the world
and the prevalence of violence against women exceeds the global level.

7
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spaces occupied predominantly by migrants, making them relatively safe for me
as a migrant myself. A few South African women, however, also came to Uncle
Kofi’s Corner, and joined in the conversations taking place. Without being
planned, so often, conversations centred on men’s (experiences) versus women’s,
resulting in me and the women standing on the same side of dialogue or debate.
In these instances, my being a migrant (woman) was less relevant than my being
a woman.

I felt comfortable identifying myself as a Zimbabwean woman among my
migrant participants, as this gave us a shared identity as migrants. But there were
times I also had to distance myself from this identification based on a stereotype
of inner-city Zimbabwean women as prostitutes. ‘After all, many of your sisters,
that’s what they do here in South Africa’, Khulu said, while explaining to me that
Zimbabwean men, particularly those from Uncle Kofi’s Corner, were initially
suspicious of me because they did not understand why a woman would spend so
much time with men if not to seduce them. To disassociate from this stereotype, I
was quick to state that I was married with three kids. I also said this to ward off
sexual advances, having heard that men are put off by a woman with children.
Despite openly talking about my marriage and children, a few men doubted my
claims based on the absence of my husband, who was in the Netherlands during
the time of my fieldwork. I also used my religion as leverage to gain trust with
participants, as most were Christian or Muslim. Because Uncle Kofi’s Corner was
situated within a church compound, I felt comfortable revealing my own Christian
beliefs and the fact that I regularly attended church. While this helped some to
accept me, others questioned how Christianity and intellectualism could coexist.
To prove my Christianity, I joined their conversations about faith, including sharing
with them the news that my pastor in Johannesburg had been shot in February
2018. This sparked empathy on the part of my participants, eliciting from them
stories of friends and acquaintances who had lost their lives to gun violence.
However, my Christianity would sometimes be questioned when I did not take
sides in religious conversations; when I cited my need to remain neutral as a
researcher, this did not go well with some fellow Christians who felt I was a
‘lukewarm Christian’.

Some of the Christians rebuked me for staying away from my husband for too
long. ‘How do you think he is [sexually] surviving?’ one asked. Others cautioned
me to be a wise wife and not let the ‘love for education destroy my marriage’,
while they entreated me to pray against ‘falling into temptation’. Some men told
me not to expect my husband to be faithful. But others commented that I had
married a ‘good man’ who would ‘let’ me study, while he ‘took care of the
children’. ‘Take care of that man’, one man urged. I found myself having to
navigate the prevailing norms and position myself in ways that helped gain the
trust of my participants while reducing my risk of assault or harassment.
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My negotiation and construction of different kinds of femininities was not so
different from the experiences of my interlocutors who were aware of negative
public views about them as men and as migrants. Like me, they sometimes tried
to distance themselves from such stereotypes, trying to distinguish themselves as
non-violent hardworking men, distinct from the dominant view of problematic
masculinity. Khulu, a study participant, explained that in ‘South Africa ... all men
are considered rapists’. Because of this, the men I researched often tried to assure
me that I was safe with them, but not from ‘outsiders,’ meaning others on the
streets. For example, Uncle Kofi never allowed me to go outside the church
premises on my own; he always assigned Khulu to walk with me. On the church
premises, he assured me: ‘You are safe here’. In this way, they constructed
themselves and their space as safe for me, just as I presented myself to assure
them that their stories were safe with me.

As a female researcher, I was at risk of experiencing various forms of assault.
Just before commencing fieldwork, I heard news that one of my female
colleagues had been assaulted by a male research participant. Knowing how
dangerous my study setting could be, I initially decided to always have a man
accompany me. I started by having my brother accompany me to the inner city
until I had found someone I could trust. Because I had decided not to drive my car
in the inner city for fear of theft, I would leave my car at the University of the
Witwatersrand and my brother would walk with me in the streets to my study site.
However, having my older brother with me proved problematic when we found
ourselves participating in conversations on ‘shameful topics’ (between family
members), such as sex. For example, we once attended an HIV and AIDS
workshop together. The facilitator of the workshop started demonstrating how to
use a condom, using a banana. This was uncomfortable for both of us, and after
that encounter, my brother refused to accompany me again. As is the norm in my
ethnic group, I relate to my brother as I relate to my father, and so despite being
siblings, certain topics are out of bounds for us.

Despite my fear, I started walking alone to my field site. To avoid attention, I
avoided wearing flashy clothes, carrying big bags or obviously carrying my
phone. At the same time, I avoided dressing shabbily to avoid attracting attention.
Rumour had it that xenophobic South Africans or police officers could easily pick
foreigners by their dress. Hence, I tried to adopt the dress code of the majority of
women I saw in the streets: jeans, t-shirt and sneakers. If not walking I would take
a taxi and my cousin Tino would pick me up from where I was dropped off. With
Tino’s help, I found Uncle Kofi’s Corner, and Tino accompanied me there for about
a week, before telling me: ‘Uncle Kofi is a good man, you are safe here, but if you
need me, just call me’.

There were times I questioned if I was really safe, especially in the early days.
Although I could not voice my fear to anyone, I later would learn that while some
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men ‘respected’ me as a sister, married woman and mother, there were also some
who feared me. This was because of my class background. I had been placed in
the category of an ‘empowered’ or ‘dangerous to date’ type of woman, the same
way my interlocutors described South African women. Khulu often expressed to
me that he was scared of dating South African women as they could easily turn
against him and accuse him of rape. Later, I would find out that South African
women were seen as empowered women with ‘too many’ rights, because of laws
such as the Domestic Violence Act and Sexual Offences Act, which aim at
protecting women from gender-based violence. South African women were also
perceived to be financially well off, increasing their power, and thus not desirable
for intimate relationships. Thus, while initially I feared these men, I learned that
they also feared me, albeit for different causes.

This perception was exacerbated by the fact that I owned a car; most of the
men in my study did not. At the commencement of my study I had anticipated this
perception, so in the first two months I left my car at the university or at Tino’s
Corner to avoid giving the impression that I had money. I feared this would result
in prospective participants hoping to get financial benefits from contributing to
the research. When eventually I did park at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, after I had built
rapport and some trust, many were shocked and asked where I had been hiding
it. Others would make comments insinuating that I was ‘upper class’; I always
refuted this by explaining the car was my husband’s. I also did this to prevent
questions about where I got the money for a car, especially as a woman and a
student. In these exchanges, I received comments revealing participants’
perceptions around cars, wealth and masculinities. One man said: ‘Yeah, yours
[husband] is what we call an organised man, he has his stuff in order’. I used such
sentiments and perceptions as a springboard to explore participants’
understandings of money and gender. For example, when I would ask why a
woman could not have a car that was not associated with a man, I was told that ‘an
economically independent woman’ was ‘intimidating’ or ‘lacked respect’.

I was surprised to learn that despite telling my participants that the car
belonged to my husband, some men still thought I had a ‘sugar daddy’ who had
bought me the car because they had never seen the husband I claimed to have.
Others thought I was working as an undercover agent for the Zimbabwean
Government Central Intelligence Unit. While I did not know this at first, I had
noticed that some men, particularly Zimbabweans, avoided me and were more
sceptical of my intentions than men from other countries. Their suspicion was
amplified when they learnt that I had a car, and they began to caution each other
to mind what they said in front of me. One woman said this openly: ‘Sister, if you
think I’m going to say bad things about my country forget it. I love my country’. I
responded that I was not interested in hearing her political views. Such
interactions show the complexities associated with my claims as a native
ethnographer, making clear that my fieldwork was not straightforward. While I
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had expected to be well received by fellow Zimbabweans because of our shared
identity, some avoided me because of the same identity.

Because I had a car, I was in a privileged position in that I could move easily
move through or avoid certain public spaces and public transport, and this
minimised my risk of assault as both a woman and a migrant. However, owning a
car also exposed me to the risk of being robbed or hijacked, and the risk of
attracting attention from disgruntled South Africans who felt foreigners were
advancing at their expense. I encountered this when attending a workshop on
xenophobia. The facilitator of the workshop, also a migrant, and I were the only
ones who had arrived in cars to a workshop attended by more than 20
participants. This attracted attention; one South African woman expressed disdain
for migrants, complaining that ‘Zimbabweans are parasites’ coming to get
resources from South Africa. I became the living example of her claim. Out of fear
I did not go back to the workshop again, especially as there were, at the time,
reports of shops and cars belonging to foreigners being burnt in that area.

Data collection methods

At both Uncle Kofi’s and Tino’s corners, my main method of data collection was
‘deep hanging out’ (Geertz 1999) and ‘go along’ conversations (Buceris, Sandra
and Urbanik 2018), which entailed spending time observing and participating in
informal conversations, which in most cases were group focused. Topics of
discussion usually came from the people around me, although in a few instances
I would ask specific questions relating to my project. For example, I would ask,
‘What is good man?’ or would repeat a story I heard elsewhere to gain their
perspective. Toward the end of my fieldwork, I began collecting visuals in form of
images and videos. This began with Khulu who was trying to have ‘nice’ photos
taken for me to use to find him a Dutch woman. Initially we took the photos using
phones, until he introduced me to Lodza, a professional filmmaker who
frequented the corner. I contracted Lodza and we began taking photos of the city
and recording videos of interviews. During my follow-up research, Uncle Kofi
requested to have his birthday celebration filmed, which provided an opportunity
for me to ask people to share their stories and memories of Uncle Kofi on camera.
I also used audio-visual material I accessed from a WhatsApp group associated
with Kofi’s Shop and other social media outlets such as Instagram and Facebook
to collect information, particularly in relation to violence.

In addition to the more than 50 people whom I interviewed at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner and Tino’s Corner, and their friends, I ended up following four NGOs that
worked in the same field as Men and Boys and I attended nine of their events.
These events included workshops, community dialogues, think tank meetings
and commemorations of special days, such as the International Day for the
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Elimination of Violence Against Women. In addition to participant observation
and informal conversations, I also had individual conversations, in the form of in-
depth interviews to clarify issues, with 13 people involved in the NGO sector as
participants, employees or volunteers. Most events I attended were part of bigger
projects, and I did not gain a full understanding of the context of those individual
projects. For example, community dialogues by Men and Boys were embedded
in larger projects using a ‘gender-transformative approach’ that aimed to address
structural concerns such as legislation, religion and politics. According to Dworkin
and colleagues (2015), this approach is more effective at transforming gender
practices at an individual level, but its long-term impact on transforming societies
is still unclear. Scholars have called for more rigorous evaluation utilising
qualitative research to assess both the intended and unintended consequences
of gender-transformative approaches (Peacock, Khumalo, and Mcnab 2004). My
aim, however, was not to evaluate the performance or impact of individual
interventions, activities or events. Rather it was on how individual men positioned
themselves as they participated in these activities. How did they relate to the
narrative of problematic masculinities and the interventions that targeted them? I
was also interested in how the NGOs positioned themselves in relation to the
same narrative.

Ethical considerations

When Men and Boys denied me access, I felt disappointed. I pondered over
the possible undisclosed reasons why they refused to grant me permission to
conduct research with them. Were they trying to hide something? Upon reflection,
I came to accept that the NGO, like any individual who I wished to recruit, had the
right to say ‘no’ to participation. All participants had the right not to disclose
something if they wished not to; their participation was voluntary and they could
withdraw at any time. In my ethics clearances, both the Amsterdam Institute of
Social Science Research (AISSR) Ethics Board and the Human Science Research
Council (HSRC) Research Ethics Committee (REC) (protocol number: H17/0638)
asked me to protect my participants’ autonomy in their decisions to participate. I
committed not to judge anyone and to protect the well-being, safety and dignity
of all my research participants. I had clearly articulated that non-participation
would not hurt prospective participants in any way. The HSRC had pointed out
that I needed to be careful what I might write about NGOs as many people’s
livelihoods depended on the sustainability of these organisations. As their
sustainability depended on their good standing with donors, my research should
not jeopardise their funding.

I interpreted Men and Boys’ decision not to continue with my study as a
necessary strategic move to protect the organisation from possible risk that could
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be detrimental to funding streams. While one might be tempted to view such
behaviour cynically, HSRC’s framing made me aware of the high economic stakes
in the NGO world.

I felt ethically conflicted when it came to including friends and relatives in the
study. I was particularly worried about the issue of consent. To what extent was
their consent voluntary? However, my recruitment of my relatives and friends was
different from the way I recruited my ‘official’ study participants, such as the men
at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. In the heat of sharing stories and certain activities I would
say, ‘This one I am going to include in my study — ok?’ I got varied responses, such
as, ‘For real, will this help you?’ ‘Ok. You can include this part, but not this....’,
‘Ummm, I don’t think I am comfortable with that’, or ‘As long as you don’t say my
name’. Through such negotiations, I requested consent, and I always assured
them that I would not use their names or mention how I knew them, whether as a
relative, friend or former colleague. ‘It’s just the story that I will use’, I would assure
them. I also realised that with regard to seeking consent, I was highly sensitive
when it came to my relatives and friends because I did not want to take advantage
of our relationships.

Before I reached the decision to include friends and relatives, I had
experienced another ethical dilemma. While men (and women) in my study had
shared experiences that were quite familiar with what was going on in my social
life or around me, I initially had decided to withhold sharing my own personal
stories. However, as I continued with my ‘ethnographic gaze’ on certain groups of
people, with the assumption that they were the different ‘other’, I felt the heavy
weight of guilt engulfing me. I found myself asking the question: If these men and
women have given me the privilege of observing their lives and their vulnerability,
how come I am not exposing my own vulnerability? If my study participants had
told me that they were ‘illegal’ migrants with no papers, why hadn’t I explained to
them that some of my friends and relatives were in the same position?

Looking at it in this way helped me to step off my pedestal and become more
empathetic towards my study participants and their experiences. Including close
relations in my study influenced my understanding of ethics as more relationship
based rather than just requirements specified by an ethics board. Of course, there
were certain details that I could not disclose in this study because they involved
someone close to me, and I decided not to disclose similar details, even
anonymously, for the other participants. Some might suggest that this diluted my
objectivity, and perhaps it did, but it also enabled me to develop empathy toward
those who participated and also to sharpen my own thinking about what to
include in this dissertation.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have detailed the process of data collection, paying special
attention to how my various subjectivities enabled me to see and experience
different urban spaces. My fieldwork became in part a personal journey, where I
had to draw on personal resources, kinsmen and friends; it was a quest to make
do, and to do so in the face of uncertainty and fear. My work in the field consisted
largely of encounters or meeting up with other migrants who, like me, were also
trying to make do in the face of uncertainty, precarity, vulnerability and
disappointment. I understand Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Tino’s Corner as
characterised by the ‘contemporaneous existence of a plurality of trajectories; a
simultaneity of stories so far’ (Massey 2005, 9). As I share the stories of the men at
these corners, I seek to present my participants not as a group of men ‘stuck’ at a
specific and unchanging corner, but rather as a meeting up of journeys and on-
going stories, mine included. I did not approach the corners as a ‘blank page’,
ready to research a group of men who were waiting for me. Rather this was a
meeting up of multiple histories in the process of becoming and thus was never
fully finished. I use these stories to illuminate the journeys of these men in relation
to my journey. By including myself, I seek to acknowledge how my moving into
this space altered it (Massey 2005, 120), and, in turn, how I was altered in my
efforts to negotiate my multiple subject positions. And like my study participants,
my negotiations did not shape me into one static identity. Rather it was a process
of becoming.
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Introduction

‘Yes, this corner will give us a good view, from this side we can capture that
tower there or those men working in construction on the other side. . . . See that
white man wearing overalls and going down the drain with the other black guys?
That would be a good one’, Josh said, as he mounted the camera on his tripod.
Khulu stood behind him to ensure no one came from behind to snatch the
camera. It was in the heat of the day on a Tuesday in May 2019, and I had set out
to shoot some videos on the streets of Johannesburg. We decided to mount the
camera at this specific street corner three streets away from Uncle Kofi’s Corner.

I had assembled a small team to help me with the process. Thembeni was an
unemployed 23-year-old woman who had just finished a course in filming at
AFDA, registered as the South African School of Motion Picture Medium and
Dramatic Performance, a subsidiary of the New York Film Academy. Born in
Zimbabwe but raised in South Africa, she had permanent residence status, but still
could not find a job. I had requested her help with the camera work. She was
accompanied by her friend Xolani, an unemployed 24-year-old Zimbabwean
man, who lived in the same neighbourhood with her in the West Rand. An ex-
prisoner who had been arrested for fraud, he shared with me the many challenges
he was facing in his attempt to get a paying job. In addition to not having the
needed ‘papers’ that would allow him to work and stay in South Africa, he also
had a bad reputation that attracted stigma from many angles.

Our team also included Khulu, a Malawian man in his mid-40s who provided us
with security services. Although he never told me so, I heard from multiple sources
that Khulu was an ex-soldier and that he had served in the Malawian army. At the
time of my study, he was unemployed. He had been out of work for a long time,
and I never learned how he made money to pay his bills. He stayed alone in the
room behind the church where Uncle Kofi kept his stock, shoes and ice cream—
making machine. A good friend of Uncle Kofi’s, Khulu spent most of his time at
Uncle Kofi’s Corner chatting with other men or at his church on the other side of
the neighbourhood. However, on this particular day, Khulu had suggested that we
use Josh, a Zimbabwean self-employed photo journalist, to do the shooting since
it was dangerous to have a woman (Thembeni) carrying a camera in the inner city.
Thembeni’s dress — bright pink Air Max sneakers, Adidas sweater and Levi jeans —
would mark us as outsiders. So we asked Josh, who lived in the same
neighbourhood, to carry the camera. Josh was in his late 30s and was married
with two children. Although of a stronger build than Khulu, he insisted we have
Khulu act as security guard, hinting at some ‘expertise’ that he did not explicitly

8 This is street lingo used by migrants to mean a valid passport and visa that allows one to legally stay and/or work in South Africa.

8
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verbalise. Voicing his fear of walking in the streets, he exclaimed: ‘We definitely
need Khulu on this one’.

When we arrived at the corner, Josh said that he liked the multiple angles and
views that we could film. As the leader of the project, a documentary that I was
doing as part of my PhD degree, I agreed. We decided to use Xolani to test how
the videos would come out. Prior to this Xolani had offered to be part of my
documentary and had joked that he wanted to appear on the big screens of
Hollywood. Standing in front of the camera, he shouted, ‘I am ready!’ as he
rubbed his hands as if he was trying to keep warm. All the while he wore a big grin
on his face, revealing his gapped teeth. Before he began to talk into the camera,
something caught his attention and he ran down the street adjacent to where we
had set up, leaving the rest of us wondering what was happening. Just then, I saw
three men appear at the same corner. The one who was in front was tall, dark and
had scars on his face. He briefly glanced at the corner and then quickly retreated,
followed by Xolani running after him, as he shouted something that I could not
decipher.

Everything happened so fast that I did not have time to register that we were
about to be mugged, as Josh and Khulu informed me and Thembeni, to our
bewilderment. After a couple of minutes Xolani came back panting and laughing
at the same time. In our shared native Shona, he said:

The camera was gone, aunty. Those young boys had come for the
camera; their leader, the one who was in front, is actually my cousin.
When you were about to start shooting I saw from the corner of my eye,
a group of men coming. . . . And then I was like, ‘Aah, isn’t that Demetrio?’
When I shouted ‘Demetrio!’ he too was shocked. He didn’t expect to see
me, he was disappointed that I had chased away his bird [blew his
chance to make money]. This is his territory, [but] I told him ‘No, this one
is my aunt, you can’t drown her like that’. He tried to argue but eventually
he let it go. However, I had to give him money because if I didn’t he
would go send other robbers I don’t know, from another territory, to
make it appear that he was not part of it.

As Xolani was explaining this to us, Demetrio appeared with a group of four or
five young men from another corner and gave us the thumbs up from the other
side of the street, then disappeared. Xolani explained that Demetrio had
murdered many people in his line of work: ‘That one does not fear death, he kills
in an instant. To think, he is really young. Even then they had been following us for
some time and were waiting for an opportune time to strike’. It took me a while to
come to terms with what had just happened. Not only would I have lost a
university camera; there was also a possibility that I or someone from our team
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could have been harmed. Everyone thanked Xolani profusely for saving the day. I
was grateful particularly that he could negotiate with the robbers and avert a
possible robbery or violent interaction.

The incident confirmed the claims that my interlocutors at Uncle Kofi’s Corner
always made: that I was safe at their corner but not out on the streets. Indeed, I
had felt safe during the whole course of my fieldwork, to the extent that I was not
sure how violence was relevant to my study apart for its manifestation in symbolic
form. Furthermore, the incident made me re-examine and conceptualise the
experiences of my study participants at Uncle Kofi’s Corner in relational terms,
and consider how space played an important role in shaping such practices and
experiences. While I had thought of Uncle Kofi’s Corner as a manifestation of the
structural exclusion of certain groups of migrants by the South African
government and broader society, I also thought of it as an urban oasis for
marginalised men and women. These observations compelled me to consider
how the ‘corner’ could be an insightful concept to metaphorically and analytically
capture the experiences, practices and ideas of my interlocutors that appeared to
straddle clear-cut boundaries.

Drawing on the stories of various participants, in this chapter I highlight the
main concepts and theories that I used to analyse the experiences of the people
I spoke with in Johannesburg’s inner city. I return to some of the scholarship
discussed in the introduction, acknowledging that masculinities scholarship has
evolved and that research from South Africa now contributes to international
debates, in conversation with dominant theories emerging from the global north.
But as I noted in the introduction, (international) migrant masculinities are hardly
addressed in current discussions and theorisations.

In this chapter, I develop the concept of ‘cornered masculinities’ to explain how
the experiences of migrant men and women may enrich our understanding of
masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa and beyond. I use Uncle Kofi’s Corner
and Tino’s Corner, my ethnographic sites, to conceptualise cornered masculinities
as a type of street masculinity. To advance my arguments, I bring into conversation
literature on structural violence, urban anthropology and masculinities, including
the terms ‘hegemonic masculinities’, ‘problematic masculinities’ and ‘alternative
masculinities’. I begin with a discussion of how marginalisation in the form of
structural violence can be understood as ‘cornering’, and how gender and
masculinities play a critical role in shaping the process of becoming cornered. The
subsequent section details how space (corner) can be understood as a frame for
masculinities, and the final section explores how corner spaces conjure multiple
and creative responses through processes of becoming.
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Becoming cornered and structural violence

The inner city of Johannesburg attracts a heterogeneous group of people for
different reasons, hence calling for conceptualisations that take into account the
dynamism of everyday life and the singularity of events (Biehl and Locke 2017).
The inner city is also a precarious place where everyday violence and criminality
contribute to shaping the practices and ideas of marginalised men and women.
As shown in the story that opened this chapter, certain mundane activities
(carrying a camera) and spaces are distinctly marked along gender lines, dictating
what men and women can do and where they can go, thus limiting their options
to being or becoming. Such limitations also come in the form of a failure to fulfil
what men (and women) expect of themselves or are expected to do by society.
For example, men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner explained that because men were
expected (and expected themselves) to provide for their loved ones, they were
affected in specific ways by economic and legal precarity (see also Hunter 2010a).

I conceptualise such ideas, practices and experiences as becoming cornered,
following a statement made by Khulu in response to a question I asked him about
why there was so much violence in Johannesburg. ‘A black man is a cornered
man’, he said, and continued: ‘He is put in a place that is hard to manoeuvre, and
he cannot do anything. He retaliates like a wounded animal’. He elaborated
further that, owing to many marginalising structural factors, men have limited
options to move around. Khulu’s statement suggests that men, particularly black
men, respond aggressively, ‘like a wounded animal’, when they are left with no
other option. Such cornering occurs as a consequence of limited possibilities for
manoeuvring or escaping the social, economic and legal circumstances that
confine them. I understand cornering in a geographical sense as well, with the
street corner as a marginal, albeit reclaimed, space within the city that has been
staked out to serve as an enclave of masculinity. By identifying their many
struggles as ‘corners’, I turn to Carter, Donald and Squires’s (1993, as quoted in
Massey 2004, 5) argument that ‘place is space to which meaning has been
ascribed’. Such corners provide spaces where both journeys and
intersubjectivities intersect. I also understand cornering in a metaphorical sense:
the corner results from migrants’ exclusion from the mainstream economy. Men
feel they are backed into a corner when social and personal expectations of
masculinity are confounded by limited possibilities for achieving economic
success.

Violence becomes justified through a lens of masculinity as men assert
themselves or express their aggression. Logically, violence would be directed to
the next weaker subject, whether women, children, migrants or other men, and
can come in different forms, including the criminality exhibited by Demetrio. This
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understanding of violence aligns with the concept of a crisis of masculinity, as
explored in Chapter 1. However, aiming to move past the association of a crisis of
masculinity with individual behaviour, such as exists in the notion of problematic
masculinities, some scholars have argued that interpersonal violence is a result of
structural violence. Such studies conclude that, while the violence is experienced
at an individual level, often it is linked to the way life is organised (social structures)
(Farmer 2004; Anderson, 2015), such as ‘patriarchy, slavery, apartheid,
colonialism, neoliberalism, as well as poverty and discrimination by race, ethnicity,
gender, sexual orientation, and migrant/refugee status’ (Lee 2016, 2).

As my interlocutors pointed out, although economic circumstances in inner-
city Johannesburg were tough, as migrants they felt themselves additionally
marginalised. However, despite such marginalisation they continued to try and
find ways to escape the inhibiting structures. These efforts to escape structural
limitations call to question deterministic assumptions made by some structural
violence theorists. For instance, Parsons (2008, 175) asserts that with structural
violence ‘individuals are forced into particular situations where their choices are
predetermined for them by a structure not of their own choosing’. My
interlocutors, however, exhibited some degree of agency even though they could
not totally escape social structures. My intention here is to explain how such
efforts can be understood as agentive attempts by men to escape violence and
precarity.

Men usually found ways to redefine and reconstruct themselves to match their
lived realities. There were times when I was inclined to sympathise with some of
my interlocutors’ vulnerabilities, for example with Tino, my cousin, but if I began
to do so he would push back; he did not see himself as vulnerable or as a victim,
but rather as a man who makes a plan, a man who defies boundaries, and as the
‘go to’ person in Johannesburg for anyone who finds themselves in a corner. Here,
I do not intend to underplay the vulnerability of migrants in Tino’s position or
those worse off, but rather I seek to highlight how men understood and practiced
their manhood in their everyday lives despite the bigger structural factors. The
same structural factors that limited them became springboards for redefining and
reconstructing themselves as ‘tough,’ ‘respectable’ and ‘hardworking’ men. In this
way, it was the space of marginalisation, or the corner, that brought them new
meaning and redefined who they were (becoming) as men. Building on the way
that these men theorised their own lives, I anchor this study in the concept of
cornered masculinities rather than in terms of structure and agency. The richness
of the cornering metaphor exceeds economic constraint and can be extended to
include the ways that men are discursively cornered through the circulation of
dominant tropes of masculinity linked to patriarchy and religion, for example, as
well as the so-called crisis of masculinity and anti-immigrant narratives. In the
following section I explore the concept of masculinities and how it relates to my
study.
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Masculinities

Even among the men on the corner, not all could do the same things or go to
the same places. There were men like Demetrio who controlled territories and
threatened to rob us; from places of marginalisation, they transformed certain
corners into centres of power and control, determining who could enter their
space. There were also men who, like Josh, were scared at times and would ask
other men, like Khulu, to protect them. Men like Demetrio also became reference
points, used by my study participants to frame themselves as ‘better’, ‘different’
men. Then there were women like myself and Thembeni, who in our vulnerability
endorsed some type of masculinity, allowing, even expecting strong men to
protect us. In this section I engage with the masculinities concept in ways that
allow me to capture the flexibility, multiplicity and open-endedness that I
observed in the practices and experiences of study participants. I approach
masculinity and gender more broadly as a lens to understand participants’ lives
as heterogeneous.

Several definitions have been put forward to define masculinity, but the
general consensus that discredits the sex role theory of gender remains that ‘men
are not born, they are made within particular social contexts’ (Ouzgane 2006, 2;
see also De Beauvoir 1949). This framing emphasises that masculinity is what one
does rather than what one is (Butler 1990; Cornwall, Edstrom, and Greig 2011).
Contemporary studies of masculinity across disciplines continue to rely heavily on
Connell’s (1995) conceptualisation of masculinity (see for example Morrell and
Ouzgane 2005; Butler 1990; Cornwall, Edstrom, and Greig 2011). In her germinal
work Masculinities (1995), and in subsequent work (Connell and Messerschmidt
2005; see also Matshaka 2009; Morrell 1998; Ratele 2016), Connell argues that,
rather than being a unified concept, masculinity should be understood as
simultaneously multiple and hierarchical, with dominant and conventional forms
of masculinity being hegemonic, and other forms of masculinity being
subordinated, complicit or marginalised. Regardless of the many critiques and
reworkings of Connell’s work, current social theory holds that gender is socially
constructed and the definition of a ‘man’ changes across space and time (Itulua-
Abumere 2013; Matshaka 2009).

Recent theorisations — often grounded in research conducted in South Africa
— call for a situated contextualisation of the concept of masculinity. This entails
taking into consideration specific political and economic environments as they
are shaped by both historical and contemporary processes, such as apartheid and
continuing inequalities (Ratele 2016; Morrell and Jewkes 2012). On a similar note,
feminist geographers have highlighted the importance of space and place in
shaping masculinities (Christou 2016; Herz 2019; May 2015). Understanding
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masculinities as ‘relational identities that are constructed in everyday life’, as
espoused by Herz (2019, 432), is imperative if we are to understand their
multiplicity and fluidity. Across diverse disciplines and research sites, there is
agreement that context matters in terms of time, space and social setting in
shaping masculinities. In the next section I examine how the concept of
hegemonic masculinities has been taken up within the South African context.

Hegemonic masculinities: problematic and positive masculinities

This study aims to contribute to discussions about destabilising the current
masculinity scholarship in South Africa, which is anchored in two dominant
narratives emerging within gender-transformative interventions. The two that I
have already highlighted in the introduction include ‘problematic masculinities’,
as associated with ‘the traditional man’, and ‘positive’ or ‘alternative masculinities’
associated with ‘the new man’. These narratives usually draw on Connell’s concept
of hegemonic masculinity, as defined above. The concept of hegemonic
masculinity has long been associated with problematic masculinities, for example,
in explaining the use of violence as a form of dominating others (Morrell, Jewkes,
and Lindegger 2012). However, several scholars have argued that the concept is
too quickly associated with violence (Dube 2016; Ratele 2013b; Morrell et al.
2012), offering counternarratives instead. Jewkes and colleagues (2015) use the
concept as a tool to identify attitudes and practices among men that perpetuate
gender inequality; Morrell and Jewkes (2011, 2) identify alternative or positive
masculinities that are ‘constructed in opposition to hegemonic masculinities’. An
example of alternative masculinities is ‘men who care’, suggesting that men who
engage in reproductive care work, such as childcare or community development
efforts, might indicate shifting gender norms (Morrell et al. 2016; Morrell and
Jewkes 2011). As enticing as that sounds, I problematise this assertion in Chapter
7, by illustrating how migrant men also engage in caregiving practices that do not
reflect shifting gender dynamics. Below, I build on the critiques of the hegemonic
masculinity theory with the aim of advancing my argument on cornered
masculinities who employ the open ended kukiya kiya as a survival tactic.

9 Gender-transformative interventions include projects run by NGOs with the aim of changing gender relations, specifically
targeting gender inequality.

Disrupting hegemonic masculinities

Despite several critiques of the concept of hegemonic masculinities over the
years, it remains a useful analytical tool to gain insight into masculinities (Ratele
2017). One critique of this concept that I seek to incorporate into this thesis is how

9
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hegemony claims or assumes a certain fixedness. Like other structuralist theories,
the concept is limited in that it tends to present individuals as victims of
circumstances (Risman and Davis 2013; Rebughini 2014). As already highlighted
in the case of structural violence, structuralist gender theorists have argued that
‘structures (such as patriarchy) and cultures determine, shape and heavily
constrain human action’ (Risman and Davis 2013, 8). This way of thinking presents
patriarchy as a fixed structure that cannot be changed, thereby discrediting the
malleability of the social system and undermining the plastic, creative power of
men to manoeuvre around this system (Biehl and Locke 2017; Rebughini 2014).

In contrast, Nyamnjoh (2015, 7) offers the concept of ‘frontier beings’, defined
as ‘those [people] who contest taken-for-granted and often institutionalised and
bounded ideas and practices of being, becoming, belonging, places and spaces’.
This concept acknowledges the versatility, dynamism and creativity that arise as
individuals negotiate their identities in different contexts. Smith and Winchester
(1998) and Coles (2009) similarly assert that in this process of negotiating,
alternative masculinities are produced. However, unlike the concept of alternative
masculinities that is promoted in development-oriented gender-transformative
frameworks, such theorisations of masculinities do not assume or claim
finishedness but rather conceptualise masculinities as always becoming. As Smith
and Winchester (1998, 329) put it: ‘Creativity and becoming may arise out of the
tension in the binary discourse; alterations in the boundary may diffuse or
reinforce gender characteristics’.

In this study, I argue that migrant men as frontier beings challenge structures,
including normative ideas of what it means to be a man. Men contest, evade,
(re)define and reconstruct ideas of masculinities to match their lived experiences.
For example, normative ideas dictate that men should not express emotions or, if
they do, these should be masculine emotions such as courage, anger or pride
(Ratele 2013b). However, in this study I encountered men like Josh, who were
open about their feelings of fear. He was not willing to take the risk of moving
through the streets of Johannesburg without someone like Khulu to ensure his
safety. While taking risks and fearlessness were associated with life in the inner
city, fear could also be seen as a form of being a cautious, responsible man,
according to men in this study.

Ratele (2016) argues that concepts of hegemonic masculinity are not the same
among marginalised men as they are among rich, white men from the global
north. Hegemony among the marginalised is limited ‘because poor men (like
poor women) have their masters, have other men and women who lord over
them, are subordinate to the upper classes of rich men and women’ (Ratele 2016,
12). Here, Ratele points to the idea of intersectionality that positions men
differently, depending on skin colour, nationality, level of income or education,
and language, among other factors. The intersection of such factors may result in
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certain groups of people, such as marginalised migrants, becoming
simultaneously hegemonic and subordinate, for example as cornered men.
Hence it is imperative for the theory to be ‘situated within the existing economic
and political power relations in a society of interest with its specific history’ (Ratele
2016, 11). Ratele’s work prompted me to focus on the ways that masculinities were
shaped by particular historical, temporal and spatial contexts of contemporary
inner-city Johannesburg. Doing so allowed me to show how migrant men both
belong and do not belong at the same time. As frontier Africans they are ‘flexible
and defy dualisms, binaries, dichotomies as they exist in a world of
incompleteness and infinite possibilities’ (Nyamnjoh 2015, 6).

Demetrio’s criminal and risky behaviour can be understood as hegemonic,
particularly in this part of the city where physical strength and criminality carry a
certain ‘cultural currency’ (Ratele 2013b, 253). As Xolani explained, the scars on
Demetrio’s face bestowed a higher status on him, setting him above other young
men in his circle: ‘Those scars tell us of your journey, that you are man among
men. . . . You have fought lions . . . and in prison people will respect you based on
that’. Ratele (2013b, 253) posits that young black men exhibit fearlessness from a
place of fear — fear of other men, fear of the state, and fear of being thought less
of a man because they lack other social currencies that may signal socially valued
markers of masculinity, for example money. He thus argues: ‘black young men
victimise each other from a location of powerlessness’ (Ratele 2013b, 253). While
Ratele’s theorisation is based on his observations of South African men, it also
applies to many migrant men, including those I characterise as ‘cornered’.

Beyond hegemonic masculinities:
conceptualising cornered masculinities

In this study, ‘cornered masculinity’ is a spatial metaphor that draws attention
to structural violence and the various forms of marginalisation. This is a type of
street masculinity, whereby men distance themselves from anti-immigrant
sentiment and harsh economic conditions; they form social enclaves that are
exclusive to migrants. In these spaces, men implicitly and at times explicitly
develop localised codes on how to relate to women, men and children. Such
masculinities are not only relational but are processually constructed. For
example, in one shared code men distinguish themselves as hardworking men
who employ ingenuity or kukiya kiya. However, in the process of doing kukiya kiya
they must also maintain their self-conferred status as ‘better men’ who avoid
violence and criminality, challenging public discourses on problematic migrants
and masculinities. In this way they construct their masculinities in relation to
dominant narratives, other masculinities and femininities.
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Adherence to such codes also confers a certain type of citizenship, what I term
‘street-corner citizenship’. This type of citizenship is particularly important
because many study participants, due to their lack of legal papers, did not qualify
for the rights and resources offered by the state to legal migrants. Similarly, they
found the rights-based rhetoric offered by NGOs somewhat abstract and
impractical. In maintaining street-corner citizenship, men strived to live up to
often-implicit rules of engagement and they reworked codes in ways that could
be interpreted as (re)cornering. Their actions, when approached with a theory of
becoming, helps us to see beyond the presumptions of improvement and
progress embedded in gender-transformative theories. In the following sections
I review social scientific research on street-corner masculinities and gender and
space to provide a basis for my understanding of cornered masculinity.

Street-corner masculinities

Historical and contemporary studies show that street-corner men, or cornered
men, are susceptible to structural violence, resulting in negative health and social
outcomes such as poverty, violence, HIV and crime (Anderson 2003; Fast and
Moyer 2018). Relevant to my argument are two strains of research on street-
corner men, the first casting them as problematic and the second as victims of
structural violence. In 1943, Whyte published a groundbreaking sociological
study entitled Street corner society, which focused on an Italian American slum in
Boston’s North End, an area he called ‘Cornerville’. Although criticised for calling
the neighbourhood a slum and for painting the Italian American community as
gangster-like, Whyte’s work became a model for urban ethnography. Liebow’s
Tally’s corner (1967), based on fieldwork among African American ‘streetcorner
men’ in a segregated neighbourhood in Washington, DC, demonstrated that such
men ‘were not passive, as stereotypes had portrayed them’; rather, they were like
every other American, with their own dreams and aspirations (Silver 2017, 8). This
ethnography, which I find inspiring, examined streetcorner men as fathers,
husbands, lovers, friends and breadwinners. In an attempt to conceal their failure
and economic frustrations, they performed an ‘exaggerated machismo’ affecting
their relations with women friends and family (Silver 2017, 8). ‘Linking face-saving
conduct and micro-interactions to larger macro-structures, Liebow made the
men’s frustrations tangible’ (Silver 2017, 8).

Liebow has been criticised for overemphasising class while failing to look at
race. Anderson (2003), inspired by Liebow, does include racial marginalisation in
his analysis in his ethnography A place on the corner. Anderson explores how
status and social grouping played out among the racially and economically
marginalised men who frequented Jelly’s, a street- corner bar and liquor store
located on the South Side of Chicago (Silver 2017). Although Anderson focuses
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primarily on African Americans and not migrants, my work builds on his in that it
also explores how race, specifically being black, features in the interplay of
migration, economic marginalisation and masculinities.

In Africa, a few urban anthropologists have explored street masculinities in the
context of marginalisation, emphasising the importance of space in shaping
masculine identity. For example, Fast and Moyer (2018, 6), researching young
men living and working in the streets of downtown Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,
analyse how they ‘fashion[ed] themselves and create[d] meaningful social spatial
worlds out of struggle, pain and exclusion’. They highlight how young men used
urban spaces, locally known as maskani, to conjure momentum to counter the
precarity that characterises their everyday lives. For these young men, maskani
were sites of becoming, serving as ‘constellations of spatial and temporal
connections which allowed some young men to imagine and pursue new
possibilities such as growing into responsible manhood’ (Fast and Moyer 2018, 6).
Simultaneously, maskani also served as sites of ‘coming undone’ when young men
found themselves unable to move towards imagined futures, sometimes resulting
in drug addiction or mental illness (Fast and Moyer 2018, 7).

Matshaka (2009), in her research on Zimbabwean migrant men who sold
handicrafts at traffic lights in Cape Town, South Africa, explores how men
reconstructed their masculine ideals to fit their everyday experiences of
marginalisation. By engaging in street trade, the young men saw themselves as
‘industrious, responsible and innovative economic agents’ (Matshaka 2009, 78). In
contrast to their image of themselves as hardworking, industrious entrepreneurs,
they labelled local Xhosa men as ‘lazy criminals’, challenging dominant discourses
linking ‘street masculinity’ to violent identities (Matshaka 2009, 79). In distancing
themselves from violent and criminal modes of street masculinity, they othered
South African men as problematic and imagined themselves as ‘better’. Similarly,
in my own study, men constantly reinvented themselves in the face of their
everyday realities, coming up with altered scripts to live by that would distinguish
them from ‘other’ street masculinities. I therefore conceptualise cornered
masculinities as entailing continued reinventions and (re)constructions, relating
them to the notion of space as constantly evolving (Massey 2005).

Masculinities and space

On the first day of my follow-up field work in May 2019, I arrived at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner around mid-morning to find only Uncle Kofi and two other men. During
the course of my conversation with Uncle Kofi, he remarked that his shop was
going strong: ‘We even have a WhatsApp group now’, he exclaimed jubilantly.
With excitement, I responded, ‘Wow! But Uncle Kofi, how can you have a
WhatsApp group and not include me?’ He laughed and promised to tell the
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administrator to add me. The following day when I returned, I asked him why I had
not been added. At this, the group of men who were present exchanged odd
looks and laughed. Kofi responded, ‘Do not worry you will be added’, because, as
I was to learn, he did not want to tell me that some men did not want me to be
added. Later in the day, I heard Ronald say that some people in the group were
asking, ‘Which Linda is this who wants to be added?’ He asked to have a selfie
taken with me, him and the other men around. After taking the photo he sent it on
the group and said, ‘Let us see who is going to say “no” after seeing you’. In the
ensuing minutes, several men from the WhatsApp group commented on the
photo and my request to be included in the group. One responded, ‘Ah, Linda
Amsterdam is back’. Another one also responded, ‘Yaa, that one is one of us’. A
few who were not there during my first leg of fieldwork requested to know more
about me. Eventually I was added to the group, only to discover I was the only
woman in the group. Soon after I was added, two men exited the group for
reasons unknown to me.

Posts shared in this group covered topics such as politics across Africa,
religious debates and current affairs, such as xenophobia, and some were of
photos of semi-naked women. However, with time the posting of photos of
women became minimal, after one man told Khulu to respect me. Debates that
were usually instigated by Khulu ceased the moment he exited the group. This
experience helped me see how Uncle Kofi’s Corner was constructed as a place for
men, through practices and language that excluded women; my inclusion into the
space was a negotiated process, and my presence altered the space. I use this to
illustrate how masculinities can be understood as evolving and negotiated in
relation to social spaces.

Hopkins and Nobel (2009, 814), geographers who study masculinities, write:
the ‘fact that masculinities are socially and culturally constructed and shaped by
social relations is clearly demonstrated by looking at the ways in which
masculinities and male identities vary over spaces and across time’. In describing
the masculinities within South Africa’s goldmines in the early 20th century,
Breckenbridge (1998) refers to the Mines and Works Act of 1911, which marked
the underground mine as a place for men only. Although a few women were
present in the mine areas, there was a ‘gulf separating the men of the mines from
the “town women”’ (Breckenbridge 1998, 676). This separation was made official
following the enactment of Native Urban Areas Act of 1923, which saw several
female immigrants from Mozambique, being removed from inner-city townships.
Despite laws forbidding women, men generally were scared of ‘town women’ and
this limited intimate relationships between the sexes and spurred same-sex
relationships. With time, the men in these mines enforced ‘powerful and enduring

10 This act controlled the immigration of black people into urban areas.

10
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notions of appropriate male behaviour’ (Breckenbridge 1998, 678). In this
scenario the state played a role in producing male-only social places.

In describing enclaves of masculinity in the context of a crisis of masculinity,
Arthur (2006, 107) posits that ‘in the absence of assuming a masculine role at work
or at home, men are undertaking masculine identity projects through the
consumption of symbolic products, services and leisure’ in specific spaces. Smith
and Winchester (1998) explore how middle- class men in Newcastle, Australia,
form men’s groups as a space where they can negotiate the boundary between
home and work, particularly the competing demands that come with these spaces
such as childcare at home and deadlines at work. In order to deal with the
pressures related to their roles in these spaces, men formed a men’s group as a
place to talk and be listened to. Some anthropological studies of gender have
attempted to document the exclusion of women from certain domains, thereby
highlighting how enclaves of masculinity (Mangezvo 2016), such as coffee
houses, pubs and sports, can be critical spaces in shaping male friendship or
‘male bonding’ (Gutman 1997, 393).

These ideological and legal frameworks illustrate the link between the use of
space and gender, as seen in this chapter’s opening story; there are spaces where
certain people can or cannot go and things that they can or cannot do. However,
the decline in the labour market for men, compounded by the feminisation of the
labour market and the calls for men to engage more in domestic work, saw the
binary of work and home disrupted. This has been the case for my study
participants who, as migrants, found themselves unemployed in a place where
family and kinship networks had also been disrupted as a result of migration.
Uncle Kofi’s Corner itself can be viewed as a hybrid space where some men like
Uncle Kofi ran economic ventures while others who were homeless used it as their
home, thus blurring the gendered work/home divide. Smith and Winchester
(1998) posit that the pressures emerging from domestic and economic changes
have resulted in men forming social spaces exclusive to them, to talk and support
each other or to assert their position.

In describing why he came to Uncle Kofi’s Corner almost every day, one
participant in my study, Fatso, said: ‘It’s good to come out here and meet other
men. It helps to clear your head’. Because it was situated on church premises,
several people passed through Uncle Kofi’s Corner. The church, which was also a
shelter for people who were homeless, was open to anyone; however, women
were less likely to make use of the service, especially sleeping there, in part
because they feared being exposed to assault on the streets by robbers, drunks
and drug addicts, and/or abuse from men. Also, one participant suggested that
migrant women who were faced with homelessness or unemployment were more
likely to return home. For men, return migration would have negative implications
for their masculinity, so they would rather ‘die trying’ on the streets than be
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thought of as ‘failed men’. Over time, certain people such as non-migrants and
women were excluded from the corner, except for a few who had befriended
Uncle Kofi. The few women who did pass the time at Uncle Kofi’s normally did so
because they saw it as a safe space where they could wait to meet up with people
or wait between appointments in the city. Similarly, I decided to undertake my
study there because of the imagined and observed safety for women.

Although men risked being attacked as well, the pressures to provide and to
not give up easily meant they had little choice but to hit the streets. This points to
the gendered aspect of becoming cornered, both physically and metaphorically.
While the circumstances that surrounded men congregating at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner were mostly unfavourable, the space was a platform for self-expression as
migrants, mostly undocumented, were able to congregate without fear of being
judged or attacked. Ronald, who frequented the corner, explained that Kofi:
‘accepted me as I am . . . and took me as his brother’. In his description of this
space and Uncle Kofi in particular, Ronald contrasted this place with other spaces
in the inner city, echoing the statements of many other participants. This is
explored further in Chapter 4.

Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Tino’s Corner were not very different from other street
corner spaces explored in similar studies focusing on urban anthropology and
structural violence particularly in contemporary Africa (Matshaka 2010; Fast and
Moyer 2018). Such spaces have provided platforms from which men can assert
themselves, for example, through controlling who is allowed or not allowed in
those spaces. In addition, in looking at space and the ways it shapes and is shaped
by gender dynamics, I also use space as a lens to frame masculinities. I agree with
Massey’s (2005, 12) conceptualisation of space as something that refutes ‘always
ready constituted identities’. Instead, space is a multiplicity of possible
becomings, a product of interrelations constituted through interactions of the
spatial, the geographical, the temporal, the social, the local and the global
(Massey 2005, 9).

Important to this study is how men understood and constructed their
masculinities in relational terms, for example, redefining their otherwise ‘failed’
masculine identities. Instead of bemoaning the structural factors affecting them,
they found ways to make do and in doing so reasserted their identities as men
who can make plans. These identities, however, were not static or fixed but, like
space that is ‘always under construction’ (Massey 2005, 9), they were in the
process of becoming and were never finished or closed (Biehl and Locke 2017;
Massey 2005). Below I explore the multiple ways that men redefined and
reconstructed themselves in their efforts to make do in the face of limited options.
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Becoming creative in corner spaces:
Kukiya Kiya

When I returned in May 2019 for follow-up fieldwork, I observed that Tino had
added another venture to his corner salon. In addition to plaiting hair, he was now
selling second-hand clothes and books. I commended him on this new venture
and he informed me that the clothes business was for his wife Anna. Surprised at
his mention of a wife, I asked when he had gotten married and why he had not
told me about it. The last time we had spoken about his marital life, he mentioned
he could not raise money to pay lobola (bride price) for Monica, his long-term
girlfriend who was based in Zimbabwe. He responded, ‘Aah, Monica refused to
elope with me, siding with her family that I needed to first raise money for lobola.
I told you I would find someone who doesn’t care about this lobola business and
make her my wife. Kukiya kiya, gogo’.

At the close of business, after Anna had finished her shift as a waitress, she
joined Tino and they packed their clothes in a big plastic bag. Bidding farewell to
his friend Bouncer, who took the opposite route, Tino, Anna and I started off to
their flat, which was a stone’s throw away. Tino carried the big bag full of second-
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hand clothes in one hand; in the other was a blue plastic bag with three combs,
left over synthetic hair, and an almost empty box of red wine. Anna carried Tino’s
black plastic chair. The corner, which had been bustling with activity as Tino’s
Corner Salon, was back to being an ordinary corner where people from all walks
of life stopped as they waited for the traffic lights to turn green. I was intrigued at
the ingenious and distinct ways my interlocutors mapped urban space.

Tino had described his endeavours to make a living as a migrant without the
requisite papers as ‘tiri kungo kiya kiya’ (we are just making do). ‘Making do’
entailed having multiple streams of earning an income, including a mobile salon.
Originating among my Zimbabwean participants, ‘kukiya kiya’ is a Shona slang
term that originates from the English word ‘key’ and literally means locking up
(Gukurume 2018). However, metaphorically, kukiya kiya is a verb that describes
the process of trying many keys to open a door. Jones (2010, 286), in his study
among Zimbabweans, identifies kukiya kiya as ‘cleverness, dodging, and the
exploitation of whatever resources are at hand, all with an eye to self-sustenance’.
Within the economy of Zimbabwe, kukiya kiya marks a modern-day ‘decent man’,
a man who makes a plan in the face of powerful economic and political structures
that circumvent his self- expectations as a man. Jones further explains that kukiya
kiya as a practice led to a ‘generalised culture of evasion: evasion of social
institutions like the state, bureaucracy and the law; and evasion of cultural norms
and hierarchies’ (ibid.). I take Tino’s mounting of a mobile salon and refusal to rent
a proper space as a form of evasion, of both the bureaucracy and the financial
obligations that come with a formal salon. Grabbing his chair and running away
from police is another form of evasion. His decision to take Anna as his ‘wife’
without meeting the traditional requirements could be understood as another
form of evading specific norms that would otherwise inhibit him from fulfilling his
expectations as a man.

While kukiya kiya among men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner was associated with
ingenuity in relation to socially acceptable behaviour, in a different setting kukiya
kiya could mean a different thing, including illegal dealings. For example,
Demetrio’s engagement in crime was another form of kukiya kiya although it was
not socially desirable. Therefore, kukiya kiya as a response to being cornered
should be understood as open ended, contingent and driven by necessity. In this
way kukiya kiya is all encompassing, including by (re)defining localised and
hybridised moral codes that are not exclusive to each other. For example, a self-
professing religious man could be involved in illegal dealings in non-conflictual
ways, as I show in Chapter 4. In the same way, a man could profess that he loved
his partner while at the same admitting he could be abusive to her, as discussed
in Chapter 6.

When men found themselves in cornered positions, they had to quickly
(re)strategise and act according to what the situation was calling for at the
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moment. For example, Xolani was able to speak the same language as Demetrio
and his gang. In order to do this, he had to draw from his subject position as an
ex-convict. Similarly, despite Khulu being highly skilled in fighting, having worked
in military, he never spoke about it or showed it; I would have never known if it
were not for other people who informed me. To him the skill of fighting was a
contingent resource that he would use if necessity arose. Batnitzky and colleagues
(2009, 1280) in their study of working male migrants in London, write that their
study participants would ‘strategically select and emphasise certain aspects of
their gendered identities that would help them perform in the labour market’ at a
particular moment. In this way they would put certain aspects of their gender
identity ‘on hold’ for the duration of their stay in their host country” (Batnitzky et al.
2009, 1280). Apparent in this example, as in my study, were men’s continuous
contestations and negotiations of their masculinities in a process of endless
becoming (Nilan 1995; Hall 1993) in the face of structures that inhibited them.

Although I relate becoming cornered to structural violence, I insist on using
‘becoming cornered’ not only because it originated from my participants but also
because, unlike structures that tend to be fixed, it allows my participants space to
assume multiple identities simultaneously and creatively. For example, while men
identified being black as a source of racial and economic inequality, it was also a
unifying factor that brought them together beyond national identities, as I explore
in Chapter 4. While being undocumented amplified migrants’ vulnerability, they
used the same subject positioning to gain access to work for the NGOs that
targeted them, for example as peer educators or volunteers. Similarly, female
survivors of violence used their subject positioning to gain access to NGO
resources (see Chapter 5). Being a hustler was at times stigmatised but in other
contexts it was celebrated as street smartness, as in the case of Tino being my city
guide. Just as a physical corner has different angles from which one can view, the
concept of cornering allows us to explore the multiple modes of being or
becoming.

While I was struck by the way violence was normalised in the everyday lives of
my study participants, I was even more intrigued by the multiple creative ways that
men and women made their way in precarious circumstances. For example, I was
struck by Xolani’s ability to speak the street language — when he was speaking
with men at Tino’s Corner — while he had earlier presented himself to me as
someone from one of the affluent suburbs of Johannesburg. Like Thembeni, he
had always spoken to me in English. Speaking in English especially among young
people denotes ‘coolness’. On this day when I took Xolani to Uncle Kofi’s Corner,
I saw him conversing easily with several men in English. Over a plate of kwasa
kwasa, he participated in the conversation and jokes that were shared. It did not

11 Kwasa kwasa is street food mainly rice, with spicy cow feet stew and beans, that was popular at Uncle Kofi’s Corner
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take him long before he went out from the church premises to flirt with girls who
were passing by. To my surprise he conversed with them in Zulu. Uncle Kofi had
commented: ‘Your cousin, Linda, really knows this place’. When we passed by
Tino’s Corner, he was already drinking and sharing a cigarette with the young men
around. He was not speaking in English anymore, but like the several men
present, he mixed Ndebele and Shona, both official languages in Zimbabwe.
Thembeni and I were surprised to see him smoking, because during the time I
had spent with him in the West Rand, not once had I seen him smoking or
drinking. Xolani’s behaviour was not very different from my other study
participants, most of whom were fluent in one or two South African languages and
could easily code switch when the need arose. On the same day, I witnessed
Khulu conversing in siPedi to a drunk man who was coming after us. Khulu
explained: ‘I spoke in siPedi because it is not as popular, so I confused him; he
thought I was South African. And siPedi is of a higher value than Tswana’. Khulu
had stayed in South Africa long enough to understand the politics between the
different ethnic groups and he used this information to leverage social capital.
These examples illustrate the multiple functions played by as well as tensions
arising from corner spaces as places of limited options and as places where new
possibilities are imagined and pursued. Despite the origins of street-corner
spaces in structural violence and systematic marginalisation, the outcomes or
identities arising from corner places should not be seen as predetermined but
rather as contingent. Understanding masculinities in this way makes it relatively
easy to capture the responses that, like kukiya kiya, were characterised by fluidity
and multiplicity.

Anthropology of becoming and frontier Africans

To capture this flexibility and multiplicity, I rely on anthropological theorisations
of becoming (Biehl and Locke 2017) and the concept of frontier beings
(Nyamnjoh 2017). These have helped me to understand how migrant men
adjusted to social and economic realities as they attempted to live up to self,
societal and ideological expectations as men. Scholars across disciplines have
engaged with Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of becoming or ontology of change
in their articulations of transformation and in foregrounding the role of space and
place in identity formation. According to Hillier and Abrahams (2013, 12), this is a
‘poststructuralist ontology which recognises both the importance of structures,
systems and order, and also that of agency and power or force relations between
agents and their mutual connections’. Biehl and Locke (2010, 317) define

12 SiPedi and siTswana are two of the 12 official languages in South Africa.
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becoming as ‘those individual and collective struggles to come to terms with
events and intolerable conditions and to shake loose, to whatever degree
possible, from determinants and definitions’. Their aim is to ethnographically
capture those human matters that usually fall between the cracks of dominant
epistemologies, concepts and interventions. In their explanation of the
anthropology of becoming, Biehl and Locke explore the everyday efforts by poor
men and women in urban settings — in Brazil and Bosnia-Herzegovina — as they try
to escape political and economic crises.

The anthropology of becoming can be extended to the study of masculinities
to capture the unending process of negotiating multiple subject positions in
relation to space and time. Urban anthropologists Fast and Moyer (2018) take up
Biehl and Locke’s (2017) conceptualisations of becoming, to explore how young
men use urban space to navigate and negotiate precarious realities through
establishing relations and imagining future possibilities elsewhere. Geographers
have highlighted the intersection of space and power in the ordering of things
and people in the city (Hillier and Abrahams 2013; Dovey 2010). Sociologists such
as Hall (1992) have argued that identity is in a perpetual state of being reworked
and thus becoming. Nilan (1995, 95), who observes social interaction among
drama students in a film class in Australia, highlights the ongoing negotiations of
differently positioned students as they attempted to constitute their gender. Nilan
concludes that their masculinity is never achieved, but is a process of endless
becoming, and adds that this process of becoming is necessary in (re)positioning
oneself in relation to discourses of gender. In light of these studies and
theorisations of identity and space, I understand the masculinities I observed at
corner spaces not as finished identities but as practices and ideas resulting from
unstable subjectivities in the process of being and becoming (Hall 1992; Fast and
Moyer 2018; Herz 2018), and I find similarities with Nyamnjoh’s (2015) idea of
frontier Africans, as introduced above.

Following the concept of frontier beings and the anthropology of becoming,
structures are not permanent, but can be circumvented, as men find cracks and
fissures in them. I was struck by the ability of most of my study participants to
speak several languages, including street language, as a survival tactic or a means
to assert belonging. While language could be used to distinguish between ‘locals’
and ‘foreigners’, most of my participants were fluent in one or two South African
languages and could easily blur those boundaries. Language switching among
migrants particularly in South Africa has already been identified as a strategy to
situate themselves in the matrices of belonging as well as to distance themselves
from the ‘foreigner’ label (Siziba 2014), as in the case of Khulu. Seeing my study
participants conversing in several languages, I learned how migrant men straddle
multiple margins of being and becoming in their effort to fit into various urban
spaces. I also got to see the complexities entailed as men took up different
subject positions at different moments in time. I link this to Massey’s (2004)
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theorisation of space, in particular, the spatialised negotiations of identity.

Becoming cornered

Central to the understanding of cornered masculinity is the (re)ordering and
reconstituting of space through processes of placemaking and belonging. As
much as men became cornered, their spending time on street corners could
simultaneously be read as them cornering urban space to satisfy their needs.
Tino’s Corner, like Uncle Kofi’s Corner, arose out of migrants’ desire to belong and
assert themselves. Simultaneously, the same space can be understood as
emerging from the state’s effort to regulate and exclude a certain group of
people. Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) seminal work on desire and power helps us
to frame becoming cornered as a spatial metaphor of marginalisation and the
consequent multidimensional and often contingent ways that men navigate such
cornered spaces in post-migration contexts (Musariri and Moyer 2020). In his
engagements with Foucault’s concept of power, Deleuze as interpreted by Dovey
(2010,15) posits that ‘it is not pre-existing beings who hold power or are subject
to it, rather power is linked to flows of desire and processes of becoming’. This
framing of power, it is argued, moves away from the often-negative implications
of power that emphasise oppression and violence.

In a similar vein, geographers have questioned the ‘asymmetrical hierarchical
dualism whereby centres are loci of power and privilege, and margins are spaces
of lack, disadvantage and oppression’ (Andrucki and Jen 2014, 11). An example
of this is the way Demetrio and his gang took over certain parts of the city and
made them their own by excluding (and exploiting) other people that they
deemed as strangers. This can be understood as the young men’s effort to corner
the space. Viewed from another angle, Demetrio ended up in that space because
of the cornering effects of structural violence. Corners, thus, can be understood
as both as space of vulnerability and sites ‘of domination’ (Vigneswaran 2020, 2)
or ‘other spaces of power’ (Jaffe 2018, 1099).

Similarly, having spent time at both Tino’s and Uncle Kofi’s corners, I came to
notice how men in these corners managed to (re)define centre and margin, and
the values and practices suitable for such spaces, based on their collective capital.
At Uncle Kofi’s Corner migrants from different parts of Africa, including South
Africans, had marked this space as their own territory, guided by tacit and locally
coded scripts on how to behave. Men there were usually more reserved and
talked about serious things, including religious matters, relationships and job
opportunities. Not all of them were part of the fellowship of the church that was
the grounds of the corner itself; in fact, not all of them were Christians, as there
were Muslims and traditionalists among those who frequented the corner.
Despite this diversity, I sensed that somehow their behaviours and language
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when at the corner were guided by a Christian ethos. This was because if any
behaviour was deemed as transgressive; there was always one or two to
reprimand the ‘transgressor’. For example, Khulu was forced to leave the
WhatsApp group by the other group members because he posted messages that
others thought were heretical. This can also be understood as a form of
cornering, in that to be a member of this space one had to follow certain rules and
practices; in a similar way, the government of South Africa had rules that had
legally excluded them. Hence, cornering in its multiple forms and levels becomes
another springboard for the process of becoming. Nilan (1995, 68) captures this
aptly:

This endless process of becoming involves knowledge about how to
talk and about how to behave, as well as the myriad contextual rules
governing these social interactions. Critical to the production of talk
which will ensure a viable masculine social identity in both culture-at-
large and sub-cultures, is the articulation of categorical statements about
self and others which establish the exclusion of those deemed ineligible
for membership of one's own desired masculine category.

In this chapter I have set forth the main concepts and theories that are central
to this dissertation. Many of these will be further explored and unpacked in
subsequent chapters. In an effort of co-theorising with my study participants, I
have used the emic terms they came up with as they described their everyday
encounters with structures that sought to inhibit them. What I might have
conceptualised as structural violence, my study participants viewed as being
cornered. What I might have understood as agency or social navigation were
identified by them as kukiya kiya. I have opted for more the open-ended theory of
becoming and concept of frontier beings in my attempt to avoid undermining the
ingenuity and ongoing, evolving efforts of study participants who, despite many
obstacles, found multiple ways to detour and manoeuvre through.

13 Khulu was Christian but his church was ‘Afrocentric’ in that it emphasised African traditions over the Bible. Some of

his statements were perceived as contrary to the Bible, for example his insistence that Jesus was black.

Conclusion

13
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Finding Uncle Kofi’s Corner

Entering the gates of the church, I am welcomed by a big billboard with two
black smiling faces, a man and a woman who I presume to be a couple. Above
them are written several things: ‘Family Christian Church’ stands out most to me.
To my right, several cars of different models and makes are parked haphazardly,
occupying a small space. Two look like they have not been moved in years, one an
old-looking white kombi van, with floral curtains at the windows, the other a small
blue Peugeot with two wheels missing. I would later learn that the kombi was
being used as someone’s home.

Along the wall is a small pedestrian gate with a big black umbrella, open and
flapping in the cool breeze. Right next to the gate, there’s an unmissable big
orange ice cream machine, inscribed in giant red letters: ‘UNCLE KOFI ICE
CREAM’. There are four men seated by the stall. One is stitching a woman’s shoe.
My cousin Tino and I approach and, following brief greetings and an introduction,
I begin to tell them about my study. Throughout my fieldwork, I found myself
adjusting how I introduced my study, as my research focus and aims shifted in the
face of my growing understanding of the context, but also as I learned from
people’s responses to my ‘pitch’ that how I framed my research set the scene for
the way men in particular reacted to my topic.

It did not take me long to realise that telling prospective participants that I
wanted to research men’s perpetration of violence against women would not lead
to the type of open inquiry I was hoping for. My first week in Johannesburg was
marked by a dismal failure to recruit participants. My invitations to participate
were often met with a shrug of shoulders, the silent shaking of heads and, at times,
outright rejection. Slowly I realised that men did not like to be positioned as
defendants while I played judge. One man was sincere enough to tell me: ‘Oh,
you are one of those who talk women’s rights, children’s rights, 50/50. Have you
ever asked where are the men’s rights?’ Although I did not agree at all with this
statement at that time, and I had a ‘perfect’ feminist answer that might have
knocked him off his self-pitying pedestal, I bit my tongue. The following days saw
me reframing my research.

Arriving at Uncle Kofi’s Corner that day I tried to entice this group of men to
accept me with this new framework in mind. ‘I am here to learn about men’, I said
with a big smile on my face. Unconvinced, one man asked: ‘What exactly do you
want to know about men?’ I went blank, feeling the pressure to improvise. I
responded: ‘I need to know the challenges men face in Johannesburg as they try
to be men’. Eureka! My reply appeared to be well received, with unspoken ‘Now
you are talking!’ appreciative glances and body language from the men gathered.
The men visibly relaxed. Some asked for further information while others
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remained aloof. Eventually, one man who was sewing a shoe beckoned me to sit
down so we could talk. Another man stood up and gave me his chair, and went to
sit by the church veranda. Tino was asked to go and get another chair from the
church, which he used to sit next to me for a few minutes. Satisfied I was in good
(safe) hands, Tino then decided to take leave, reminding me to call him when I was
done so he could escort me to the university.

In articulating their challenges as men, participants came up with many
descriptions of manhood: responsible man, black man, African man, traditional
man, God-fearing man, hustler, real, born again man, modern man, tsotsi. One
person could assume many of these descriptions simultaneously, depending on
the ‘weather of the day’, to quote Khulu. Over the course of fieldwork, Khulu gave
me five different names in five different African languages that he preferred me to
call him. It was only during the last day of my fieldwork that he took my notebook,
scribbled down his ‘real’ name and told me not to tell it to anyone. Like Khulu,
several men spoke one or two South African languages in addition to their
languages of origin, and they could ‘transform’ to become other men at any time.

Based on stories from men who frequented Uncle Kofi’s Corner, in this chapter
I seek to answer the following question: what happens when normative ideas and
practices of masculinity encounter corner spaces that limit their expression or
realisation? I particularly examine how migrant men understand their
marginalisation in relation to their ideas and practices of masculinity. Contrary to
studies that argue that men with limited options turn to violence to assert
themselves, so as to align with hegemonic masculinities, the men in this study did
not view hegemonic masculinity as fixed. Failure to live up to hegemonic
standards led my interlocutors to redefine masculinities that matched their lived
experiences. Through this process of negotiating and reformulating their own
standards, which recognised their own varied forms of capital, they drew from the
dominant tropes of masculinities.

At other times, or simultaneously, they condemned certain aspects of
hegemonic masculinities that undermined their positions as men. In what follows,
I present the multiple articulations of masculinities among marginalised men.
Attending to this multiplicity allows me to highlight how they contested,
negotiated and redefined both ideas and practices of masculinities in relation to
their own lived realities. I begin by describing Uncle Kofi’s Corner and how it can
be understood as a distinct urban space for masculinities. This is followed by
three case studies and discussion.

14 ‘Tsotsi’ is slang word common to most Southern African languages, meaning a person who is a rogue, a mischief maker,
a criminal or part of a bad element.

14
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Introducing Uncle Kofi’s Corner

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I named Uncle Kofi’s Corner after Kofi, a Ghanaian
shoe maker. In addition to making shoes and running a small spaza (convenience)
shop, he also sold ice cream, making him quite popular among the school
children who flocked every day to this place after school, chanting ‘Uncle Kofi,
Uncle Kofi’. The ice cream is also popular among men and women who stopped
by and chatted as they ate. There were always men sitting in a semi- circle around
Uncle Kofi’s makeshift stall, which had a small black gate as a counter. The first few
times I was there, I thought these men were just sitting around, doing nothing.
With time I would l learn that this was not just a ‘bunch of men’ whiling away time
as they ‘bird watched’, to quote Khulu. This was a place where job opportunities
were shared, money exchanged and advice given, always over a plate of shared
food, either kwasa kwasa (spicy rice) or pap and mabhonzo (bones).

The place was situated on the corner of Mzilikazi and Mandela streets in a
predominantly black neighbourhood near the centre of Johannesburg. The
neighbourhood had for some time been routinely referred to by mainstream
media and scholars as an epicentre of violence and hotspot of crime (Landau
2015). Police patrols and camera surveillance were a constant presence (see also
Vigneswaran 2013). In addition to conducting random searches for drugs and
firearms, some police officers considered it part of their job to extort money from
migrants without papers. Many NGOs were working in the area with the aim of
eradicating violence, crime and other social vices.

Migrants congregated in the inner city, avoiding the townships located on the
outskirts of Johannesburg where they feared meeting violence at the hands of the
South African nationals living there. While townships like Soweto and Alexandra
are relatively less expensive, and for this reason might appeal to migrants, they
are perceived to be unsafe, especially following spikes in xenophobic violence,
such as those recorded in 2008 and 2015. The most recent attacks happened in
September 2019, while I was writing this thesis.

Migrants in inner-city Johannesburg have organised their living arrangements
and neighbourhoods following national and ethnic networks, forming pockets of
affective connections with their compatriots. For example, some of my
participants referred to the inner-city neighbourhood of Yeoville as ‘Kinshasa’ (the
capital city of the Democratic Republic of Congo, DRC) because of the many
migrants from the DRC who were living there. Similarly, Berea, which borders
Yeoville, was known as ‘Chitungwiza extension’ (after a city in Zimbabwe) because
of its many Zimbabwean residents.

15

15 ‘Pap is a soft porridge made out of corn flour which is staple food in Southern Africa
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Using Uncle Kofi’s Corner to conceptualise
cornered masculinities

Because Uncle Kofi’s Corner attracted mostly migrants and a few South
Africans, and far more men than women, I came to think of it as an exclusive social
space for men. It is a space born out of migrants’ fear of being deported for lack
of papers or being attacked for being migrants. Limited in mobility in both
physical and economic terms, men found themselves spending time at Uncle
Kofi’s Corner. There was usually a group of five to ten men hanging around Uncle
Kofi. It was a refuge. In the process of hiding out, they also produced a distinct
social space of interaction that had localised codes and scripts of behaviour.
Uncle Kofi’s Corner provided a platform where conventional ideas about
masculinity were tested, contested and reconfigured to meet the lived
experiences of the men (and women) who hung out there, resulting in an
enclaved space for masculinities characterised by creativity, multiplicities and
becomings (Mangezvo 2015). Through their economic manoeuvring, they
constructed a form of entrepreneurial street masculinity (Matshaka 2009), while
also making a concerted effort to distinguish themselves from men whose street
masculinities embraced violence or sexual immorality (Musariri and Moyer).

In his analysis of transnational masculinities in Stellenbosch and Cape Town,
South Africa, Mangezvo (2015) defines ‘enclaved masculinity’ as a form of
compensatory masculinity that emerges from migrant men’s efforts to navigate
space, place and exclusion. The result is that men occupy enclaved spaces as part
of an effort to regulate their movements; they avoid specific spaces thought of as
belonging to the locals while they work to establish a foothold in the city.
Mangezvo (2015, 145) draws on Landau and Freemantle’s concept of ‘tactical
cosmopolitanism’ to illustrate how men tactically plan their use of public space
with the explicit aim of avoiding areas of potential conflict. While the space
Mangezvo describes started off as an opportunity for Zimbabwean families to
congregate, he notes that over the years it became nearly exclusive to men,
though from diverse migrant backgrounds. Through shared language and
practices, they also unintentionally constructed the space to be near exclusive to
migrant men. In this study I expand on Mangezvo’s conceptualisation of enclaved
masculinity, combining his observations with the idea of being ‘cornered’, as
articulated by the men I researched. From their perspective, being cornered was
the common denominator that brought together all the men who shared their
stories with me. Uncle Kofi’s Corner had presented some of them with
opportunities to deal with or manoeuvre through their cornered positions.
However, the corner also provided them with (limited) opportunities to
participate in the broader social and economic spaces of Johannesburg. In short,
it served as a site of becoming.
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The corner as a site of becoming

In their edited volume, Unfinished, which offers a framework for applying
Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of becoming to anthropological research, Biehl and
Locke (2017) emphasise the importance of thinking of life in terms of both limits
and crossroads. Through my research I came to understand the corner as limiting
and symptomatic of structural violence, as well as a place where men bonded. I
agree with Biehl and Locke’s (2017, 46) assessment that ‘symptoms are at times a
necessary condition or resource for the afflicted to articulate a new relationship to
the world and to others’.

Many study participants who had fled their countries for one reason or another
found themselves in South Africa, where they tried to carve out new pathways. It
can be argued that the crises that induced them to flee their countries also served
as springboards for imagining better futures elsewhere, Johannesburg in this
case. In many cases the very survival skills they had learned during crises in their
home countries proved invaluable for their continued survival in Johannesburg.
Uncle Kofi’s Corner, though born of shared and systematic marginalisation,
became a space where new relationships were forged, economic ventures
pursued and identities redefined.

Likening structural violence to the process of cornering, below, I examine the
various factors that can put men in a corner where they have limited options. I
further examine how the corner impacts differently positioned men and men’s
various reactions to such spaces. I am interested in how migrants appropriate the
inner city to become a safe place away from South Africans. In what follows, I draw
on three extended cases studies. I examine how Fatso made use of someone
else’s papers to run a business, how Kundai struggled to find his way in the city
and marry, and how Kimo ended up being part of a drug-trafficking syndicate.

These cases allow me to further theorise the relationships among migrant
masculinities, cornering and possible lines of flight. Arguing for a less totalising
theory, I interpret the efforts and manoeuvring of Uncle Kofi and Fatso as
incomplete or unfinished moments on the way to becoming (Nyamnjoh 2015;
Biehl and Locke 2017). These examples of becoming emerged when the desires
of these men collided with seemingly powerful structures and found escape
through ‘lines of flight’ (Biehl and Locke 2017, 54). By highlighting these lines of
flight, I seek to show how the men in this study were always striving to move
forward with their lives, despite social and legal forces that sought to suppress
their momentum and to corner them.
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In February 2018, towards the end of my fieldwork, I arrived at the
corner around 2 in the afternoon. I had not been there for a week so I was
surprised to see Fatso, who was supposed to be at work, sitting with
Khulu and Kundai. Also present was Nomthi, a South African woman in
her early 30s, who was hanging out because the friend with whom she
stayed had forgotten to leave the keys when she left for work. Later, she
told me that she felt safe sitting at Kofi’s while she waited to get back into
her house. As I drew closer, Uncle Kofi pointed to the chair next to him,
shouting out: ‘Your chair is already set here in the shade, Linda. Sit here
next to Nomthi because no woman gets scorched in the sun at my shop.
‘Especially a Dutch woman’, Khulu added, while motioning for me to sit
down, making me laugh while feeling welcome. I was not sure if he was
being sarcastic or if he was just trying to make a point about my
connection with the University of Amsterdam, but I found it hilarious all
the same. Many times, he would throw in a phrase in Afrikaans, and I
would always remind him that I understood neither Afrikaans nor Dutch.
However, I would always commend him for being multilingual.

As I greeted everybody, I grabbed the chair next to Nomthi and
quickly joined in their conversation on Fatso’s job predicament. More
than a month earlier he had excitedly shared with me that he had scored
a ‘piece job’ with a construction company. A piece job is a short- term
contract, usually involving jobs such as cleaning, carpentry, painting and
the like. It could be a one-day job or, if one is lucky, it might last a few
weeks. Most men who came to Kofi’s relied on these kinds of jobs, but at
times they might go for a full month without getting a piece job. For a few
months’ prior to landing this one, Fatso had been struggling to pay his
rent. To get the job, he had to mobilise a few men who would work
together as a team and present himself as the head of a small-scale
company. He later told me that he was using the company of his friend
since he did not have papers. Without legal papers, it is difficult to get a
job, unless it is within the informal sector or work in small shops where
workers are paid without tax; such salaries are minimal, or ‘peanuts’ in
the words of my participants. Fatso was so excited to get this piece job
that he had invited me to take a video of him and his men at work, to help
‘tell his story in Europe’. Now Fatso was explaining that he had only
worked for three days before the work had been put on hold to await the
purchase of more raw materials. More than a month had passed, without
the employer calling them back to work. Khulu teased him that he just

Case Studies
Case 1: ‘This is what our government has reduced us to’
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needed to accept that the work was over and move on, because there
was nowhere he could report this to without implicating himself.

Fatso had always been the optimistic one, the most enthusiastic of the
group. On the first day I interviewed him, he said, ‘I know many people
come here to look for jobs but I have a different outlook on life. I am here
to create employment, I am here to make it happen’. His remark was met
by others, who were listening in, with eye rolling and an unvoiced
attitude that he was daydreaming. Having seen his endeavours at
making a living thwarted, I found myself seconding these other men.
Fatso must surely be dreaming, I concluded, but he remained adamant
that he was going to get his ‘breakthrough’ despite the challenges. ‘You
see, 2008, when things were the toughest in Zimbabwe? My pillow was a
bag of money.... I was swimming in cash, do you hear me? When
everyone else was complaining, things were moving for me,’ he told me
as he reminisced about his good life. On another occasion, he bid us
farewell as he went to eat breakfast. I told him that he might not see me
on his return since I was planning on going home early, and he said to
me: ‘I will be back soon, there is nothing special about this breakfast, just
bread and tea.... Gone are the days when I used to eat bacon and eggs
for breakfast in Zimbabwe’. Fatso always compared his life back in
Zimbabwe to the current situation, bemoaning bygone days. ‘This is what
our government has reduced us to’, he lamented, echoing the views of
many other Zimbabweans.

When I asked him how he made his money in Zimbabwe, he said,
‘kukiya kiya’. As a Zimbabwean, I quickly discerned that he meant
hustling, so I asked him what exactly. He explained that he had worked at
a service station where he sold fuel and he was also involved in an illegal
cigarette syndicate, exporting Zimbabwean cigarettes to Botswana and
South Africa. ‘God gave me brains as a man, to use them. I am just waiting
for this construction business to materialise. You know I do not have
experience in construction, but the team I put together can deliver’, he
added. What struck me though, was how he had associated his ‘illegal’
business with his faith in God, in a way that seemed contradictory.

A few months into my fieldwork, Fatso told me that his wife and two
children had come from Zimbabwe to join him. I was surprised because
I knew that he had been struggling to pay rent. Despite him not having a
job, his wife had insisted on coming. Although he admitted that their
presence meant more pressure, he still preferred having them around,
saying: ‘A man’s death is marked with intestines coming out’, a Shona
proverb that implies that a man may have to die for the sake of his family.
Fatso’s story of his family joining him reminded me of my own story when
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I left Zimbabwe. I joined my husband who had just finished his master’s
degree. Although he had not yet found a job, my family discussed the
issue and decided that I should join him. Though I had wanted to stay a
little bit longer in Zimbabwe, it was evident that when and how I
migrated was not my choice alone. From my own experiences I could
understand when Fatso and other participants told me how complicated
their migratory journeys were. My cousin had also warned me that my
husband might be tempted by other women, saying, ‘Sister, there are
Xhosa women that side. They are yellow bones and have hips’ (light-
skinned and curvaceous), repeating a common stereotype held by many
Zimbabweans about South African women. With this story in mind, I had
asked Fatso if his wife had been bothered by their separation. He
laughed: ‘The key to a prosperous marriage is trust and good
communication. There are certain things she knows I cannot do to her,
the same way I trust she cannot do other things. I married my best friend.
As a family, it is always good to stay together’.

I had followed Fatso since his early days in South Africa; he had only
been in the country for a few months when I first met him. Over a short
period of time, I observed an ambitious 40-year-old full of dreams being
pushed into a ‘corner’ of life. His continued presence at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner was evidence of this. He was supposed to be at work but because
his ‘boss’ had not called him back, he was hanging out, waiting, at Uncle
Kofi’s Corner. Since he did not have papers, it was hard for him to find
legal or official help. However, Fatso invoked masculine ideals to bolster
himself and to keep moving forward. As he said, a man dies trying.
Despite financial pressures, he still expected and was expected by his
wife and extended family to fulfill the provider role. Drawing on past
experiences of employing his ingenuity, he was optimistic that he could
also make it in South Africa. He believed that, unlike contemporary
Zimbabwe, South Africa would provide him with the opportunity to meet
his masculine duties as a provider, even though the opportunities
appeared hard to reach owing to his legal status. However, when I
returned to South Africa in May 2019, I heard that Fatso had returned to
Zimbabwe.

Fatso’s case shows the paradoxical implications of Johannesburg as a
land of opportunities and simultaneously a place where dreams are
broken, as exemplified by his statement ‘what we have been reduced to’.
This story helps us to see the fluidity of Uncle Kofi’s Corner and
Johannesburg as a whole as places where men are cornered and where
new possibilities are imagined. The very masculine ideas that put Fatso
in a corner, pressuring him to provide for his family in a tough economy,
simultaneously strengthened him not to give up hope. This was evident
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in his efforts to use another person’s papers in order to gain access to the
formal market where ‘paperless’ individuals like himself were
systematically excluded. Fatso’s case illustrates what happens when
normative ideas of becoming a man are subjected to corner spaces with
limited options. Fatso tried to wiggle through the system by using
someone else’s papers. When his efforts failed, he opted to go back
home. Returning home was seen as an act of respectable masculinity,
despite being viewed as an act of failure in some cases by the same men.
I will explore this further in the discussion section.

Kundai, in his early 30s, was also from Zimbabwe and a frequent
visitor at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. I had wondered why he was always around.
I later learned from Khulu that Kundai was staying in the broken-down
white kombi van stationed by the corner of the fence wall of the church.
‘He uses that broken van as his home. . . . He sleeps there and uses the
church’s kitchen and public toilets to bathe’, Khulu told me. It was so
disheartening to hear this about Kundai, someone I saw as a young
professional. From the two interviews I conducted with him, I learnt that
he had a diploma in marketing. Five years earlier, as a fresh graduate,
and like many Zimbabweans, he had made his way to South Africa. It was
not an easy decision to make, but neither was it an option to stay in
economically crippled Zimbabwe, then under the leadership of Robert
Mugabe. After making the decision to undertake the precarious journey,
he crossed the crocodile-infested Limpopo River that divides South
Africa and Zimbabwe. On the other side, Kundai faced corrupt police
officers who let him proceed for a fee of R250 (about 15 euros at the
time), which was all he had to kickstart his new life. Kundai then found
himself living on this corner doing menial jobs here and there.

A man like Kundai, who lived by the church and did not have steady
work, was seen as a total loser by some of the other study participants.
He was able bodied and should not have been, they would say, ‘lazing
around’. I had thought the same before getting to know him better. He
volunteered at the church as a security guard and sometimes cleaned
the church. He usually spent his mornings out looking for piece work or
at the soccer bet, engaging in a form of gambling. One day he offered to
clean my car and did a splendid job, and I learnt that car washing was the
piece work he had been picking up. Suddenly it made sense to me why
I always saw him leaving the church premises carrying a black bucket and
a towel over his shoulders. I could not help but imagine how it would feel
for someone with a diploma in marketing to be homeless and working as

Case 2: The corner becoming home
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a car washer. Closely looking at Kundai and the other men at the corner,
I began to understand why, when I asked them about gender-based
violence, they talked about feeling undermined by chronic
unemployment. They emphasised how they had been dehumanised by
extreme poverty and humiliated by the violence that they faced from
other men, women and the police.

But Kundai’s challenges were not only economic, as I initially thought.
A religious man, Kundai told me how being Christian had helped him to
cope. ‘I know my breakthrough is on the way’, he told me likening himself
to the Biblical character, Abraham, who patiently waited for the
manifestation of God’s promise. He always praised his church and often
challenged me, saying, ‘Don’t let zvemabook [books] take you away from
God’. It was only towards the end of my fieldwork that I heard him
complaining about his church, during one of our many informal group
discussions. There were more men present than usual that day, with the
majority belonging to Family Christian Church. They had come for a
men’s fellowship meeting, and after this, they joined our discussion. Two
of the men were elders from the church who had befriended me. The
discussion began with Uncle Kofi insisting that I eat ice cream so that I
would gain more weight, and the advice: ‘When you go back to
Netherlands, you need to have another baby’. I pointed out that, out of
the group assembled, I had had the most babies: he had one, and many
of the men present had none.
Kundai was one of the young men who did not have a baby. He
commented that his chance of getting married to someone he ‘really
loved’ had been blown by the elders of the church. He pointed at one of
the elders, who started arguing with him: ‘I gave you a chance with the
girl and you were busy talking about weather instead of going straight to
the point and profess[ing] your undying love. . . . Someone beat you to it’
(laughing). This exchange led to a heated debate, as many of the people
present condemned the tradition of courtship practiced within the
Family Christian Church. Known as masofa (loosely translated as ‘sofas’),
the tradition entails elders of the church facilitating courtships between
young couples to ensure that they avoid premarital sex.
Kundai defended himself, blaming the elders for going behind his back
and discouraging the girl from marrying a ‘poor’ man. According to him,
the elders had encouraged the girl to choose another man who was
financially stable. Some of the people participating in the discussion

16

16 This entails a young man approaching a church elder to say that he had seen a girl from church in whom he was interested.
The elder would approach the girl on behalf of the man. If she agreed, an appointment would be arranged for the two to meet
under the observation of the elder. If the meeting went well, they would begin the process of courtship under the same
surveillance until they got married. The church would organise the wedding and pay for most of the costs.
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pointed out that this system was incapacitating when elders had to do
the ‘wooing job’ for another man. ‘A man should hunt his own meat’, one
man said, implying that Kundai should have approached the woman
himself. I followed up by asking Kundai if he had ever approached any
girl outside of church, and he said that, after that incident, his confidence
was destroyed. However, he also said that he was now looking outside of
church because he had concluded that the church system was corrupt:
‘Of course, at its inception the system was not bad in preserving good
morals, but now it is corrupted’.
This story shows how, in addition to political and economic factors,
religious factors can also disrupt masculinity practices. While Kundai’s
church gave him accommodation on the corner, it also put him in the
corner where he could not fulfil some of his manly expectations such as
getting married and having babies. While he might be considered an
example of failed masculinity, as he did not have a wife, child(ren) or a
job, as might be expected at his age, he found solace in his religion. The
masofa tradition of having church elders influence and monitor the
courtship of two individuals can support Mfecane’s (2019) argument of
‘communitarian personhood’ among Xhosa men. Mfecane explains that
an individual is conferred adulthood status by the group, after having
met standards set by the collective group. If we are to go by Kundai’s
claim that the church elders discouraged the woman he loved from
dating him, it becomes evident that the church too has defined the type
of man who deserves marriage: someone who is financially stable and
independent. Religious doctrines and institutions therefore can enact
cornering when they dictate how men should or should not behave, or
define how men might acquire a certain status.
Kundai’s story also allows us to explore the idea of becoming. His
understanding of his position as transitory — a training ground — shows
his hope for a future of becoming someone else. This point can be
emphasised in his self-comparison to the Biblical character Abraham and
Kundai’s claim that he strives towards achieving that level of faith. He
acknowledged that this process of emulation was not easy and was a
lifelong endeavour. This example illustrates how men who find
themselves in corner spaces respond by accepting their situation and
finding ways to get comfortable. I read his conversion of the old broken-
down van into a home as his effort to get comfortable in a tough
situation. Similarly, his interpretation of his predicament of being
unemployed and unable to marry through the lens of Biblical characters
can be read as another effort to comfort himself.
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During my first days at Uncle Kofi’s corner, I met Kimo, a Congolese man
in his early 30s. He worked for a security company, patrolling the streets
of Johannesburg. When he learnt about my research, he was keen to
help me, professing that he encountered domestic violence cases on a
daily basis. His job was to resolve such conflicts. During my fieldwork, he
sent me videos and photographs of people caught on camera robbing
and attacking people as well as messages of reported cases of sexual
abuse. Twice he took me on a tour of one of the neighbourhoods that he
patrolled. On our first trip, he took me to two buildings for which his
company provided security. These two buildings, he said, were ‘the
headquarters of gender- based violence in this neighbourhood’. He said
that not a day would pass without him having to respond to violence at
one or the other of the two houses. When we came to the first house the
gate was tightly shut and there was a security guard inside who peeked
out before opening the gate for us. Kimo explained:

This is an exclusive place. You could not enter here on your own,
though many of the girls here are your sisters [Zimbabweans].
It’s really sad: some of these girls actually stay here [pointing at
some buildings looking like hostels] and these white men just
come to have sex with them....The place belongs to some
German guy.

Passing through what seemed like a bar where two men and three
women were sitting, we walked up to the balcony, sat at one of the tables
and continued chatting over a can of Coca- Cola. He told me that some
of the women were victims of sex trafficking while others were just there
to make money.
He changed the topic and began talking about another enterprise taking
place in the next building, in full view from the balcony. With the gate
wide open I could see cars driving and people walking in and out the
premises. We observed the place for more than two hours and there
were always cars queuing along the sidewalk, their drivers waiting for
other cars to come out. At the reception was a long queue of men and
women with some people standing outside by the veranda. Others
waited in their cars and would only get out when their partner came from
the reception with a set of keys in their hands. Together they would head
towards the back of the building where there were several rooms. Kimo
told me that this was a ‘cheaters’ club’ where people came to have ‘extra-

Case 3: You are just thrown, you have to swim’
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marital affairs or just to have sex’. He explained: ‘This is where bosses
come to sleep with their employees over lunch, where the pastor sleeps
with his church members, and kombi drivers sleep with their passengers’.
He implied that, like the sexual relationships that occurred at the house
where we were sitting, some of the liaisons were for material benefits,
others for pleasure. According to him, the Irish and German men who
owned this place were making money from the hourly room rates
charged to clients. I was intrigued by the way he always told me who the
owners of the enterprises were, highlighting how the cash flows spanned
the global scale. In conversations we had with other men at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner, Kimo would always point out how the civil war in the DRC was
sponsored by a few European countries who benefited economically
from the war. He was one of a number of study participants who
attempted to link the things they witnessed or experienced to global
processes and connections.
On our second trip, on a different day, Kimo showed me the drug
dealing trail of which he was part, telling me the story of how he found
himself in this dangerous web. It began, he said, when he was asked by
his boss to collect money from the street boys. He was not sure what the
money was for. Upon discovering that the money was his boss’s profit of
the drug business, he was dismayed:

As a Christian, I did not know what to do, I approached one of
my other bosses, who was a bit free [approachable]. He told me
that there was nothing I could do to stop this well-established
business. He said I had no option other than to join. ‘When you
came to South Africa, you found us in business and you will
leave us still in business. Either join or leave’. I just had to pray to
God to help me, and decided to do my job and not poke my
nose in people’s business. When they send me to collect their
monies, I just go quietly. I need to feed my family.

Kimo went on to describe how some high-profile politicians and
business people were also involved in this business. ‘You saw those
druggies on nyaope [narcotic drug] who were selling drugs on the street,
those ones are used as a front. That’s why police don’t even waste their
time with those ones. Today they are arrested; tomorrow they are
released’. The point he was trying to make to me was not to focus on the
outcomes while leaving out the deeper, underlying issues. To him
violence against women was just one outcome emanating from larger
structural inequalities. He emphasised that Johannesburg had a
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tendency of bringing out the worst in people. ‘Here is like a jungle: you
are just thrown and you have to swim or else you sink,’ he said, speaking
of being caught up with drug dealing. However, because he went with
the flow, he still had a job and could afford to send money to his family
back in the DRC and to look after his child and wife in South Africa. When
I asked him if he would go back to the DRC, he swore that he would
never go back. Even if he were deported from South Africa, he would
find another African country to go to. He also spoke of moving to the
United States in the near future.
Kimo’s actions, particularly his choice to ‘go with the flow’, show that
sometimes men did whatever worked in the moment in order to survive.
Although he said that participating in the drug trade was against his
beliefs, he still continued to do so in order to fulfill his obligations as a
provider. By pointing out that politicians and other police officials were
also involved, he presented himself and the other street men whom he
identified as ‘nyaope boys’ as victims of the system. His identification with
victimhood perhaps also echoed in his assertions that the civil war in the
DRC was sponsored by European countries. Such statements could be
read as him trying to evade responsibility or justifying his actions,
especially in the phrase ‘you are just thrown in’.

Discussion

Drawing on the stories presented above, I will now discuss how men
subscribed to tropes of masculinities. Then I look at the structural factors that
place them in corners where they fail to live up to predefined societal and self-
expectations as men. Lastly, I focus on how men respond to becoming cornered.

Defining a man

A thread that ran through the stories shared with me by research participants
and reflected in the cases presented above was the fact that men felt pressured
to behave in a ‘manly’ fashion. When I asked them what they meant by this, the
majority highlighted the provider role, in statements such as this: ‘A man is
supposed to look after his kids and wife’. Fatso’s case illustrates this norm, as well
as the challenges it presents. Despite his financial vulnerability, he agreed to allow
his family join him, fully accepting he would be responsible for housing, feeding
and protecting them. In Zimbabwe, as the economy began to crumble, he had
tried kukiya kiya, engaging in multiple business ventures. He had hoped to do the
same in South Africa. The importance of men meeting responsibilities related to
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providing was reiterated by nearly all the men in this study, echoing research
done on this topic elsewhere (Wyrod 2016; Dworkin et al. 2012; Hunter 2010;
Morrell and Jewkes 2011; De Villiers Graaff 2017).

Provider-oriented masculinities emphasise respect and control. If a man can
provide for his family, then he is in control and deserves respect. What then
happens if a man fails to provide? ‘I expect to do those things [looking after the
family], even though things are hard. I still need to make a plan; otherwise I am a
boy’, Kundai once said. Calling into question manhood by suggesting that a
person is a ‘boy’ has long been documented in South Africa, with clear
resonances with the colonial and apartheid eras. In Of Boys and Men: Masculinity
and Gender in Southern African Studies, Morrell (1998, 15) explores the politics of
using the term ‘boy’ in colonial times, arguing that it became synonymous with
oppressed black masculinity, as it ‘captured a condescension, a refusal to
acknowledge the possibility of growth and the achievement of manhood
amongst African men’. A man commands respect, whereas a boy does not.

As ‘boys’, black men were subordinated and denied respect by colonial
settlers. In their qualitative study among participants of the One Man Can
intervention in South Africa, Dworkin and colleagues (2012) demonstrate the
centrality of respect in defining masculinity in the lives of their participants.
Despite their participants’ involvement with the gender-equality intervention,
they upheld the belief that if one considers himself a man, he needs to prove it by
providing for his family. Some have argued that failing to meet this all- important
aspect of masculinity, and the fear or experience of not being respected, may lead
some men to overcompensate and embrace practices of masculinity such as
physical violence (de Villiers Graaf 2017; Ratele 2013).

Earning an income is key in facilitating a man’s fulfilment of his role as a
provider and decision maker. Having an income or money also plays a big role in
acquiring not only a woman but also respect from peers and from other women.
For example, Kundai lacked money and was rejected not only by the woman to
whom he had proposed but also the church elders who treated him with
contempt because they assumed he would not be able to provide for her. Money
was central in shaping the intimate relationships of men and women in this study.

As Khulu remarked: ‘Today marriage is a business transaction.... If you see a
man and a woman holding hands, know money has brought them together. When
he gets fired or something happens, things change and it turns out the vows were
all lies’. Khulu’s statement makes it clear that where there is no money, a
relationship is unlikely. This issue is extensively explored in Love in the time of
AIDS (2010), in which Hunter (2010) draws on his ethnographic research in
KwaZulu Natal to give a detailed account on the material aspects of love,

17 The One Man Can Campaign is an intervention implemented by Sonke Gender Justice network, targeting men with the aim
of promoting gender equitable behaviour.
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transactional relationships and the payment of bride price.
The men who participated in my study subscribed to normative ideas of

masculinities linked to patriarchy and religion, for example, being a provider and
making decisions in the house. However, because they found themselves in
cornered positions resulting from structural violence, it was not always possible to
live up to societal and self-expectations.

Becoming cornered: exploring structural violence
among migrant men

Although I have used the term ‘structural violence’ to explain the challenges
that my study participants faced, participants never understood them as such.
Rather they used other idioms to express their struggles, such as ‘being cornered’
or ‘going through a trial’ or ‘being tested’, emphasising the temporality of their
situations. A major challenge that most participants faced was the lack of legal
documentation to stay and work in South Africa. This made it difficult for them to
find jobs and forced them to take low-paying jobs for which they were
overqualified, as well as making it difficult for them to demand fair treatment from
employers who might refuse to pay them or who might report them to the
authorities to avoid doing so. Kundai was a graduate of marketing and became a
security guard. Some men took Fatso’s route, using someone else’s documents, or
became an informal trader, like Uncle Kofi. All these forms of work were both
irregular and insecure. The uncertainty of employment and income, intensified by
not having legal documentation, was the greatest factor shaping men’s sense of
being cornered. Regardless of how hard they hustled, the threat of losing their
source of income meant they could always find themselves back on the corner
(and in a corner), seeking another line of flight. It is because the corner was
ultimately inescapable for most men that I insist on likening it to structural
violence.

Scholarship on structural violence attempts to understand the relationship
between the violence experienced at an individual level and the way life is
organised through social structures (Farmer 2004; Anderson 2015). Lee (2016)
argues that structural violence tends to be hidden or invisible because it is rooted
in social structures; it is usually overlooked in the name of being ‘natural’ or an
unfortunate life circumstance (Lee 2016; Farmer 2004; Rylko-Bauer and Farmer
2016). The difficultly most people have in drawing a connection between social
structure and violence is precisely what makes it so powerful, because ‘death,
injury, subjugation, stigmatization and trauma resulting from it may be assigned
to other causes’ (Lee 2016, 2; see also Farmer 2004). During fieldwork, I regularly
heard men lamenting the economy and their limited employment opportunities.
But the way they discussed it suggested that they saw this state as natural, as a
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consequence of the times and equally shared by all, summed up in the statement:
‘These days jobs are hard to come by’. For many men, that was where their
reflection on job scarcity would end, with few bothering to question who or what
might be behind the scarcity. Kundai and many Zimbabweans, in contrast, blamed
the Zimbabwean government for their predicament.

In the few instances where study participants attempted to find a cause, they
would blame South African nationals, in the same way that South African nationals
would blame the migrants. While South Africans blamed the migrants for taking
their jobs, the latter blamed the former for not giving them jobs even though they
were ‘better qualified’ and ‘more hardworking’ than the South Africans. For
example, although Kundai had expressed gratitude to his former boss, he said
that his boss would not give him a job in marketing for fear that Kundai would
outperform South Africans and create ‘unnecessary tension’. Because he wanted
money, he settled for a job as a security guard. Even working as a security guard,
he claimed he was more hardworking than his South African counterparts, to the
point that his boss favoured him.

While it is common rhetoric among migrants to label South Africans as lazy or
unemployable (Matshaka 2009; Mangezvo 2017), the reason why they are
supposedly unemployable was rarely explored. One South African study
participant illustrated this point well when he told me: ‘You see these foreigners?
They are used to work[ing] proper jobs in their countries and most of them are
educated, and when they come here they can even make a business out of this
rubble [pointing to a dumpsite full of rubbish]. Unlike me, you see, I am not
educated’. Zondo was in his mid-50s and originated from KwaZulu Natal. He saw
migrants from other African countries as having an advantage over South
Africans, owing to the repressive laws of apartheid. Commenting on structural
violence in post-apartheid South Africa, Hamber (1998, 12) posits that ‘structurally
marginalised groups run the risk of being re-victimised because of their sustained
social standing post-apartheid’.

Another case of re-victimisation can be observed in Fatso’s case, when his boss
failed to pay him for the work he had done because he knew that ,as a migrant
without papers, Fatso could not access legal help. Similarly, Kundai’s lost chance
to marry the woman he loved, because of his inability to provide for her, is another
case of structural violence where the root cause was hardly explored by some of
my participants. Failure to capture structural violence in one’s analysis is like failing
to net a big fish because you are focusing on a small fish (Lee 2016). This point was
made by Kimo when he was talking about the druglike Kimo and the ‘nyaope
boys’, who were most visible on the streets, were the ones most likely to be
apprehended, while the high-profile people behind the scenes were protected
by the system and its structures. Ironically, these small fish were also most likely to
become targets of various interventions seeking to transform them into better,
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responsible men, placing the burden of changing masculinities on their shoulders
while their more powerful big fish bosses continued unchecked (Dworkin et al.
2015).

The role of racial inequality as a form of structural violence cannot be over-
emphasised in South Africa where income inequalities, residential segregation
and (un)employment still reflect a racial skew that is a legacy of apartheid. This is
why, when Khulu said to me, ‘A black man is a cornered man’, I initially did not
think much of it, seeing that it was only black men and women who congregated
at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. However, in my quest to understand how race specifically
impacted him as a migrant, I questioned him further. I eventually came to
understand that his referencing ‘black’ was not merely in regard to skin colour, nor
was he the only one who used the terms ‘black man’ and ‘African man’
interchangeably (Ratele 2017).

In Critique of Black Reason, Mbembe (2017, x) explores the historical
processes that have shaped discourse relating to the terms ‘Black’ and ‘Africa’,
philosophising that in contemporary times these ‘words do not necessarily
represent anything’. While I agree with Mbembe’s assessment to the extent that
these terms are unstable and can mean many different things to different people,
my ethnographic research suggests that this polyvalence is precisely what gave
these terms such power in practice. Certainly, these terms were imbued with
different meanings at different times and in different spaces. However, in most
cases they were used as a synonym for economic marginality. When Fatso
expressed his idea of running his own company and becoming an employer, the
other men jeered at him, saying, ‘Hausi type yekuita murungu!’ (You are not the
type to become a white person). In this taunt, ‘white’ is equated with being an
employer and the impossibility of Fatso moving from worker to employer was
understood as just as impossible as him changing his skin colour. Prior to
conducting this research, I had thought of being black as a fixed identity (despite
all the social theory I had read). It was only through observing the wielding of the
terms ‘black’ and ‘African’ in everyday practice that I came to understand how
blackness or whiteness could be about becoming. Although extremely difficult,
one could ‘become white’, at least socially speaking, if one earned enough money
and achieved sufficient status. However, racism in South Africa has been shown to
cut across class boundaries (Nyamnjoh 2010).

As I came to better understand that Khulu’s claim that a black man was a
cornered man was about much more than race, I also began to see that the
challenges my participants were facing had at least as much to do with economic
position and migration status. The slippery matter of race was only one of the
social structures contributing to the violence of their cornering. Much research
has demonstrated that while structural violence disproportionately affects the
black population in South Africa, this is even more the case among African
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migrants who are systematically excluded from participation in the mainstream
economy due to legal and societal factors (Human Sciences Research Council
2008). We can see this, for example, in the Black Economic Empowerment
program, a policy, introduced by the South African government as an affirmative
action programme, that aims to bring the historically disadvantaged ‘black
majority into the economic mainstream’. However, only black South Africans,
Indians and Coloureds are included in the black category, not black migrants from
other African countries.

In addition to limited access to resources, such as jobs, credit and insurance,
migrant men in South Africa also have to deal with anti-migrant sentiment. The
migrant men and women who congregated at Uncle Kofi’s Corner did so partly
because they were avoiding interacting with South Africans or police who might
turn them over to immigration officials. Some scholars have suggested that the
spectre of the male migrant exacerbates an already existing ‘crisis of masculinity’
among black South African men, who see African migrant men as coming to take
both their jobs and their women (Matsinhe 2011; Maluleke 2015), leaving them
feeling undermined. Marginalised migrants and marginalised South African
nationals find themselves in the same boat, competing for the same resources
within the informal labour market (Matsinhe 2011). Their shared experiences,
which might unite them, instead push them apart, as evidenced by migrants
preferring inner-city neighbourhoods far from the townships.

In this section, I argued that cornered men are not only victims of structural
violence but also aspire to a better life (Liebow 1967). Indeed, the men I spoke
with had frustrations and limitations that stemmed from various factors, including
their places of origins and destination, as well as their collective history of
colonialism and apartheid. However, we should understand these ‘social
aggregates not as givens that must be embraced or resisted, but as temporary
collectives that — whether they evaporate or congeal into lasting forms of change
— reveal transformative visions and potentials emerging from unexpected
corners’ (Biehl and Locke 2017, 11). These ‘unexpected corners’ spawn
unpredictable responses by those who get cornered. In one of those responses,
men redefined their identities as men in the face of structural violence. In the next
section, I examine some of the responses that emerged from the corner spaces
where I conducted research.

Redefining masculinities using kukiya kiya

I have established that the men at Kofi’s corner subscribed to normative
masculinities. However, given structural factors relating to their class, legal and
migration status, there were times when they failed to live up to those
expectations. How then did they respond to such limitations? While Khulu
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claimed that men would ‘retaliate like a wounded animal’, that was often not the
case. At times they played victim or went with the flow, as in Kimo’s case: he joined
the drug trafficking business because keeping his job as a security guard meant
he had to get on board; if he refused, he would likely face violence from other
traffickers. Other times, men altered the dominant scripts, redefining what it
meant to be a man in specific contexts. As Fatso once said, ‘You create your own
reality and not let other people dictate for you’. Most often, rather than reacting
violently or retaliating, men came up with hybridised definitions of masculinity
that matched their lived experiences.

Redefining ‘respectability’ and ‘responsibility’

As mentioned above, few men analysed their situation in terms of structural
violence. As much as they acknowledged adverse situations, they insisted on their
ability to make choices, for example, to stay in South Africa despite the hardships
or to take the route of adopting socially acceptable behaviour. Choosing to stay
in South Africa despite being unemployed was a marker of what some men called
a ‘tough’ masculinity. For instance, although Fatso was financially unprepared
when his family joined him, he did not see it as a burden but rather thought of
himself as a ‘responsible African man’ who, despite the pressure, could still ‘make
a plan’. Fatso told me several times that if he was to fail to find a legitimate way of
making money in South Africa, he would rather go back to Zimbabwe than involve
himself in ‘dodgy’ activities of crime and violence. During follow-up research in
May 2019, I heard that indeed Fatso had gone back to Zimbabwe, leaving his
family under the care of the wife who had secured a job in South Africa and
children behind. Although Uncle Kofi told me that Fatso could not keep up with
the challenges he faced in Johannesburg, he was not critical of his decision. Some
of the other men also told me they respected Fatso for opting to go back to
Zimbabwe rather than getting involved in dodgy ways of making money, like
some of his fellow migrants. To Fatso, kukiya kiya should not involve unscrupulous
ways of making money, although he had told me that he had been involved in an
illegal cigarette business in Zimbabwe.

Similarly, Uncle Kofi routinely celebrated that he avoided unscrupulous ways of
making money, and took pride in pointing out that, even though he was a humble
shoe maker, he was able to buy an ice cream machine worth R27,000 (1500 euro)
and, more recently, a car worth even more. In many interactions, Uncle Kofi noted
that his royal identity obliged him to be exemplary and to lead a noble life. He did
not see himself as like the other men. In May 2019, on his 42nd birthday, someone
asked him what his secret was, how he attracted many people. Referring to
himself in the third person, like a true royal, he responded:
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18 Uncle Kofi’s claim on the throne arise highly unlikely to be true, as heirship to the throne within the Ashanti tribe is matrilineal
(verbal communication with Dr Kristine Krause, who has done extensive research in Ghana, October 2019). But this does not
disprove his claim to have royal blood.

19 Country Economy, Zimbabwe Global Peace index available at:
https://countryeconomy.com/demography/global-peace-index/zimbabwe.

Uncle Kofi is not a normal person. I was born into a royal home as the
last born to my father. I was born to lead people. Now, I ran away from my
own throne because of travel. I was disobedient. Now, Baba passed and
I am sitting here fixing shoes and someone is on the throne. But they
bore me a special [child] to lead people. So, people come close to me
because they feel that they are at home. It’s the royal blood that my father
gave me.

Even though his father was long dead, Uncle Kofi felt obliged to do him proud
by leading an exemplary life. As a prince he was ‘different’ and did not mind to be
considered such. Furthermore, presenting himself in this way also gained him
status as a ‘good’ man. Therefore, to maintain his positive reputation and remain
being seen as an ideal man who provides for his family, he chose to stay away
from criminal activities. Having to endure poverty, unemployment and the
humiliation that comes with it, Uncle Kofi was viewed as a tough man fighting for
survival.

Constructing distinguished masculinities

Participants in this study routinely distanced themselves from narratives and
claims circulating in public discourse that depicted migrants as ‘criminals’ and
South Africans as ‘lazy and violent’. In highlighting their avoidance of crime and
violence, men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner presented themselves as different,
particularly from South Africans, but also from other migrant men involved in such
activities. Referring to such claims as often unfounded, they refused to endorse
them. For example, several Zimbabwean men claimed that Zimbabweans were
known to be peaceful people and they felt it was their responsibility to safeguard
this reputation. The November 2017 peaceful coup d’état that saw the long-
serving President Mugabe removed came to serve as proof of this claim for many
men, despite the country ranking number 124 in the Global Peace Index.20
Perhaps trying to uphold this image of Zimbabweans, several participants claimed
that violence was not the answer where they come from, and that they would
prefer to avoid violence.

This is not to suggest that Zimbabwean men were less violent than their
migrant peers. During the September 2019 xenophobic violence that erupted in
Johannesburg, Zimbabweans were among those foreigners who retaliated,
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taking to the streets to protest and declaring war against South Africans. However,
among the Zimbabwean men in this study, most made a point of rejecting
violence and criminality as legitimate markers of masculinity. Mangezvo’s (2015)
study in Stellenbosch and Cape Town, and Matshaka’s (2009) study among
Zimbabwean street men recorded similar findings, whereby Zimbabwean men
represented themselves as more peaceable, entrepreneurial and industrious than
South African men. Like the Zimbabweans, two Malawians who frequented Uncle
Kofi’s also professed that they felt responsible for upholding a positive image of
their country.

In fact, none of the migrant men I interviewed wanted to be mistaken for South
Africans. The reason most often given for this was that they saw South African men
as violent and they did not want to be seen as violent. As migrants from
supposedly peaceful countries, such as Zimbabwe, Malawi and Mozambique,
they tried to maintain a public demeanour and avoid violence. For them, avoiding
violence was not simply a matter of rhetoric. They knew the places where they
were likely to encounter violence and did their best to avoid them, and they
encouraged each other to do the same. Their professed preference for Uncle
Kofi’s Corner was linked to their desire to avoid violence and the men who spent
time there actively policed each other to ensure no violent behaviour was
exhibited there.

In a study among economically marginal street corner youth in Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, Moyer (2005) similarly found that young men fashioned themselves as
peace-loving individuals inspired by Rastafari rhetoric. They mapped the city to
demarcate safe, peaceful spaces from unsafe, violent ones. Through verbal and
body language, as well as dress, they developed localised scripts to maintain
peace in these spaces, keeping police at bay and protecting their informal,
unlicensed businesses. Although at home in their native Tanzania, most of the
men she studied were rural migrants and, like those I studied, most did not have
the formal paperwork required to live and work in the city. Building on Moyer’s
analysis, I would argue that the men at Uncle Kofi’s corner may also have had legal
and material objectives in upholding the peace there. Some, like Uncle Kofi, made
a living there; some, like Kundai, lived there; others used the corner to seek out
work and job advice, or as a place to pass the time while waiting for their workday
to begin. And, since few of the men at the corner had their paperwork in order,
they were invested in staying under the radar of the police.

Becoming morally respectable men

Kundai, in addition to being Zimbabwean and upholding the view that he must
be peaceful, also identified as a Christian. One day, when we were hanging out,
he told me:
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I know people laugh at me. To me, being born again has given me a
new hope in life. Even when things are not going well, as a man of faith
you know all this is temporary; if I stay faithful my breakthrough will surely
come. Many people, because they do not have hope, they have ended
up taking shortcuts that have led them to destruction.

Because of his Christian subjectivity, Kundai refused to be moved or shaken by
the pressures that life exerted on him. This can be seen as an expression of
toughness although in an unconventional way. His decision to volunteer at the
church can be read as a way to sublimate the social forces hindering his economic
and upward mobility. Self-identity and the need to maintain that identity can play
an important role in opposing the supposed hegemony of a violent manhood as
men manoeuvre through structural obstacles. Krause (2018), in an article on
political subjectivity and disability, shares similar findings, in writing about a
disabled migrant woman who saw her condition as being called by God. Krause
(2018, 294) argues that being born again is an ‘unfinished project’, in which a
person can stay perpetually in the process of becoming, constantly renewing their
relationship with God. The woman in Krause’s study identified with Biblical
characters in ways similar to Kundai identified with Abraham. He aspired to reach
the level of faith and trust that Abraham had, so that he could get the economic
breakthrough he needed. As he waited for this breakthrough, he engaged in
petty gambling at the soccer bet, in which every man at Uncle Kofi’s Corner was
involved. This was despite their acknowledgment that it was a ‘bad’ thing,
especially for women, because it was addictive and destructive. However, it was
something men did in the ‘meanwhile’ as they waited for that breakthrough.

Apart from drawing on religion, it was common to hear men at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner distinguish themselves as more morally upright than those from higher
social and economic classes. When Kundai shared his story of the woman who
rejected him because he did not have money, other men at the corner comforted
him, saying, ‘Don’t worry’. ‘That’s her loss’. ‘She will probably come back to you’. In
such scenarios, Uncle Kofi usually shared a similar story about himself as an
encouragement. Yet he always managed to present himself as the victor in this
story, ending with how, some time later, the same woman came back to him after
she had experienced abuse at the hands of the man she had chosen. The man
may have had money and the means to provide, but he lacked what Uncle Kofi
said he had: ‘a good heart’. This claim was confirmed by Nomthi when she said
told me how her ex-husband used to be loving before his business was
established. However, when he started making money, he also started having
girlfriends and not spending time with her, ‘throwing money’ at Nomthi, she said,
‘as a substitute for love’. When she shared this story she also expressed the
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dilemma women like her faced when they seek a man who can offer ‘true love’ but
who is also unable to provide for her financially. ‘Love can’t really put food on the
table’, Nomthi and I joked.

Redefining conditions in intimate relationships

At the corner, conversations sometimes turned to men who, due to
widespread poverty and chronic unemployment, were going after women who
had money or who could offer them a way to make money. It was said that men
usually entered such relationships knowing that they did not have respect, since
respect is presumed to be tied to money and control. Hence, they would trade
their need for respect and to be in charge for love, companionship or security. In
the context of such discussions, Khulu often insisted that I find him a Dutch
woman who was willing to take him to Europe, saying he would do whatever she
wanted. Several men would jokingly reprimand him, and he would respond: ‘At
least I am being honest, and it doesn’t mean I won’t love the woman, in fact I
would love her more’. It was evident from these exchanges that men did not
always turn to violence or go with the flow, as in the case of Kimo, but at times they
defined their own realities, shaping localised codes of distinction as a critical
aspect of the enclave masculinity of Uncle Kofi’s Corner.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I set out to answer the first question of my thesis: how do men
who subscribe to normative ideas of masculinities respond when they find
themselves cornered by economic and legal structures? Analysis of the
experiences of my interlocutors was done against the backdrop of a rich body of
literature, focusing on how shifts in political, economic and legal structures shape
gender dynamics and more particularly violent masculinities in post-apartheid
South Africa. This has been explained based on the assumption that men fail to
manoeuvre through fixed hegemonic masculinity ideas. Another body of
literature in South Africa suggests that some men have embraced these changes
in positive ways, to the extent that they are championing gender-equitable
masculinities (Dworkin et al. 2012). Through case studies presented in this
chapter, I have shown that hegemonic masculinity ideas are not as fixed as
implied by the term ‘hegemony’, but rather can be altered as men create their own
realities. With the aim of showing some empathy to my interlocutors, I first looked
at their experiences through the lens of structural violence. However, the concept
of structural violence, like hegemony, tends to assume some fixedness; therefore,
borrowing from my interlocutors, I adopted the phrase ‘cornered men’. This was
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particularly important because men found new meaning and redefined their
identities as men based on the challenges they encountered and endured.

While the cornered men in this study found themselves in difficult situations in
life, for various reasons beyond their control, they still found ways to make it
through supposedly fixed structures in ways that belie the assumption of
fixedness of hegemony. In detailing their efforts to (ku)kiya kiya, I have attempted
to highlight the men’s flexibility and plasticity, which enabled them to live through
the inhibiting effects of social, structural forces (Biehl and Locke 2017). I find it
useful to use the concept of cornering to zoom in on the intersectional factors that
shape the identities and practices of my interlocutors in diverse unpredicted
ways. From a corner place, possibilities are imagined and new trajectories forged.

While acknowledging the role of structural violence in the emergence of Uncle
Kofi’s Corner, I also presented it as a safe space where men from different parts of
Africa gathered together, cushioning one another from the daily blows they
experienced as they attempted to make their way under conditions of precarity
and systematic marginalisation. It is also a place that attracts women like Nomthi
and me, and young girls, because we perceived it as safe for women and girls. To
Uncle Kofi, this corner presented him with an opportunity to run a business and
integrate in society. To Fatso, it was a place where he could get ideas and
encouragement not to give up, and, in remaining focused and tenacious, he was
acting as a ‘real’ man should. To Kundai, this corner had become home: the white
kombi was better than living on the streets. No one could harass him or no
landlord could request rent from him. To him being cornered was a humbling
training ground from God, preparing him for greater things when his
breakthrough comes. To Khulu, Uncle Kofi’s Corner was for ‘bird watching’, as he
spends time with other men, who he says ‘cannot be fully trusted, as people are
one thing during the day and another in the night’. To Kimo, the corner was a
place where he could unwind from the negativity he drew from ‘the dark side of
Johannesburg’. To me, it was a corner of opportunities where I could do research
to advance my career. Corner spaces can serve multiple roles and provide
multiple angles through which a person can view life in an open-ended way.
Those who in a corner can be protected just as they can be constrained. Similarly,
those on the outside corner can be exposed to risk while also having ample space
and freedom to manoeuvre: this was the case at Tino’s Corner Salon, as I show in
the next chapter. As much as the corner is symbolic of structural factors affecting
migrants, it is also a place of belonging, friendship and care.
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Introduction

In May 2019, when I returned to Johannesburg for follow-up research, I visited
Tino at his mobile corner salon. I arrived around three in the afternoon to find
several men and only two women with him, including a couple of new faces.
Bouncer and Anna, Tino’s friend and girlfriend respectively, were among the
familiar faces. After greetings and a few jokes, I asked Tino the whereabouts of
some of his friends. In his response I was struck by his description of Tapiwa:
‘Gogo, if you see Tapiwa now you won’t recognise him, he looks like a stick [thin]....
Do you know he used to look like Bouncer [fat]?’ I had met Tapiwa in 2017 and at
that time he was already quite slim; to imagine him ever looking like Bouncer was
difficult. Tino’s statement was seconded by Gringo, Tino’s new friend: ‘Isn’t it [a
common phrase expressing agreement or prompting affirmation]. He is refusing
to go to the hospital; he is still in denial. That’s the reason I will not drink [alcohol]
from the same bottle with him’.

This remark triggered a heated discussion during which most of the men
denounced Gringo for his refusal to share a drink with Tapiwa on the basis of his
sickness. Tino responded to Gringo and the other men present, ‘Amana [boys],
you can’t throw your countryman under the bus because of a disease’. Bouncer
laughed and said, ‘You, Tino, and your kindness: one day you will get in trouble’.
Gringo continued: ‘You can even see that his lips are red [because of sickness],
but he still refuses to get tested. . . . No! I will not take poison because I am shy to
say no. You can say whatever you want but I will not drink with him. I don’t want to
die, I have young kids to look after’. To that Tino responded: ‘But Tapiwa also — he
has issues. I have been advising him to slow down on his alcohol intake. Imagine,
he even comes to me for a smoke, but I refuse. At times you see him struggling to
walk but he still insists on drinking’. The discussion went on for a while as the men
continued to talk about Tapiwa’s sickness and behaviour.

Their conversation provides insights into the varied understandings and
attitudes around HIV and AIDS among these men and women. While I sensed
there was some type of stigma, as seen in Gringo’s remarks, the general
consensus was that Tapiwa had to be responsible for his health and should go and
get tested. This was verbalised by Anna, Tino’s girlfriend: ‘We have all told him to
go and get treatment but he is refusing’. In reference to Tapiwa’s behaviour,
Bouncer made a comparison to Jeremiah, who was supposedly on antiretroviral
medication: ‘Look, Jeremiah takes his tablets and does not have problems. His
only problem is he doesn’t like bathing, umm, his mouth stinks’. The men laughed.
Again, Gringo responded, saying: ‘And the way he loves to come and take a sip
[of alcohol] from your bottle. . . . Me, I will not touch it again after him’. Again, the
other man laughed, pointing out that Gringo was just a difficult man. ‘Yes, why



BECOMING CORNERED

CHAPTER 5 | 'BECOMING A GOOD MAN'

108

would I drink with someone that I know is taking [HIV] pills?’ Gringo remarked. A
few days after this incident, when I returned to Tino’s Corner, I saw Gringo
laughing and sharing some beer with Tapiwa, leaving me confused about how to
read his earlier comments. By then Tapiwa had already gone to the hospital and
was feeling better. Tino explained: ‘We had to drag him; he is alright now’.

I was intrigued by Tino and his friends’ insistence that their friend Tapiwa
receive medical assistance and interpreted this as a form of care and a shared
sense of responsibility for one another. As much as they emphasised and
expected individual responsibility from Tapiwa, their efforts illustrated that
becoming responsible was also a collective endeavour. This is in contrast with the
individualised responsibilisation discourse among public health specialists
(Colvin, Robins, and Leavens 2010).

In this chapter I attempt to unpack the complex negotiations that some men go
through in becoming responsible in contexts beyond HIV intervention sites, with
a focus on men’s sense of responsibility for others and for themselves. The
complexity is evident in Tino’s vacillating stance during the above discussion: at
one point he opposed Gringo’s stigmatising statements against Tapiwa and later
he spoke against Tapiwa’s irresponsible behaviour of drinking too much. Similarly,
Gringo claimed he would not drink with Tapiwa but then I observed him share a
drink with him a few days later. From such observations, I began to think about the
ways men negotiate different types of masculinity within the context of their social
relationships, especially with other men. In this chapter, I draw on this and similar
stories to question the relationship between normative ideas associated with the
notion of ‘the traditional man’ and normative ideas associated with ‘the new man’
paradigm.

Throughout nine months of fieldwork in 2017, I do not recall anyone talking
about HIV or AIDS explicitly. The only time I had heard anyone speak of HIV was
when Rafik (see Chapter 7) mentioned that his friend was scared of going to the
doctor for fear of being diagnosed with the ‘disease’, implying HIV. Realising that
I did not have any empirical data related to HIV, I made it a research focus during
my follow-up visit in May 2019, because so much that has been written about
masculinity in South Africa has resulted from HIV-related research. I hoped that
the experiences of the men who were the focus of my research would provide
new insights on masculinity and HIV. However, before I could ask anyone about
their knowledge or experience with HIV and AIDS as migrants in South Africa, Tino
began the conversation himself. Although nobody mentioned the words ‘HIV’ or
‘AIDS’ during the conversation, I knew what they were referring to, based on the
Shona euphemisms commonly used to speak indirectly about HIV, for example,
‘Ari pamaparitsi’, meaning ‘(s)he is on drugs or HIV pills’, or ‘Ari pachirongwa’,
meaning ‘(s)he is on the [HIV treatment] programme’.

Although I had not initially set out to research HIV, in drafting this chapter prior
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to my follow-up research I realised it would be an oversight to write about gender-
based violence in South Africa without mentioning HIV and AIDS, given the extent
to which the two have been entwined in the public health literature and in public
discourse in South Africa. In this chapter, I explore this entwinement further,
specifically examining how NGOs have utilised this narrative from the public
health literature to target men with behavioural change interventions. By ‘NGOs’
I refer to intermediary organisations positioned between the government, donors
and private sector on one side and grassroots community-based organisations
(CBOs) on the other (Mueller-Hirth 2019). Drawing on my ethnographic research,
I also explore how individual migrant men positioned themselves in relation to
such narratives and interventions.

The emergence of gender-based violence as an object of study or intervention
is intricately linked to the ‘official AIDS story’ in South Africa (Hlabangane 2014,
176; see also Jewkes et al. 2015), making it difficult to talk about one without the
other. In the last decade, both HIV and gender-based violence have been
associated with problematic masculinities within the South African context.
Problematic masculinities are premised on the hegemonic masculinities concept,
which identifies certain often misogynistic, violent and sexually deviant traits
exhibited by men (Morrell, Jewkes, and Lindegger 2012). These are rooted in
unequal gender relations and have been associated with high rates of gender-
based violence and a greater risk of HIV infection especially in women (Jewkes et
al. 2010; Morrell and Jewkes 2011). Studies supporting this association have
established that women who have experienced intimate partner violence are at
greater risk of acquiring HIV, while men who perpetrate intimate partner violence
are more likely to be infected with HIV (Jewkes et al. 2011).

The framing of violence within the NGO world has produced a range of
categories of men based on their self-reported practices, for example, gender
equitable men, violent men, men who care. These categories assume a finished
and clearly defined identity. Morrell and colleagues (2016), in their study, Fathers
Who Care and Those Who Do Not: Men and Childcare in South Africa, establish a
contrast between men ‘who are most likely to be involved in childcare and those
who are not’ (Morrell et al. 2016, 98). While acknowledging the complexities
beyond a binarised approach, the scholars posit that such distinctions are
necessary for gender equity and health interventions (Morrell et al. 2016, 82).
With several studies having clearly defined the markers of each category, using
polarised scales, interventions have taken on the task to mould and train men with
the aim of ‘transforming’ them from bad to good, or at least from bad to better.

Such framing, I argue, does not allow for the fluidity, hybridity, multiplicity and
open-endedness I observed. For example, while HIV-prevention interventions

20 Mueller-Hirth (2019, 39) distinguishes different types of organisations under the ‘civil society’ umbrella. She writes that CBOs
are concentrated in areas of service delivery at the local level and they might therefore be seen as more involved in community
development, while NGOs might be seen as intermediaries.
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defined a ‘good patient’ (Mfecane 2011) as one who stops certain practices
completely, such as drinking alcohol, according to Tino, Tapiwa did not really have
to completely stop drinking because that was one way he and the other men
passed their time as migrants in the inner city. Alcohol assisted them in dealing
with the psychological challenges associated with corner spaces. So as long as
Tapiwa reduced his intake of alcohol to accommodate his medication, he was
seen as responsible enough by his mates, although not according to
development interventions.

In line with the main argument of this thesis, I suggest that development
interventions conceptualise problems and solutions in ways that have a cornering
effect, where only binary options are presented. Despite the cornering effect,
however, men find ways to wriggle through, by either accepting the categories
imposed on them and using them to advance their own interests, or by rejecting
them and the interventions. While NGOs use these categories, such as
problematic masculinities, to advance their economic and possibly ideological
interests, individual men (and women) take the same categories and construct
themselves in contrast to them. In this way, they find a subject position from which
they can speak (Nilan 1995; Davies and Harre 1990). In order to understand the
context of the case studies I present below, I explain first the historical emergence
of interventions that target men, and show how the intertwining of violence and
HIV came to be in regards to theorising masculinities in South Africa. This history
helps us to understand the current conceptual orientations, which are
predominantly built on a binary of problematic masculinities versus positive or
alternative masculinities.

I share two case studies of an intervention, which emphasise different aspects
of the gender-transformative process as espoused by the development world.
Each case is followed by a detailed analysis, outlining certain assumptions
associated with the intervention and how they played out in the lives of my
interlocutors. Finally, I offer a main discussion that brings all the arguments
together.

Towards a gender-transformative approach

Gender has played a critical role in shaping many biomedical and public
health interventions (Mfecane 2012). Similarly, such interventions have
(re)produced complex categories and social identities (Enria and Lees 2018).
Robins (2008) shows how, from the very beginning of NGO activism in South
Africa, masculinities were implicated in shaping global health interventions, and
were shaped by them. An example of this is the late-1990s debate between AIDS
activists and those who cast doubt upon and critiqued biomedical AIDS
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interventions, including the then president, Thabo Mbeki. The second president
of South Africa after apartheid (1999-2008), Mbeki was widely criticised the world
over for his denialist stance on HIV and his opposition to AIDS treatment in the
late 1990s. He discredited biomedical HIV and AIDS treatment, arguing that it was
a neocolonial and racist intervention that presented black men as diseased,
promiscuous, dangerous and uncontrollable (Robins 2008, 107). This ‘dissident’
argument was strengthened by HIV/AIDS statistics that constructed the scourge
as a black disease. These statistics were read ‘through [a] colour-coded lens of
colonial history of discrimination’ (Robins 2008, 104).

The peak of South Africa’s AIDS epidemic, in the late 1990s, coincided with the
country’s transition from apartheid, a political system characterised by racial and
economic inequalities and racialised violence. Given this history, Western science
and modernisation were distrusted, and this made it difficult for activist
organisations with international backing such as the Treatment Action Campaign
(TAC), to find an audience with the government. The denialist argument drew
from the nationalistic and the historical interpretations of race and identity
emanating from apartheid and colonial periods.

TAC AIDS activists, together with the global community of scientists, health
professionals, journalists and NGO activists worldwide, anchored their arguments
in rights- based discourses backed up by scientific evidence in the form of
statistics. The statistics showed HIV infection and prevalence rates, as well as the
effect of HIV treatment in improving the health status and outcomes of people
living with HIV. TAC was ultimately victorious, with the roll-out of antiretroviral
treatment in 2003, and its success could be attributed to its engagement with
‘global discourses of science, medicine, liberal right, social rights together with
grassroots mobilization’ (Robins 2008, 101). Despite TAC’s victory, there was a
noticeable clash between the ‘rights talk’ and the biomedical response as
advocated by NGOs, and widespread patriarchal misogynistic ideas and
practices that hindered the adoption of biomedical interventions (Mfecane 2011).

Just a few years after the Mbeki/TAC debate, Jacob Zuma, then vice president
of South Africa, was involved in a rape case against a friend of his family, the
queer, HIV-positive AIDS activist Kwezi (Fezekile Ntsukela Kuzwayo), who was half
his age. The scandal once again brought about a rift in South Africa, with
culturalists and nationalists supporting Zuma, and gender and AIDS activists
supporting Kwezi. Zuma supporters mobilised the denialist narrative, citing Zulu
culture to justify Zuma’s actions, while Kwezi's supporters drew on science,
feminist arguments and the human rights code (Hunter 2010b). In exploring
findings from several studies that have looked at masculinity in Africa, Ratele
(2017, 60) states that the ‘dominant form of masculinity in South Africa, as in other

21 TAC is a patient-led activist organisation that is registered as an NGO.
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22 The sex-role concept posits that there are a set of shared expectations that people hold about the characteristics suitable for
individuals on the basis of their sex (Connell 1995).

parts of the world, has as some of its constituent elements assertive
heterosexuality, control of economic decisions within (and outside) the home,
political authority and cultural ascendancy’. When Zuma’s supporters refer to
‘culture’ as the reason why Zuma’s actions should not be considered rape, they
were drawing on a dominant form of masculinity that gave Zuma the right to
assert his heterosexuality in his own home, where the rape had happened
(Maluleke and Moyer 2020).

While these two cases involved high-profile figures, their attitudes and
arguments reflect those of many other ordinary citizens. The Mbeki/TAC case
exemplifies the debates around scientific evidence, NGOs and nationalist
ideologies. The case of Zuma/Kwezi highlights the realities of gendered violence
and its link to HIV and AIDS, thus underscoring the importance of gender-
transformative interventions that seek to challenge rigid masculinities, with the
aim of improving the health and well-being of all people (Maluleke and Moyer
2020). Coupled with the social science framing of masculinity as relational and as
set of practices rather than a static identity (Dunaiski 2013; Connell 1995), such
interventions present the possibility that gender relations, practices and
behaviours can be shaped (Dworkin et al. 2015, S130). In doing so, most
interventions select one or a few specific elements of hegemonic masculinity to
address, for example, focusing on gender-based violence alone and choosing a
group of men for a specific intervention (Jewkes et al. 2015).

The 1994 Cairo International Conference on Population and Development
paved the way as the first forum to challenge men to join women as allies in
fighting gender inequality and in reducing the spread and impact of HIV and
AIDS. The conference brought to the fore the role of men as partners in shifting
gender relations. This theme was reiterated at the Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing in 1995 (Cornwall et al. 2011). Also emphasised at both of the
conferences were the risks to which men who subscribe to constraining
definitions of masculinity are exposed. Messner (1997) has termed these risks the
‘cost of masculinity’. These developments saw an increasing interest in research
on masculinities and the emergence of programs that focus on men’s
engagement, aided by the disqualification of sex role theory in favour of social
constructionist and psychoanalytic theories to explain gender differences
(Cornwall et al. 2011; Dworkin et al. 2015). Social constructionist theories opened
up ‘the possibility that gender relations could be intervened upon as patterns of
behaviour and/or social practices’ (Dworkin et al. 2015, S130), underscoring the
need to work with men. The deliberations at the 1994 conference in Cairo,
coupled with the realisation that rights-based biomedical interventions alone
would not be able to achieve health targets, gave impetus to the emergence of
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gender-transformative approaches. In various settings, such approaches were
reported to be effective in ‘increasing sexually protective behaviours, reducing
HIV risks, preventing violence and changing attitudes towards gender norms to
become more effective’ (Dworkin et al. 2015, S131).

In South Africa the move to involve men in gender-transformative work was
facilitated by academics who were themselves gender and feminist activists
(Morrell, Jewkes, and Lindegger 2012). These academics incorporated the
hegemonic masculinity concept into a theory of change that could be applied in
public health interventions targeting men for behavioural change. One of the
unstated assumptions undergirding the interventions was ‘that hegemonic
masculinity was synonymous with problematic male attitudes and behaviour’ and
the other assumption was ‘via a discursive challenge to values that underpinned
men’s violence, hegemonic masculinity could itself be challenged and changed’
(Morrell, Jewkes, and Lindegger 2012), 13). In the following section, I present case
studies and further examine these assumptions. After each case study, I highlight
the key points relevant for advancing my arguments as they pertain to defining
problems and proposing solutions.

In July 2017, at around 10 in the morning, I arrived at Victoria High
School, which is situated in inner-city Johannesburg, three streets from
Uncle Kofi’s Corner. The event was supposed to commence at 9:30 am
but the gate was still closed. A large group of young boys loitering
around suggested that I was at the right place, as they seemed to be
waiting for the gate to be opened too. This was where an NGO, which I
will call Fighting Inequality, was to conduct a community dialogue aimed
at raising awareness around HIV/AIDS and gender-based violence
among school boys aged from 15 to 19 (although I also saw some older
men and women). Xavier, a trainer who worked for Fighting Inequality,
had enthusiastically invited me, anticipating that large numbers of
people would turn up. Observing the many boys there, I was amazed that
he had managed to invite so many people. I would later learn that they
used the promise of a soccer tournament and food to entice people to
come to their events.

The boys, clustered in small groups, were conversing, laughing and
running around. After almost an hour of waiting, Xavier arrived, walking

Case Study 1

Solving problems: engaging boys in a
gender-transformative community dialogue
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briskly in the company of a group of men who volunteered as peer
educators. They were carrying brown boxes and bags full of pamphlets,
monitoring and evaluation forms, registers for the workshops, and
banners with the name of their organisation. I greeted Xavier and took
one bag from him. He told me he had been delayed because he could
not find anyone from his organisation to help him with the dialogue. At
that point he told me that one of his colleagues had recently been fired
owing to the end of funding, while another one had moved to a different
project that still had funding. Later that day he also told me that he feared
that his job too might be cut because funding for the project on which he
was working was coming to an end.

Inside the school, we unpacked the boxes and set up the banners
before we started the dialogue. Having managed to invite everyone to
join him under the big trees where a little stage was mounted, Xavier
took the microphone and introduced himself and the agenda of the day.
To many people’s bafflement, he said that the main objective of the event
was to learn about IPV (Intimate Partner Violence) and HIV. The boys I had
been chatting with by the gate thought they had come to play soccer;
they had been told it was a two-day soccer tournament. ‘Young people
should come together to prevent IPV, GBV [gender-based violence]
[because] one day you will get married. We need to find space to talk
about these’, Xavier continued. The young boys who were standing next
to me seemed confused by what Xavier was saying. He continued to talk
more about the work of their organisation before representatives from
the partner organisations (other NGOs) who had contributed to this day
introduced themselves.

Then Xavier took the microphone again and talked about
microbicides, a vaginal gel and ring that a woman inserts before sexual
intercourse to prevent the contraction of HIV. ‘HIV is killing people; we
need to be responsible for the health of our partners. To build this world
you and I need to work together’, he told the crowd. This seemed out of
place to many boys, who started dispersing towards the football pitch,
walking past Xavier. Except for one or two people, no-one seemed to be
paying attention to what he was saying. He asked the audience why only
one person was asking questions: ‘How come you are not talking? Is
everyone else not interested?’ he asked. The audience burst into a
resounding ‘Yes’, followed by some giggling. Next to me were three
young boys who were expressing their annoyance, shouting in Zulu,
‘Agh, man! What is this now?’ I asked the boys what their problem was
and one responded, ‘A three-minute speech is understandable but not
going for 15 minutes talking about HIV. We are here to play soccer’.
Another boy added: ‘We didn’t even know that there’s this speech. Our
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23 The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) was launched in 2003 by George Bush, the then president of the
United States as a governmental initiative to address the global HIV/AIDS epidemic.

coach told us we are here to play soccer, and we were supposed to start
at 9 am and now it is past 11 already’. There was a growing sense of
impatience.

A few people had sat under trees in order to escape the blazing sun.
However, as Xavier continued with his speech, they also began to
disperse, going to other stands that were erected on the football pitch by
different NGOs showcasing their projects. More than 12 organisations
were there to present their projects to the boys. Projects focused on
sports and wellness, HIV/AIDS response and prevention, drug and
alcohol abuse, and gender-based violence among other issues. One
organisation offered some water and a chance to exercise, attracting
people who had walked away from Xavier’s speech. One of the football
coaches who coordinated the event with Xavier took the mic and
addressed the sparse audience in Zulu, emphasising the need to listen
and take note of the important information they were receiving. Xavier
concluded by saying, ‘If you don't value the knowledge we are giving
you, then it will be difficult to stay healthy. You need knowledge too. It's
good to exercise but you also need the knowledge. You may think it's
about money but knowledge is the most important’. Xavier concluded by
inviting listeners to visit a specific university research institute because
the microbicidal ring was still not yet available in public clinics. This left
me confused because at that time I did not understand how the work of
Fighting Inequality was related to the vaginal ring project. When I sought
clarification on this later, Xavier informed me that the community
dialogue he had organised that day was part of a bigger research
project, funded mainly by PEPFAR and USAID, and was implemented by
a research institute based in Johannesburg in collaboration with Fighting
Inequality. Fighting Inequality’s role was to recruit participants for the
pilot intervention. Other external partners included US-based
international NGO and university. The bigger project, which was dubbed
an ‘integrated model’, targeted women with the aim to increase their
agency to consistently and safely use microbicides, reduce their risk of
intimate partner violence and build healthy relationships.

I walked with Xavier towards the main grounds. Xavier felt defeated
because the ‘community dialogue’ did not turn out as he expected. The
two or three people who had responded were the usual peer educators
already enrolled by Fighting Inequality. He was disappointed that the
young people were not interested in receiving information but only
cared about soccer and the food that would come later. He asked me if I
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took photos of him before the people had dispersed. Apologetically, I
told him the idea only crossed my mind after most had departed and
there were only a few people left, but having worked in a similar context
myself in the past, I had assumed taking photos of the small crowd would
not have been a ‘good’ picture. I then promised I would take photos
during important moments throughout the day. (I did so and later shared
them with him via WhatsApp; he forwarded the photos to the
communications officer of his organisation. In no time the photos were
on their Facebook page, to Xavier’s elation.) He also asked me to help
him with the attendance register, to make sure ‘everyone who entered
the gate signed the attendance register.... We are expecting 250
participants. I checked at the gate and we already have 227, that’s not
bad. Many will come during food time. Last time I failed to control them
when the time for food came. It is good you are here’. We laughed.

Although he was happy with the photos, Xavier was concerned by the
attitudes of ‘these young people’ who appeared to have little interest in
such important information. I picked up his concern when we had
stopped at the Love Earth NGO stall. There were two facilitators, a man
and a woman, who were facilitating a snakes and ladder game. The
facilitators would ask a question about HIV and AIDS and, if the player
got it right, they would throw the dice and move forward. ‘What is anal
sex?’ the facilitator asked one of the boys, who responded that he did not
know. The friend laughed saying, ‘Eish wena [Gee, you!], are you a
virgin?’ The facilitator directed a follow-up question to the laughing
friend, asking if he knew that anal sex was risky; he responded that, yes,
he knew that, but he ‘always do it anyway’. When we left this stall, Xavier
said to me, ‘You see why we need to continue teaching these kids?’

I assume his concern came from his knowledge of the magnitude of
the epidemic. According to UNAIDS, South Africa had (and still has) the
biggest and most high-profile HIV epidemic in the world, with an
estimated 7.7 million people living with HIV in 2018. During the same
period, the country accounted for one-third of all new HIV infections in
southern Africa. And yet, only 59% of young people in South Africa had
comprehensive knowledge of ways to prevent HIV (AVERT n.d.). Such
statistics, together with those on gender-based violence (presented in
the introduction and Chapter 6), are certainly enough to warrant
intervention. Xavier’s response to the boys’ risky behaviour was both an
expression of concern and a justification for his job.
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24 AVERT. HIV and AIDS in South Africa. Available at https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-around- world/sub-saharan-africa
south-africa Accessed 14 February 2019.
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I spent the whole day with Xavier and learned that he was worried
about the NGO’s funding running out. A family man in his late 40s, he
had four children. He came from Mozambique and did not have papers
that would allow him to formally work in South Africa, but like many of my
study participants he had applied for and received asylum seeker status.
He had managed to get employment with Fighting Inequality because
he was identified as part of the targeted population and thus evidence
of the NGO’s ‘proximity to community’ (Mueller-Hirth 2019, 47). He
started as a volunteer peer educator and spent four years volunteering
during the day while he worked night shifts as a security guard in
Johannesburg. Eventually he got the long-awaited paid job as a
workshop trainer and quit his night job. He was quite happy with his
performance and was hoping that, should they not get funding, the NGO
management would assign him to another project.

Xavier’s speech opening the ‘dialogue’ reflects the problematising of
sexuality and masculinities through the twinning of IPV and HIV. His
claims, which are not unfounded, are backed up by scientific studies that
show that gender-based violence and gender inequity in relationships
increase the risk of HIV in women (Jewkes et al. 2010). Three points I seek
to raise, based on this case study, are: 1) the existence of social problems
as evidenced by statistics and the need for intervention as evidenced by
the boy’s limited knowledge; 2) the clearly defined solution presented
by Xavier (and activists of other organisations); and 3) the boys’ complex
position as beneficiaries (soccer kits) and targeted participants and their
refusal to participate in the community dialogue.

I acknowledge the pervasiveness of gendered violence in South
Africa, as is widely publicised in the media and supported by police
reports and specific studies on different forms of violence. Similarly, the
statistics on HIV presented above are evidence of the epidemic.
Development practitioners have framed the high levels of violence as an
indicator of problematic masculinities and gender inequality more
broadly, and one of the solutions is to target specific groups of men to
change their behaviour in an effort to achieve gender equality.
Greenhalgh (2003) and Crewe (2013) posit that development
practitioners package their work as the ultimate solution to a problem.
They come in the form of policies and projects with clearly defined
beneficiaries and outcomes, leaving no room for other possibilities. With
gender equality as the identified solution, development practitioners
have fallen into the trap of allowing the solution to define the problem
(Hillier and Abrahams 2013). For example, the combining of IPV and HIV
point us to the feminist framing of IPV within the concept of gender
(in)equality. This presents women as the main victims of violence,
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particularly by their intimate partners. At the same time, the politics
around HIV and AIDS have presented men as disease carriers (Robins
2008). Therefore, bringing IPV and HIV together can be read as a claim
that women as victims of violence are at risk of contracting HIV from men
who are disease carriers, a finding that proliferates within scientific circles
(Jewkes et al. 2010).

Community dialogues of this sort were one of the many interventions
that Fighting Inequality implemented with the aim of raising awareness
around HIV, AIDS and various forms of gender-based violence. Targeting
mostly men, the NGO aimed at training men to become responsible for
their own health and those of their partners, particularly in relation to HIV
and AIDS. The dialogues were just one component within the
behavioural-change intervention and Fighting Inequality was one of the
many organisations that had come together to implement this project.
The intervention aimed at building the capacity of women — through
relationship skills — to implement their decisions regarding using the
dapivirine ring. IPV awareness and counselling were implemented given
the contingency that violent interactions might erupt at the suggestion of
using the ring. Hence the intervention was already designed with men’s
violence in mind. Hlabangane (2014), in her article From Object to
Subject: Deconstructing Anthropology and HIV/AIDS in South Africa,
decries the overemphasis on anthropologists’ ‘culture thesis’, whereby
black culture is characterised by problematic sexuality and inherent
violence (Hlabangane 2014, 176—9). This, she argues, has obscured the
impact of political and economic structures and bio-power embedded in
historical processes of colonialism and apartheid. Calling this a racist
tendency, she calls for more analysis of power and knowledge in South
African scholarship on sexuality. Her critique echoes the controversial
AIDS dissident debate mentioned above, and echoes critiques of other
scholars such as Patton (1990) in Inventing ‘African’ AIDS (Robins 2008)
and of some gender activists in South Africa (Peacock, Khumalo, and
Mcnab 2004).

In these critiques, the emphasis on race and neocolonial attitudes in
shaping the AIDS story, and the representation of African men, is
common. I propose to look beyond the race discourse and examine how
problematic masculinities and knowledge production about them can
be understood as arising from the need — of both individuals and NGOs
— to survive a tough political and economic environment. Becoming
cornered may spawn certain practices in relation to knowledge
production and use, just as, at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, men would leverage
whatever opportunity presented itself in order to survive. Xavier wanted
photos to prove his hard work to his employers, just as the photos would
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prove the impact of the NGO to the outside world. I also liken this
behaviour to Khulu and other men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner who had
insisted I get a good shot of Khulu that I could use to find him a Dutch
woman. Similarly, Fighting Inequality had to package itself and sell its
argument that men were an integral part of the intervention by
foregrounding women’s vulnerability vis-à-vis men’s powerful position.
This is a well-worn trope that NGOs across Africa have been using to
access external funds in a process that Burchardt, Patterson and
Rasmussen (2013) have described as ‘extraversion’, in which African
states and civil society stress their social problems in order to prove their
desperation and deservingness of donor money.

I relate this to Crewe's (2014) experiences in working on HIV
interventions in the development world. Commenting on the politics of
raising funds from donors, she posits that in order to secure funding,
NGOs have to stir people’s emotions and adds ‘that is why fundraising
campaigns by international charities nearly always contain situations of
hopelessness alongside an imagined future that will bring miracles or at
least improvements in people’s lives’ (Crewe 2013, 94). Biruk and Prince
(2008) make a similar argument in relation to community-based public
health research projects in Malawi: before interventions can be
implemented, the targeted community should be portrayed as in crisis.

The role of scientific evidence, more particularly statistical evidence,
in presenting such hopeless situations cannot be overemphasised.
According to Greenhalgh (2003, 172) in relation to the One Child Policy,
‘China’s crisis was created out of numbers, the most compelling of which
came arranged in tables and graphs’. She further argues that
problematisations form a critical component of governmental policies
and programs. Numbers are selected and shaped to tell a particular
story. I extend the same argument to statistics on gender-based violence
in South Africa, which play a two-fold role as scientific truth, showing the
nature, patterns and urgency of the problem as well as the rationale for
intervening, including ‘taming’ of said problematic masculinities.

For instance, in 2016, Sonke Gender Justice Network co-
implemented a randomised controlled trial with the University of the
Witwatersrand in Diepsloot, a high-density informal settlement in South
Africa. The baseline findings from the study, which were widely
publicised, showed that more than half of the men in Diepsloot had
raped or beaten their women in the preceding year. On its website,
Sonke presented the findings with the title ‘Urgent Change is Needed in
Diepsloot’. Another article promulgating the findings was published on
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Bhekisisa, an online platform for health journalism, entitled ‘Diepsloot: A
Place of Hell for Women’. These findings have given impetus and
solidified the justification for interventions such as One Man Can in
shaping men’s behaviour and ideas. The tone of both publications
conveyed the alarm that readers, including donors, were supposed to
feel.

Fighting Inequality, like some other organisations, positioned itself in
relation to this discourse by using the knowledge to reinforce a specific
storyline and so highlight its relevance. Xavier, for example, highlighted
women’s limited agency in relation to the use of HIV-prevention
technologies and emphasised the need to get political buy-in from men.
This point was clearly stated in the organisation’s pamphlet, which read:
‘Microbicides were designed to give women an HIV prevention tool they
could use without a male partner’s involvement. However, research
suggests that the approval or support of male partners is often desired,
or even required, to enable women to use microbicides’.

This statement prompted me to ask about gender equality, and Xavier
clarified that this was where Fighting Inequality came in: to ensure
healthy communication between partners in relation to the use of
microbicides. While I could not ascertain how age appropriate this
intervention was for the young boys, I concluded that the organisation’s
involvement in the integrated model was as much driven by their need
to solve existing social issues (HIV and violence) as it was driven by the
need for the financial resources that came with the project. I shall explore
this further in the discussion section.

Lastly, I want to draw attention to the boys’ refusal to participate in the
dialogue. Their reaction to Xavier’s talk was unsurprising, particularly
because they were not expecting a long speech on HIV and violence. On
one hand, their reaction confirmed some of the claims made by
development practitioners that men in South Africa were refusing to talk
about gender issues. For example, a study by Morrell and colleagues
(2016, 99) described men who refused to talk about certain issues as
having ‘emotional blockages’ and likely to be gender inequitable in their
attitudes and presumably their practices.

The boys’ refusal to participate could feed into a popular assumption
in community-based (research) interventions, which, according to Biruk
and Prince (2008, 237), constructs the community as: ‘a place in need, a
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25 http://www.genderjustice.org.za/news-item/diepsloot-place-hell-women/

26 Parts of this section were presented at the Eighth European Conference on African Studies in Edinburgh, in June 2019.
I received valuable feedback from the panel Aspiring men: disrupting the narrative of African masculinity in crisis, which
was convened by Carolyn Egesa and Amisa Bakuri, chaired by Eileen Moyer, and had Jean Comaroff as discussant.
Information about the panel is available on the ECAS website: https://nomadit.co.uk/conference/ecas2019/p/7812.
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place lacking both material and intellectual resources, a place that is
deteriorating or chaotic and waiting for external intervention to bring
wholeness, health or order. The community is also portrayed as a locus
of risk, disease, ignorance and hazards’.

Xavier’s comment, ‘See what I told you,’ in reference to the boy who
did not know about anal sex, can qualify this assumption. The community
dialogue I described above was proposed as one way of getting men to
talk and also making them into knowledgeable and responsible
individuals. At the same time, based on their reaction, these young men
could also have found the supposed dialogue abstract and irrelevant. As
I indicated in the opening story, while my study participants were aware
of the pervasiveness of HIV, only very rarely did I hear anyone explicitly
talk about it, and especially not in relation to their identities as men.

Similarly, while some of my study participants condemned violence
against women, they never understood it as a twin to HIV. As I shall
explore in Chapter 6, several men explicitly expressed that violence
against women should not be framed in terms of a gender-equality
agenda. At the same time, in as much as they did not subscribe to this
frame, they still found the interventions beneficial in some way, for
example, getting soccer kits and having a platform to play soccer with
each other. This point echoes Fisher's (1997, 443) observation that, to
some extent, NGOs as agents of development have been viewed as
flawed in certain ways but that they are basically ‘positive and inevitable’.

After establishing how NGOs define and frame the problem
associated with masculinities in South Africa, I then identified changing
behaviour as one of the solutions proposed by NGOs I researched. In the
following section I highlight the complexity associated with the
assumption that men can change from the pole of hegemonic
masculinity to another. I show how the process of transformation is
complicated by broader political, social and economic contexts,
especially for cornered migrants. I highlight key aspects of the process of
transformation, such as becoming a role model, the role of knowledge in
this process and how individuals use their positions to their advantage.

It was a Tuesday afternoon when I met John at Nandos Restaurant in
Eastgate Mall. I found him easy to talk to. He was a Congolese asylum

Case Study 2

Becoming the new man: unpacking the
process of transformation
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seeker in his late 40s and although he claimed not to speak English very
well since he was a French speaker, he was remarkably articulate. I asked
him why he sounded like an American. He laughed, explaining that he
went to an international American school for his primary and secondary
education back in the DRC. John was volunteering part-time with Men
and Boys as a peer educator, while also volunteering at a church that was
housing him. His role was to reach out to other men, particularly
migrants, to attend workshops held by the NGO. These workshops used
a rights-based approach, with participants from different places
gathering to be taught about gender equality, human rights, migrants’
rights and HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment. Men and Boys is one of
the NGOs that has emerged in South Africa to work with men in
challenging gender inequality and reducing the risk and impact of HIV
and AIDS. The NGO falls within the same line of work as the Sonke
Gender Justice Network, the MenEngage Network and Brothers for Life.

Although he was not formally employed, John considered his role as
a peer educator to be a job. He did not receive any salary except for a
small amount of money known as ‘transport money’, which was intended
to help him travel back and forth to events. John had been with this NGO
for two years and was quite conversant with its mission, goals and
general language, as I picked up in the first part of our conversation. To
my amusement, he recited to me the content of one of the manuals that
Men and Boys used in their workshops. I had used a similar manual when
I was working in the NGO sector and thus was familiar with the way he
characterised the problem and the organisation’s approach. I could not
help but feel that he was giving me rehearsed responses. I guess that is
why Timmy, who also worked for Men and Boys, had eagerly introduced
him to me a month earlier when we met in Hillbrow at a community rally
on Human Rights Commemoration Day on 10 December 2017.
Following this initial meeting, I called him three times but we had not
been able to meet because of his other commitments. His role as
assistant pastor at a local church where he was housed kept him quite
busy.

After a one-hour unstructured interview (during that same meeting)
punctuated with bouts of laughter, compliments and repetitions, he
eventually asked me, ‘Are we done with the interview?’ with his finger
pointing to my black notebook where I was jotting down my notes.
Nodding as I checked the clock and feeling a bit bad that I had kept him
for so long, I closed my book and thanked him for his time. I offered to

27 This was a small amount of money that varied by organisation and project. Men and Boys offered R50 (2.5 euros).
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drop him off at his house since he had mentioned that it was along the
main road. He indicated that he still had time to talk a little bit more, and
then said: ‘I am now speaking as an African man [not a peer educator]. To
be honest, I think that women here have too much rights. Back home
women are well behaved and do not challenge men. Here because of
this 50/50 thing women end up abusing men because they know the law
supports them’.

By articulating that he was now speaking as an African, he implied that
I should not put it on record. He feared that he could lose his position as
a peer educator, if I were to report back to Men and Boys his ‘personal’
views about the work he was doing. I assured him that I was an
independent researcher and restated that the interview would be kept
confidential and his identity anonymous, and he agreed that I could use
his words.

After ending the ‘official’ interview, as denoted by closing my
notebook, we continued chatting for another 30 to 40 minutes. I asked
what he meant by ‘women here are different’ and he said that domestic
violence was not as much an issue in the DRC as in South Africa, because
there was no law to criminalise it and generally women were ‘well
behaved.’ Having done some research on gender-based violence in DRC
before, I was quite aware of the high levels of violence against women
reported in the country, including rape as a weapon of war (Bourke
2014), but I did not challenge him. He went on to say that in South Africa,
women, including migrant women, took advantage of the law and
provoked or even abused men, knowing they had no recourse. I was not
surprised by John’s remarks; I had heard similar comments from other
migrant men prior to this meeting. However, what was interesting to me
was that John’s role was as an ‘ambassador’ of gender equality.

Feeling at ease, he continued to offer his personal views about his
work as well as his experiences as a migrant man in South Africa. John
implied that he had come from a well-off background, painting a picture
of a good life before misfortune struck him, but he was not keen on
clarifying the details. He took out his phone and showed me some
photos of his brothers, one of whom he said was a well-known politician
in DRC. Having learnt that I was studying in the Netherlands, he also
shared with me his plans to join his brother in Belgium. Again, he showed
me the WhatsApp chats he had had with this brother and his wife. When
I asked John about his marital status and his family, he said little, only that
he had a wife and children in Cape Town. When I tried to solicit more
information about his family he seemed disinterested, although he told
me that he visited them every now and again. John also told me that he
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was struggling to get papers to allow him to work. He expressed his
frustrations and informed me that he was considering going back home
or moving to Belgium as soon as he got money.

I use the case of John to explore the complexities around the
purported solution to violence (and HIV). In the previous case study, I
noted that Xavier emphasised the need for knowledge, as when he said,
‘If you don't value the knowledge we are giving you, then it will be
difficult to stay healthy. You need knowledge too. It's good to exercise
but you also need the knowledge. You may think it's about money but
knowledge is the most important’. This statement echoes the assumption
of behavioural change interventions since their inception: acquiring
knowledge will lead to a change in behaviour. In the knowledge-
attitudes-practice (KAP) model, the underlying assumption is that
people’s behaviour can be changed when they receive information
about the risks associated with certain practices (Campbell 1997, 274).
This assumption has been refuted by research conducted in many
contexts including South Africa (Campbell 1997; Hunter 2010; Mfecane
2011) and Uganda (Wyrod 2015). In his study in South Africa, Mfecane
(2011, 129) writes that even the most ‘disciplined’ of patients, who are
HIV positive and armed with all the information they need regarding how
to ‘live positively’, still find it hard to put into practice the knowledge
they have. Similarly, Hunter’s (2010) study in South Africa shows how men
still engaged in risky sexual behaviour despite having knowledge of their
risk of infection. The men explained that they found such activities as
adding more fun to their precarious lives, which are marked by hardships
and an even greater risk of dying in the mines. The same sentiment is
reflected in Tino’s statement, in the story that opens this chapter, that
while alcohol was not recommended for someone on HIV treatment, it
might still be necessary to help them deal with other challenges they
faced. Likewise, the boy I mentioned above explicitly admitted that he
knew about the risks of anal sex, but he still did it. As these examples
show, knowledge does not always translate to practice (Musariri and
Odimegwu 2016). Still, while becoming knowledgeable may not achieve
the intended outcomes as stipulated in the interventions, having such
knowledge presents a possible escape for cornered individuals in tough
political and economic environments, if they can position themselves as
experts or problem solvers, such as in the case of NGOs. Below I delve
into John’s role as a peer educator.

28 Living positively means accepting one’s HIV status and taking personal responsibility for one’s physical and mental health.
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Becoming the role model

John, an unemployed migrant man, was perceived to come from a
risky community of ‘mobile populations’ in the South Africa National
Strategic Plan for HIV, TB and STIs 2017—2022 (SANAC 2017). As a peer
educator, he was to become a role model for his peers, particularly
migrants. His role was to lead an exemplary life and encourage others to
follow a similarly responsible lifestyle. The first step to becoming a role
model was to own up to one’s weaknesses and make a conscious effort
to become that new man, as described in the Brothers for Life manifesto,
written in 2009:

There is a new man in South Africa
A man who takes responsibility for his actions
A man who chooses a single partner over
multiple chances with HIV
A man whose self-worth is not determined by the
number of women he can have
A man who makes no excuses for unprotected sex
even after drinking
A man who supports his partner and protects his children
A man who respects his woman and never lifts a hand to her
A man who knows the choices we make today will
determine whether we see tomorrow.
I am the man
And you are my brother. (as quoted in Collinge et al. 2013)

This manifesto defines the ‘good man’, who is not only responsible but
also caring enough to stop the spread of HIV and violence against
women. The same traits, also emphasised in the One Man Can Campaign
led by Sonke, are espoused in the broader gender equality framework.
In their article Carework and Caring: A Path to Gender Equitable Practices
Among Men in South Africa? Morrell and Jewkes (2011) examine the
relationship between caring practices and values expressed by men in
relation to gender equity. Some of the participants in their study
identified certain behaviours as markers of men who care, for example
being less violent and more faithful to their partners, taking care of family
and community, engaging in volunteer work, taking up paid care work,
and expressing emotions. However, the study established that there was
no linear pathway to caring and concluded that caring or care work was
not associated with commitment to the goals of gender equality.
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Moyer and Kageha’s (2014) study in Kenya, Wyrod’s (2016) in Uganda,
and several studies in South Africa (Mfecane 2012; Colvin et al. 2010;
Robins 2008) have detailed how HIV interventions adopted the method
of forming support groups, whereby HIV patients shared their stories as
a way of fostering solidarity. Disclosing one’s status is said to promote a
positive self-image, helping individuals to resist stigmatisation and
discrimination (Hardon 2012, 78).

The same approach has been employed in the ‘famous men
engagement’ interventions that address gender-based violence, for
example, the widely publicised Brothers for Life (B4L) campaign and the
One Man Can campaign. B4L is a national mass media campaign that
garnered support from popular figures, like footballers and actors,
acting as role models. Some have publicly confessed that they used to
be violent towards their partners or used to cheat on them, before they
were ‘transformed’. Known for the tagline, ‘Yenza kahle’ (do the right
thing), the campaign employs a ‘non-judgmental approach to model
positive behaviours such as testing for HIV, using condoms without fail,
or choosing a single partner over multiple sexual relationships’ (Collinge
et al. 2013, 5).

The use of public figures came after the realisation of lack of role
models in shaping positive masculinities (Hunter 2010). In a country
marred by HIV, crime and violence, public figures like Nelson Mandela
and their widely celebrated masculinities (Suttner 2014) became role
models. Public health interventions and activists leveraged their
representations in their efforts to raise awareness and shape public
perceptions on what it means to be a man. For example, Mandela’s
disclosure that his son Makgatho had AIDS, in 2005, was applauded by
AIDS activists as a measure against discrimination and stigma around HIV
and AIDS. Similarly, his involvement in household chores and caring for
children become a marker of a good man sending a message to all men:
if Mandela could be a man and undertake such tasks, they too could be
good men (Suttner 2014).

The role of knowledge in becoming a role model

The role model approach explained above is used to raise awareness
around certain desirable practices, and is premised on having
community members be trained to gain knowledge on HIV and human
rights. This approach is informed by the assumption that the targeted
communities are not only vulnerable but ignorant (Biruk and Prince
2008). Based on our interview, John knew about the various forms of
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gender-based violence and how they are entrenched in power relations.
His work was supposedly to get men to come to a position where they
would relinquish that power and/or used it in positive ways following the
acquisition of this knowledge.

John was up to date with the new technologies in HIV treatment and
prevention: male and female condoms, post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP)
and pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP), which were gaining popularity at
that time. As a peer educator, he believed it was up to men to protect the
health of women by encouraging them to take PrEP. John’s knowledge of
human rights and refugee rights codes was impressive, as was his
understanding of Section 9 of the South African Constitution, the so-
called equality clause, and the Refugee Act of 1998. During the first part
of our conversation, which I recorded in my black notebook, John
displayed prowess in what some have termed ‘NGO language’. No
doubt, he was evidence that Men and Boys was doing a great job in
education and that donors’ money was being put to good use.

Knowledge acquisition is supposed to aid people’s transformation
into responsible citizens, provided they use the knowledge. According
to Mfecane (2011, 130), good patients or responsibilised citizens are
‘subjects who are empowered and knowledgeable about HIV/AIDS and
rights, and who take responsibility for their health through adopting
“disciplined” lifestyles, which include “healthy” behaviour such as not
drinking alcohol or not using traditional medicines’. The same process
has been used with migrants who are considered to be at higher risk of
the interlinked epidemics of HIV and gender-based violence. Although
the term ‘responsibilised citizens’ has been looked at in relation to HIV/
AIDS prevention, I find it relevant in because several interventions into
gender-based violence link it to HIV and employ the same frameworks
and conceptions. Based on peer-educator training and knowledge, John
could be considered a responsibilised citizen, but his knowledge also
uniquely positioned him as an expert of some sort. He came highly
recommended by Timmy who worked for Men and Boys as a workshop
trainer. Timmy already had a clear idea of what my study was about and
assured me that he knew ‘just the right people’ who would give me what
I was looking for. Given his enthusiasm, Timmy likely knew that John
would not disappoint. He did not.

In her book Cooking Data: Culture and Politics in an African Research
World, Biruk (2018) provides an ethnographic portrait of how
quantitative data are produced within HIV/AIDS survey research
conducted in Malawi. Of interest in this study is her observation that
demographic research has produced new forms of expertise such as
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local knowledge experts. These are assistants who have commodified
their knowledge of local culture and use such knowledge to offer
relevant expertise to research projects. Peer educators occupied a
similar position where they could speak the NGO language while at the
same time being close to community members as peers.

As peer educators they were supposed to go to their communities,
which were constructed as ‘a local place, often out of sync with global or
dominant trends and marginal to the centre’ (Biruk and Prince 2008,
238). Going into the community to carry out ‘Information, Education
Communication’ (IEC) talks, they were presented as doing good for the
community. This entailed going into public places, talking to people
about certain topics — human rights, HIV — and sharing reading materials
such as pamphlets. In their study on care work, as cited above, Morrell
and Jewkes (2016) recruited men like John, men who were unemployed
or marginally employed and who worked or volunteered within NGOs,
labelling them ‘men who care’.

Becoming peer educators or serving the community hence provided
some men with a platform to become ‘good’ men. This is especially so
when involvement is on a voluntary basis, as it is easily read as someone
really caring about the cause when there is no money involved. Similarly,
most NGOs have also been perceived as organisations that ‘help others
for reasons other than profit and politics’ because they care (Fisher 1997,
442). In the following section I show how John’s position as a peer
educator also presented opportunities for his possible upward mobility.

Becoming positioned to access resources

In my research I noted that many people thought becoming a peer
educator would get one closer to securing a job in the NGO world. This
was particularly important for migrants like John who did not have the
necessary papers to gain formal employment. And indeed, NGOs, with
their aim of proving that they are reaching out to ‘key populations’, gain
credibility by employing refugees, asylum seekers and marginalised
migrants like John.

Most NGOs play an intermediary role between the communities they
are said to represent, donors, and the government and corporate world
(Mueller-Hirth 2019). To do this, NGOs rely on grassroots community-
based organisations (CBOs) or peer educators to run the on-the-ground
work in the targeted communities. Having members of the communities
that they work with on board as staff or partners, present the NGOs as
engaged, inclusive and legitimate, increases NGOs’ chances of getting
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donor support (Mueller-Hirth 2019). Therefore, as much as John saw an
opportunity to access resources through his position, so too did the
NGO that would use him to position itself for resources in the donor
world.

Despite disagreeing with scientific and policy representations of
migrant men like himself as violent or at higher risk of HIV (such as
contained in the National Strategy of HIV and AIDS), John was able to
claim resources that could open employment doors for him. And John
was not the only one who saw opportunities associated with being
targeted by the NGOs. Timmy also introduced me to three women who
stayed in a shelter and who, like John, were volunteering as peer
educators, stating that they were victims of gender-based violence.

But when I interviewed the three of them during one of the events
organised by Men and Boys, I learnt from two of them that they were in
the shelter but because their partners had died and they had nowhere
else to go. One woman from Zimbabwe was involved in a car accident
when she was eight months pregnant and her South African boyfriend
had died on the spot. Because she did not have anyone willing to take
her in as a heavily pregnant woman, she ended up at a shelter. She
explained that the little bit of money she got as a peer educator helped
her, ‘They [the shelter] really try to give us nice food, milk, nappies for the
babies, but you always need money to buy airtime [mobile phone data],
and also I am trying to sort out my papers and my baby’s too, so I need
money’. The other woman had a similar tragedy: her husband had died
when she was five months pregnant and because she could not go back
to Zimbabwe, she ended up in the shelter. Both women spoke fondly of
their partners and professed that they had never experienced gender-
based violence. But Timmy had told me they were victims of violence
and that Men and Boys recruited them to be peer educators, using the
same line of ‘empowering those most affected by GBV’. I could not
ascertain if that was what the women had told Timmy so that they could
get the opportunity to become peer educators or if Timmy had just
assumed that they were at a shelter because they had been victims of
violence. Either way, their stories still show how one can assume a certain
subjectivity in order to access the resources that come with it.

Negotiations and inconsistencies:
the journey of becoming

John’s switching between his identity as a peer educator and that of
an ‘African man’, whatever that means, reflects his ability to slip in and out
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of different roles depending on context. In the second part of our
conversation, I learnt about John’s struggles with his refugee papers and
how the Refugee Act was not working for him. Coming from a war-torn
country, John ticked all the boxes of a ‘proper’ refugee and he hoped
that the processing of his papers would not take long. Many of his
compatriots advised him to be patient. After spending a few hours
discussing his role as peer educator, explaining to me the ideals of
human rights and constitutional provisions for marginalised migrants
and refugees like himself, John switched to talking as an African man,
and opined that the rights rhetoric did not address the critical issues that
he was facing.

His role as a migrant peer educator was to raise awareness of
migrants’ and refugee rights in South Africa, despite the fact that these
rights were not working for him. In later conversations, he would reveal
to me that while the Men and Boys intervention was ‘great’, it was not very
practical in the real lives of migrant men and women. He felt the projects
would be good for ‘school-going boys and not men. At least if you teach
boys while they are still young, it would be easy for them to grow up with
the teachings’. As far as he was concerned, the responsibilised man’s
identity as promoted by the NGOs was not practical because societal,
political and economic factors undermined the lives of migrant men and
women. He specifically mentioned the xenophobic attacks against
migrants by South African nationals; migrants were expected not to
retaliate, yet the NGOs were not really ‘helping them’. By volunteering
with Men and Boys, he had hoped that one day he would be hired as an
employee. While he did not say so explicitly, it seemed his engagement
with the NGO was a strategy to get his foot into the labour market,
particularly because he did not have the necessary papers to get a job
elsewhere.

John’s reactions and statements around the role of NGOs was not
uncommon. Colvin and colleagues (2010) looked at how HIV-positive
men who were part of Khululeka Support Group in Cape Town struggled
to reconcile their political values on gender equality with ‘traditional’
ideas about gender and roles in the home. John can thus be seen as the
embodiment of the ongoing tension between cultural discourse of
masculinities and the human rights discourse of gender equality.
Mfecane (2011), commenting on the notion of therapeutic citizenship,
calls for researchers to pay attention both to the personal narratives of a
client attesting to his or her changed subjectivity and to the social
context in which he or she lives as an HIV-positive person. Enria and Lees
(2018) and Ratele (2014) have made the same argument, stating that
interventions that overemphasise biomedical identities may mask
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broader political, economic and social factors that affect people’s
everyday lives. Below, I further explore the statement by John that NGOs
were not really helping migrants and situate his sentiments within the
broader political and economic context of NGOs in South Africa.

When John said the NGOs were not helping migrants, I was a bit
surprised; I had worked in the NGO sector and knew a few NGOs that
specifically focused on delivering services to migrants and refugees. I
had come in contact with NGOs that provided shelter to homeless
migrants, provided language translation to migrants who could not
speak English, and gave free legal advice and services to migrants. While
I was aware of the availability of such services, I also understood what
John meant. In my line work of work as a researcher within the NGO
sector, I found myself having to explain the relevance of the NGOs with
which I worked. For example, Men and Boys focused more on strategic
goals towards gender equality rather than on practical needs.
Organisations focused on long-term goals such as shaping policy, laws
and social norms. Important as this work is, it becomes irrelevant when
more pressing needs and even survival are at issue (Moser 1989).

John was not the only one who expressed dissatisfaction with the
work of NGOs. Even South Africans who were targeted by some
interventions found a disconnect between the efforts of NGOs and their
own lived realities. A case in point was another workshop I attended,
conducted by Men and Boys, which sought to address violence in a
certain community. This workshop aimed to bring together South
Africans and African migrants, following the xenophobic attacks
reported in the same area a few months prior to the workshop. During
the attacks, shops were looted and foreigners were attacked, allegedly
by South African nationals.

The aggressive and violent acts against immigrants were widely
covered by newspapers, national television and social media. Politicians
issued press releases condemning the violence and called for peace.
Men and Boys and several other NGOs joined with government
departments to develop an intervention plan, and this workshop was
one of the interventions. Although it targeted mainly men as the
purported perpetrators and victims of the violence, more than three-
quarters of the workshop participants were women with children (22
women and 5 men). Morris, the facilitator, worked for Men and Boys. He
was from Rwanda and had been an asylum seeker for more than 10
years, and was still waiting to be accorded refugee status.

During the workshop, Morris had a heated debate with MaZodwa, a
South African woman in her late 50s who had expressed a disdain of
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foreigners. In a passion-filled rant she claimed that she had lost her job
at the South African Broadcasting Cooperation to a Zimbabwean;
because of this, she wanted foreigners to go back to their countries,
saying: ‘They [Zimbabweans] are just parasites who cannot fix their own
country but come to take over from our [South African] inheritance’.
Although her remarks left many people uncomfortable, including me, in
a way she summarised the whole discussion surrounding xenophobia in
South Africa, except for the fact that the workshop was dominated by
women, and the xenophobia narrative focuses on men.

Hurriedly, but diplomatically, Morris refuted MaZodwa’s claims,
outlining the content of the Human Rights Code and the Constitution of
South Africa. He went on to give the UNHCR definition of ‘refugee’, and
concluded by referring to the constitution and reminding MaZodwa that
violence was a criminal offence: ‘The constitution postulates that
everybody should receive equal treatment irrespective of their race,
gender nationality’, he said, as he took out a small book entitled ‘The
Constitution of South Africa’. I could tell from the expression on her face
that MaZodwa was not satisfied. After the workshop, as we ate rice,
chicken and coleslaw salad, I commended Morris for a successful
dialogue. Although he was disappointed by MaZodwa’s unruly
behaviour, he informed me that he had recently scouted her and that he
planned to recruit her as a peer educator.

The conversation between Morris and MaZodwa struck me. I
understood Morris as representing the NGO and MaZodwa representing
South African people who were marginalised and targeted by such
interventions. MaZodwa’s concerns were economic in essence. Her
xenophobia, with which Morris did not fully engage, was based on her
experience of someone taking her job. Morris’ response centred on the
human rights code, which had not worked for him to gain legal
documentation, despite him being in South Africa for more than 10
years. In his response to MaZodwa he mentioned how as a migrant
without the requisite papers, he had struggled to access certain
resources such as car financing, but with hard work and endurance he
eventually made it and bought a car with cash. His story shows that as a
cornered migrant he was excluded from certain privileges because he
did not have the needed papers, but his job granted him an opportunity
for upward mobility, acting like a crevice he could use to climb over the
wall. The conclusion I came to, after observing the deliberations of this
workshop, was that NGOs to some extent were failing to provide
solutions to the communities they claimed to represent. However, they
created opportunities for cornered men (and women) to participate in the
formal economy and provided them with a line of flight to escape cornering.
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Discussion

The case studies I have shared in this chapter show, among other things, how
the behavioural change interventions targeting men and boys appeared to be
abstract and irrelevant to the lived experiences of the targeted population. Reddy
(2015, 30), in his book South Africa: Settler Colonialism and the Failure of Liberal
Democracy, writes that ‘we cannot speak of civil society in its European sense’,
arguing that South African civil society, comprised of organised groups, is in a
complicated position since it is predominantly middle-class, highly racialised, and
alienated from the poor majority. This middle-class civil society draws on the
democratic language of rights while the poor majority draws on the colonial
legacy of violence. This is further complicated by nationalist political elites who
pursue ‘self-speaking special interest’ at the expense of serving their communities
(Reddy 2015, 30). This leaves disgruntled citizens with no option but to socially
mobilise and demand their rights, for example, through violent attacks against
foreigners and against the government. Since this has often worked, for the NGOs
to condemn this action now is to side with the government against community
interests. Nyamnjoh (2007, 75) shares the same sentiment: ‘a narrow focus on
legal and political citizenship has resulted in citizens without meaningful
economic representation, who in turn have tended to scapegoat ethnic minorities
and foreigners, the ‘Makwerekwere’. Similarly, migrants have rights on paper only
that do not translate into anything tangible. These assertions summarise the
deliberations of the workshop outlined above, with MaZodwa and the other
participants representing the disgruntled poor who have been failed by their
governments, and Morris assuming an intermediary role representing civil
society. This was verbalised by one woman who commented that ‘Mugabe and
Zuma are having coffee while we are busy fighting’.

These findings echo observations from other studies. For example, McIntosh
Sundstrom (2005) argues that women’s rights NGOs in Russia failed to garner
support because they framed their visions and work using universal (Western)
norms that were ‘foreign’ to ‘local’ communities. While adopting the gender-
equality concept allowed NGOs in Russia to gain support from the donor world
outside of the country, it was shunned in Russia. On the other hand, domestic
violence gained support because in Russia violence, especially bodily harm, was
already condemned. She concludes, ‘shared norms between donors and
domestic society are a necessary component for foreign donors to obtain
successful results from their financial investments’ (McIntosh Sundstrom 2005,
420). While I picked up similar sentiments among my study participants — that
they disagreed with some of the ideas propagated by NGOs, particularly in
relation to masculinities — they went with the flow to varying degrees for as long
as they could benefit. I understand their behaviours as warranted by the corner
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spaces in which migrant men find themselves. However, I do not separate my
study participants’ actions from those of the NGOs they represent, which also find
themselves in corner spaces.
As Merry (2011, S83) asserts, corporations engage in the same processes of
identity formation and reputation construction as ‘social beings’. For example, just
as men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner leveraged the problematic masculinities narrative to
construct themselves as better men, so too did NGOs use the same narrative to
present the government as not doing a better job in governing. In this way the
NGOs presented themselves as better positioned to address the problems
associated with such masculinities. Taking this stance became even more
imperative in the context of dwindling funds in the NGO sector and increased
competition for scarce resources, including jobs (Mueller-Hirth 2019).
Extraversion, as described earlier, is one way of securing resources. And at an
individual level, men like John use the knowledge they acquire to position
themselves to access resources and for upward mobility.

Nguyen and colleagues (2007) use the concept of therapeutic citizens to
explain how HIV patients rely on their illness to claim their rights and access
resources (see also Robin 2008, 139; Mfecane 2011). However, these rights
always come with expectations that can be cornering, such as assuming a new
identity as a responsible and health-conscious individual. Robins (2005) calls
these new assumed identities those of ‘responsible citizens’. Mfecane (2011)
describes similar attributes to what he terms ‘good patients’ or ‘expert patients’
(see also Hardon 2012, 92). Through their project of raising peer educators such
as John, Men and Boys and similar organisations adopted the same approach of
moulding good men, as in the One Man Can campaign or Brothers for Life. This
is the new man that the NGO world is seeking to promote in South Africa and
beyond.

On the other hand, to conclude that NGOs are (over)emphasising social
problems and that individuals become ‘responsibilised’ citizens just to gain
access to resources, without considering the current changes in politics and
funding modalities, would not do justice to the experiences of my study
participants. The end of apartheid has been associated with various crises, as
already mentioned, including crises of masculinities and migration, but Mueller-
Hirth (2019) also draws attention to the crisis in funding for NGOs in South Africa.
Much of the funding from Western donors to NGOs in South Africa had supported
anti-apartheid activism, which became redundant, and the funding that usually
came to NGOs was now channelled to the democratically elected government
through bilateral agreements (Mueller-Hirth 2019, 41). The recent reclassification
of South Africa as a middle-income economy by the World Bank further
exacerbated the problem of funding streams running dry, leaving several NGOs
and associated individuals scraping for limited resources.
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Forced to diversify in order to survive the crisis, some NGOs have had to
employ creative survival strategies that resemble kukiya kiya, as captured by
Mueller-Hirth (2019, 42) who argues that NGOs in South Africa needed to be
‘versatile enough to adapt to the changing rules’. A similar observation is made by
Lorist (2020, 87) in relation to Dutch organisations that had to ‘keep reinventing
themselves through evidence-based innovations’ in the face of dwindling funds.
Some of the strategies include forming partnerships and pooling resources so as
to achieve value for money, in ways similar to how men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner
came together to share limited resources such as food. Another strategy is to
reposition themselves as service delivery organisations and to win contracts to
conduct work for governments. This in some instances put them in the corner
when their power to hold the government accountable, particularly in
representing ‘their communities’, was undermined. This is probably why someone
like) John would say NGOs were not helping them. Another strategy entails NGOs
gaining facility with ‘donor language’ or the ‘audit culture’ of evidence, and
making and using this knowledge to leverage resources, in ways not dissimilar to
John’s strategy.

One of the buzzwords within the donor world and international NGOs is
‘evidence’, also in the phrase ‘evidence-based’. Following the increased call by
donors to implement evidence-based or data-driven interventions within the
NGO world, the need to be seen as scientific has led to increased partnerships
between activist NGOs and research institutes (Gerrets 2012), for example the
partnership-cum-integrated model of Fighting Inequality and two university-
based research institutes. The more scientific the NGO appears to be, the higher
the chance of accessing resources in the donor world, and the stronger its
influence. As the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner used narratives of problematic
masculinities or crisis to construct themselves as better than ‘others’, NGOs used
the same narrative backed up by ‘evidence’ to constitute their relevance in
development work.

29 Value for money is about finding the right balance between economy, efficiency and effectiveness, and cannot be assessed
through only one of these dimensions in isolation (Jackson 2012)

29

Conclusion

Colvin and colleagues (2010) convincingly argue that political processes that
aim at producing responsibilised citizens using global and state discourses do
not usually achieve the desired result. Instead these efforts usually get reworked
at the local level, resulting in practices or ideas that at times appear ‘as overt
resistances and refusals or simply as unintended consequences’ (Colvin et al.
2010, 1180 see also Gerrets 2012). In this chapter I have explored how discourse
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emanating from public health interventions shaped the subjectivities of migrants
and NGOs, just as the men discussed in Chapter 4 took up common discourses
and redefined them using local codes to match their lived experiences.

While I acknowledge the imposition of the interventions, I am hesitant to
present my participants as victims who lack agentive power. To analyse their
varied responses to the interventions I employ Biehl and Locke’s (2017, x)
anthropology of becoming by highlighting the ‘plastic power of people’, which
enables them to ‘live alongside, through and despite the profoundly constraining
effects of social, structural and material forces which are themselves plastic’. I
identified some of the forms of ‘flights’ or ‘escapes’ when my participants slipped
in and out of certain identities because of the possible opportunities they could
get. While the boys in the first case study engaged in resistance by walking away
from the community dialogue, they still attended workshops by Fighting
Inequality because they got soccer kits, opportunities to play soccer, and free
food. John, on the other hand, like the three female peer educators, positioned
himself for possible employment opportunities within the NGO sector. All of
these efforts can be read as kukiya kiya efforts in a tough economy, resembling
those of the NGOs with which they engaged.

NGOs, like the men that they seek to shape or control, are also shaped by
larger processes such as the broader capitalist global economy and their
interactions with the populations that they target. NGOs and interventions are as
malleable as individuals. Their existence is threatened just as the lives of
individuals are threatened. Like individuals, they have to diversify, form
partnerships, engage in positive image-making practices, and apply leverage by
presenting themselves as problem solvers. As ‘frontier beings’ the NGOs may
construct themselves in multiple ways to qualify as problem solvers. And through
these efforts they constructed cornering spaces for men they targeted, creating
limited options that frame men’s experiences and behaviours using binary or
distinct categories such as gender- equitable men and gender-inequitable men.
Men participating in such interventions are then forced to choose the category
that best describes their ideas (see Lorist 2020).

However, to assume that these interventions are being imposed on people
would miss the point of the malleability of both individuals and NGOs, or rather,
their interventions. As propounded by Jean and John Comaroff in Theory from the
South, countries in the global south imitate and remake the European [global
health] templates for their own ends (Comaroff and Comaroff 2012, 9; see also
Biehl and Petryna 2013). NGOs may end up adopting certain concepts or
fostering certain partnerships out of a need to survive, just like men who are trying
to make ends meet in the kukiya kiya economy.
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I conclude by invoking Biehl and Locke’s (2017) concept of ‘unfinishedness’ as
I question the assumption that through ‘grooming’, one can move from being a
‘traditional man’ to becoming a ‘new man,’ as implied in the behavioural change
interventions. The process of transformation is a complex one, characterised by
processual negotiations that are never finished. This chapter has thus explored
the complex, unintended and often messy consequences that come with
development interventions and how cornered individuals and NGOs position
themselves in relation to such interventions.
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Introduction

On Sunday, 8 September 2019, Uncle Kofi sent a voice note to the WhatsApp
group ‘Kofi’s Shop’, which I had joined in May 2019. Hearing his message in the
safety of my home in Amsterdam, I was happy to hear from him, even if the
situation of unfolding xenophobic violence in Johannesburg that he was
describing seemed both dire and depressingly familiar:

Uncle Kofi here, my good brothers and sisters. It’s not easy here in the
[inner city]. The Zulus are standing one place and the Zimbabweans [on]
the other side, and they are waiting for a war, and the metro [police] are
in between and want to separate them. It’s very tough: gunshots are all
over and we don’t know what’s going to happen tonight. Zulus are
coming and Zimbabweans are ready.... It’s really bad people. I don’t
know. God help us.

This message was followed by many photos and videos of what was
happening, not only in Johannesburg but in other cities in South Africa and other
African countries. Everyone in the group posted something as a commentary on
the situation. I was not surprised by Uncle Kofi’s message as it had become an
important source of on-the-ground information for me as tensions were heating
up in South Africa. In the days leading up to his message, many warning messages
had also been shared within the group: ‘They are coming, be ready! . . . Spread
the word’, ‘Too bad, may the Lord be with us,’ ‘Guys, be careful. I hear noise in
town. . . It’s happening now’. ‘Yooh, shooting!’ ‘Sad, this is war’, ‘More than war’.

In the following days, as the violence unfolded, the flow of messages
continued: ‘Foreigners are ready for war now’. The members of the group
frequently checked in and shared updates: ‘It’s ok today, but we don’t know
[about] tomorrow’. As I followed the events happening in Johannesburg as shared
on Kofi’s Shop WhatsApp group, I was receiving similar messages from other
friends and relatives in South Africa. I often found myself forwarding messages I
received on the Kofi’s Shop WhatsApp group to other groups and individuals, and
vice versa. The media was flooded with grotesque photographs and videos of the
anti- immigrant attacks that were happening: people being burnt, shops being
looted, cars set ablaze, groups of armed people, mostly men, marching. South
Africa was once again in the news for its violence. This time other African countries
had responded by attacking South African nationals and businesses in their
respective countries.

The month before this outbreak of violence, there had been an outcry on social
media about the rape and murder of a 19-year-old University of Cape Town
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student, known by the name of Uyinene Mrwetyana. In an article entitled ‘Every 3
hours a woman is murdered in South Africa, posted on the Al Jazeera news
website, South Africa’s Minister of Women, Youth and People with Disabilities,
Maite Nkoana-Mashabane, reported that 30 women had been murdered by their
partners in the month of August alone (Hendricks 2019).

Ironically, August, declared to be Women’s Month in South Africa, had, as is
usual, seen increased levels of NGO activity, including campaigning and
advocating for women’s rights and equal treatment, and condemning violence
against women. Mrwetyana’s murder led to yet another intensification of
condemnation from all corners and angles as social media activists, protesters,
politicians, celebrities and NGOs took a public stance against violence.

As a person researching masculinities and violence in South Africa, I was taken
back to the early days of my 2017 fieldwork when I had been overwhelmed by the
different and often intersecting forms of violence I encountered. I found myself
having to struggle with which ball to catch as there were just so many in the air:
gender-based, structural, symbolic, class- based, and xenophobic violence. I also
found myself again questioning the efficacy of interventions that were meant to
address violence in its many forms, and wondering about the real relevance of my
study. While there are various forms of violence in South Africa, gender- based
violence (shortened to ‘GBV’ for interventions) is the most widely acknowledged,
most publicised and the ‘most visible due to decades of feminist activism’ (Fu
2015, 51) and because it has been vigorously researched in South Africa (Dunkle
and Jewkes 2007; Dunkle et al. 2004; Jewkes et al. 2010; Jewkes 2001; Mathews,
Jewkes, and Abrahams 2015).

These studies have concluded that men’s failure to live up to societal and self-
expectations has led some men to become violent. In the previous chapter, I
discussed how men’s violence directed at women is seen as one of the markers of
hegemonic masculinity, and the provision of care as a marker of positive
masculinities, as defined by gender- transformative interventions. NGOs like
Fighting Inequality conducted awareness-raising workshops with the aim of
transforming men from hegemonic masculinities (violence) to positive
masculinities (care).

In this chapter, I attempt to destabilise any assumption of such a linear
transformation by illustrating how gendered violence is a complex issue that is
understood and manifested in multiple ways among differently positioned
individuals, including cornered migrants, making it difficult to fully comprehend
and, consequently, address it. I achieve this by presenting the multiple ways that
gendered violence is defined and understood in different contexts, for example
within global platforms, locally within institutions such as the police and the family,
and at an individual level on the streets. I focus on intimate partner violence (IPV),
which is an established category of gender-based violence according to the
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World Health Organisation (WHO). Despite being an established category, the
everyday manifestations of IPV are complex, varied and often hard to capture. This
chapter is theoretically anchored by Ratele’s (2017, 79) concept of ‘hegemonic
masculinities in the periphery or margins’, and grounded in my ethnographic
research that shows the complexity of violence among cornered migrant men
who are simultaneously subordinated and considered to practice hegemonic
masculinity.

30 IPV describes physical violence, sexual violence, stalking and psychological aggression (including coercive acts) by a current
or former intimate partner (Heise et al. 1999).

Background

In 1979, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) identified gender-based violence as a form of
discrimination against women; since then there has been growing recognition of
violence against women in relation to human rights, public health and
development (Western and Varley 2019). In 2015, gender-based violence found
its place in the global agenda in the United Nation’s Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), after having been excluded from the Millennium Development
Goals, whose timeframe was 2000—2015 (UN 2015). Framed as a human rights
violation and an indicator of gender inequality, such violence has been identified
as a significant problem needing redress in order to achieve gender equality and
sustainable development more broadly. The emphasis on combatting gender-
based violence gained strength because of its association with HIV (Jewkes et al.
2010). Within the SDGs there are two indicators that relate to gender-based
violence, both of which refer to violence against women; men’s experiences of
violence are not addressed. In this chapter, I put forth the argument that many
other forms of violence are also gendered, although they are not usually framed
as such by policymakers or organisations working on gendered violence.
Following Read-Hamilton (2014), I suggest that politics and power dynamics
come into play in the processes of naming and defining both ‘gender’ and
‘violence’.

In order to understand gender-based violence, it is imperative to understand
each of the terms separately. Since gender is socially constructed, performative
and varies according to place and time, it is difficult to create a universal definition
of gender-based violence. For some time, the social construction of gender
identities has been anchored in the masculinity/femininity binary. However, in
recent years we have seen that the categories go beyond these two to include
non-conforming gender identities (Butler 1990b; Good and Sanchez 2010).
Equally complex is what constitutes violence, as there is an interplay of power
between individuals or groups about who gets to make their perspective count as

30
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to what is and what is not violence (Pilcher and Whelehan 2017). According to
Read-Hamilton (2014), the most widely used interpretation of GBV, endorsed by
UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women in 1993, finds its
roots in feminist theory and emphasises women’s subordinated status.

The 1993 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women defined
violence against women as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is
likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women,
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether
occurring in public or in private life’ (WHO 1994). In this chapter, I depart from the
common framing of gender-based violence as violence against women resulting
from their subordinate status. This is not to deny that women are
disproportionately affected by men’s use of violence, especially in South Africa
where there is ample evidence of women’s suffering found in both academic
studies and police statistics (Jewkes et al. 2001, 2010; Matthews, Jewkes and
Abrahams 2011). I discuss this further in the next section.

With the understanding that violence, whatever form it takes, is always
gendered, I take the anthropological definition of gender-based violence as
proposed by Merry (2009, 3):an ‘interpretation of violence through gender’. I take
this as a situated understanding of the gendered dimensions of various forms of
violence without necessarily prioritising one gender. This definition allows me to
make room for the multiple and changeable positions — both subordinations and
associations with hegemony — within marginalised groups like my study
participants. In this way I can capture the multiple perspectives that my study
participants expressed. According to them, while gender-based violence results
from men’s domination over women, it also has spiritual and structural roots,
neither of which are usually addressed within the behavioural-change
interventions championed by NGOs. These are anchored in a human rights
discourse that emphasises individual rights and responsibilities as well as
individual behaviours. Some feminist scholars and critical masculinity scholars
have bemoaned this narrowed framing of gender-based violence, arguing that
we cannot talk of gender-based violence or interpersonal violence outside of
structural violence (Fu 2015; Ratele 2017). As Fu (2015, 52) aptly puts it, ‘When we
say violence is gender-based, we cannot separate it from other forms of structural
oppression based on race, class, age, sexuality and disability’. I present a few case
studies to highlight the various manifestations of gendered violence, with
examples of both violence against women and violence against men; I show how
these can be linked to structural violence.

Gender-based violence in South Africa:
what quantitative data show

Many studies have researched different forms of GBV in various contexts,
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focusing mostly on violence against women. However, South Africa still does not
have national baseline data that capture the various forms of GBV among women
and men. Obtaining reliable and standardised statistics on different forms of
gender-based violence in South Africa as elsewhere continues to be a priority for
government departments as well as the NGO sector, in part due to a desire to
illustrate progress toward the SDG goal to eliminate violence against women by
2030 (Lowe-Morna, Dube, and Makamure 2017). ‘How do we know we have
reached our goal, when we do not know where we are starting from?’ was the
mantra used by some NGOs to lobby the government and donors to provide the
resources needed to produce more reliable and standardised data on gender-
based violence (Lowe-Morna, Dube, and Makamure 2017).

However, owing to the underreporting of violence and the varied definitions of
violence and gender within the police department, obtaining reliable information
has long been a challenge. Routinely collected or administrative data, such as
police-reported cases, were unreliable. Similarly, some NGOs did not accept
statistics produced by academics or statistical bodies, citing their lack of expert
and localised knowledge of lived experiences. In this way NGOs presented
themselves as more qualified to research and understand gender-based violence
because of their ‘close proximity to the communities’. However, as I began to
explore in the previous chapter, data produced by NGOs and activist scholars can
also be contested as being partisan; at times, research is mixed up with political
and economic interests, compromising claims of neutrality and objectivity.

In September 2018, Africa Check, an independent fact-checking agency based
in South Africa and other parts of Africa, identified an error in the 2017/18 crime
statistics released by the South African Police Service (SAPS). The error was a
result of using the wrong denominator (population estimates) in the calculations
of crime rates. Following this correction by Africa Check, SAPS with Stats SA
amended the crime rates, and consequently publicised on their website their
partnership with Stats SA in ensuring that accurate statistics would be reported
from then on. This incident highlights the complexities associated with measuring
crime, including violence in South Africa.

Reaching a consensus on what constitutes a certain form of violence or criminal
offence — for example whether to classify something as murder or femicide — is
usually contentious. According to SAPS, murder only applies to the intentional
killing of another person. However, according Stats SA’s Victims of Crime Survey
of 2018/19, murder also included unintentional killings, but SAPS categorised it
as culpable homicide rather than murder. While Stats SA’s survey seems
comprehensive in its definition, it could not include the murder cases of homeless
or unidentified people because the sample focused on households. In another

31 https://africacheck.org/factsheets/factsheet-south-africas-crime-statistics-for-2017-18/
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32 Contact offences involve the use of violence or the threat to use violence that is directed against the person of a victim.
Crimes categorised as contact crime include murder, attempted murder, sexual offences, all categories of assault,
common robbery and robbery with aggravating circumstances (SAPS 2019, 3).

report, Crime Against Women in South Africa 2018, Stats SA highlighted the
multiple definitions of femicide and how these make it difficult to categorise
certain acts as femicide, writing that the definition of femicide as ‘killing of females
by males because they are females’ fails to incorporate those who identify as
neither female nor male (Stats SA 2018, 7). Similarly, as highlighted in the
introduction of this thesis, Karabo Mokoena’s murder, which was initially
registered as a case of gender-based violence (femicide) in 2017, was being
referred to as ritual killing in 2019. This change in definition again brings
complexity and challenges in addressing gender-based violence using
conventional interventions (Mfecane 2018).

While acknowledging the limitations of the statistics in regards to
underreporting and the existence of varied definitions, I also must rely on that
flawed data to make my arguments. Specifically, I draw on the reported cases by
SAPS in their 2018 Crime Statistics Report, the 2018 victims of crime survey by
Stats SA, and the analysis done by Africa Check. While these reports all refer to the
same phenomena, they present different statistics in some instances. Despite
their inconsistencies, the statistics are useful to facilitate an examination of the
gendered dimensions of different forms of violence.

Based on the xenophobia and femicide cases I shared above, I focus on the
two forms of violence that affect women and men differently, murder and sexual
offences, both of which fall within the ambit of contact offences as defined by
SAPS. Contact offences are also referred to as ‘social fabric’ crimes because ‘they
are often associated with complex interlinked social factors such as poverty,
systemic substance abuse, broken homes, absent parents, unemployment,
general feelings of despair and lack of education. Social fabric crimes are often
spontaneous rather than premeditated and commonly occur in private spaces’
(Brodie 2013,n.d).

Sexual offences

According to the Sexual Offence and Related Matters Amendment Act (2007),
this category of crime contains more than 70 subcategories, including rape,
compelled rape, sexual assault, incest, bestiality, statutory rape and the sexual
grooming of children. In the year 2017/18, 50,108 sexual offences were recorded,
with the vast majority (80%) being rapes and 14% being sexual assault. A total of
40,035 rapes were recorded by police, translating to 70.5 rapes per 100,000
people, or, an average of 110 rapes every day (Africa Check 2019). Analyses of
sexual offences were done for many of the provinces, drawing on samples from

32
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reported cases. However, the report does not include data from all provinces and
in particular there were no reported numbers for Gauteng, the site of my research.
In the few provinces where analysis was done, women were the majority of victims
of sexual offences; for example, of those who had reported a sexual offence in
Limpopo, 93% were women and 7% were men. In their calculations of prevalence
rates in the victims of crime study, Stats SA did not analyse the percentage of men
who experienced sexual offences, citing poor estimates.

Murder

While rape statistics reported by police are unreliable due to the
underreporting of the crime and existence of multiple definitions, murder is a
much more reliable statistic because most murders do not go unreported.
However, in this chapter I use murder statistics not to capture the accuracy of the
crime data but to highlight how different forms of violence affect men and women
differently. In the year 2017/18 the police recorded 20,336 cases of murder at the
rate of 35.8 per 100,000 people, with an average of 56 people being murdered
every day. Murders of men made up 81% of the cases, women 14%, and children
5%; further breakdown shows among children, more boys were murdered than
girls. Based on these statistics, the femicide rate was recorded at 15.2 murders per
100,000 women. Further analysis was done on selected samples at the provincial
level to determine the proportion of victims and offenders according to age and
other factors.

Figure 1. Murder rates reported in SAPS stations in four provinces (2017/18)
Source: Samples of murder dockets opened with SAPS (SAPS 2019)
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The graph shows that in all four provinces, the proportion of men who were
victims of murder was higher than the proportion of women. For example, in
Gauteng where I conducted my research, 90% of the murder cases were men and
10% women. According to the SAPS (2019, 42) report, the murders were usually
triggered by social factors, such as discontent between individuals, domestic
violence and substance abuse, group conflict, criminal activities and acts of
revenge or retaliation by communities.

The report also recorded murder cases resulting from mob justice, when
community members attacked an individual or a group in trying to deal with the
alleged criminals who plague their communities (SAPS 2019, 18). Many types of
xenophobic violence, as occurred in September 2019, would have been
categorised as mob justice, at least from the perspective of the mob. Mob justice
murders, according to the SAPS report, were triggered by high levels of
frustration within communities, resulting in community-based violence.

While these statistics show that men also experience gendered violence, such
information continues to be overshadowed by partisan research and the
problematic masculinities narrative, both of which foreground violence against
women. Ratele’s (2013) extensive work on homicide in South Africa shows that
young black men are six times more likely to become victims of homicide and
other forms of violence than women.

Also writing about South Africa, Clowes (2013) finds that ‘the ubiquity of men’s
violence towards themselves and others might be linked to men’s attempts to live
up to normative expectations of patriarchal masculinity’, thus qualifying self-
violence as having a gendered dimension. In his discussion on violence against
women, Kaufman (1995) identifies a triad of men’s violence, which in addition to
violence against women includes violence against other men and violence
against oneself, making clear that violence can be enacted in different ways and
against different people. Kaufman (1995) also emphasises that the three corners
of the triad feed into one another and need to be addressed simultaneously.
Highlighting men’s near-monopoly as perpetrators of violence in South Africa,
Vetten and Ratele (2013) among others have argued that regardless of whether
violence is perpetrated against women or men, or is self-directed, violence and
gender are intimately linked, resulting in a blurring of lines as to what may be
qualified as gender-based violence (Abrahams, Jewkes and Matthews 2011).
Next, I explore other manifestations of violence against men as my study
participants understood them.
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‘You can’t leave women out of
the equation’: provision woes as
gendered violence

In the early days of my fieldwork, I avoided talking about violence, and
violence against women specifically, because of the resistance I first received
when my prospective participants thought of me as a women’s rights activist who
was ‘against men’. Eventually, when I gained their trust and my participants were
more comfortable with me, they began opening up about their experiences with
gendered violence. While at times I was tempted to ask about violence based on
the neat categories I was used to — emotional, physical, economic, etc. — I resisted.

Specifically, I wanted to understand how they, as cornered men, framed their
own experiences and understandings of gendered violence. This approach
elicited a wide range of responses, including in relation to structural issues such
as employment, finances, nationality and government; personal inclinations such
as love for material things; ideas about skin colour and fake statistics, demon
possession and witchcraft; experiences with sexuality and sexual performance;
and stress. I often found myself having to ask, ‘So, how does that relate to gender-
based violence?’ and my interlocutors always found ways not apparent to me to
link such issues back to gendered violence.

From such conversations, I came to appreciate the role of statistics in making
different forms of gender based-violence easily knowable. Having defined
categories of gender-based violence would have allowed for the production of
readily available and easy to deduce information on violence. However, as an
anthropologist, I could not help but wonder what local particularities and nuances
might have been lost in that process (Gerrets 2015). As Merry (2011, s84) rightly
puts it, having predefined indicators or categories falls into the trap of creating
‘the phenomenon it is measuring instead of the other way around’. I propose that
such predefined categories have cornering effects because they limit the ability
to capture the multiple and varied experiences and ideas around violence and
gender.

One afternoon during an informal group discussion, we found ourselves
speaking about violence against women and the crisis of masculinity. A general
consensus among my study participants was that women played a critical role in
the so-called crisis that men were experiencing. But rather than calling it a ‘crisis
of masculinity’, they identified it as the ‘money crisis’. While several men cited
political and economic conditions as the cause of unemployment and poverty,
many pointed out that having or wanting a woman complicated their lives as they
felt pressured to financially provide for her. ‘If you don’t give her the money she
needs, she will go to the next man. So if you want her, you have to do whatever
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you have to, even rob a bank’, Khulu explained. ‘Women nowadays even have a
tendency that they can withhold food [sex] from you, even seeing that your
banana [penis] is already up’, Uncle Kofi said. Mdu added: ‘You are having
pressure from all corners: at work, your boss is giving you problems, there is
nothing you can do because you do not have papers; at home [Zimbabwe] they
tell you your mother is sick or they need school fees; then here, your girlfriend or
wife is also putting pressure saying she wants Brazilian hair [artificial hair].... All on
one person. You just end up screaming, saying “Aaah! Please give me a break!”’

Not only international migrants voiced this problem. Zondo, a South African
man in his late 50s from KwaZulu Natal, shared the same sentiment. He pointed
down to show me his old and worn-out brown shoes: ‘You see I am working right
now, and everything to do with the children, they push it to me. You see I am
running short of shoes, but what do I do? I have to look after my family’. In addition
to the pressure that men experience in a tough economy, they still have to meet
the expectations of being the provider to their women and families. ‘We are born
not to be supported but to support. We are hurting inside. When will I get a job?
Maybe my wife will find somebody else’, added Zondo, as he lamented the tough
economy, especially for the ‘uneducated’, as he called himself.

Given the challenges that they were facing, these men wanted women to be
more understanding and supportive. They wanted women to understand that the
economy was tough and thus they should not demand ‘things’ or insult men when
they failed to meet their expectations of them. In their view, women were not
supportive, particularly when they denied them sexual intercourse or left them for
other men. They identified such acts as a form of violence against men by women.

Several men pointed out that when a man was unemployed and the woman
employed, the relationship would not last because women cannot stand an
unemployed man. They also said that a man would feel undermined if a woman
was the one bringing the money home. One man likened this situation to a
woman ‘wearing trousers’, implying she had taken on the role of a man. In such
scenarios, women were said to lack respect for their partners. Respect, as
highlighted in Chapter 4, was an important marker of masculinity. Several men
commented that women lacked respect and were changed by living in
Johannesburg. Precious, a woman who visited Uncle Kofi’s Corner, said: ‘Men feel
like I don’t respect them, but it’s not like that. The thing is they can’t provide’. Her
statement was met with some men nodding and Khulu saying, ‘See, what we told
you’.

Men claimed that coming to Johannesburg changed women. While men too
changed, their change was not seen in a bad light. Upon arrival, men had to
assume a tough masculinity that was usually characterised by enduring hardship,
which was seen by them as positive, as noted in Chapter 4. However, women were
characterised as becoming materialistic, comparing themselves to other women
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whose husbands could afford the finer things in life. Bouncer explained that he
thought migrant women were different from those who remained home: ‘For me,
once a woman crosses Limpopo River [the border between South Africa and
Zimbabwe], she is no longer marriage material. I call her ‘the Trojan horse’. She
ceases to be Mariya Musande [Saint/Mother Mary]’. In addition to being
materialistic, women were said to assume a tough femininity upon arrival in
Johannesburg, one that was not always compatible with marriage. ‘Marriage
material’ was the term that most men used to refer to respectable women. This
usually referred to the subservient position that a woman was expected to take if
she wanted to get married or remain married. While toughness was a marker of
admirable masculinity, it was condemned in women.

Women in Johannesburg were also said to be ‘too streetwise’. ‘Imagine
sleeping next to a woman who has a knife under the pillow.... That’s not a woman,
that is a crocodile, and [it] can kill you anytime. Or a woman who drinks
excessively’, Khulu said. ‘Especially the moment you get a life policy’, added one
of the men, to everyone’s agreement. In this discussion, men expressed a constant
fear of being killed by female partners for material gain. Three men at Uncle Kofi’s
Corner even professed that because of this fear, they had decided to stop dating
in South Africa, and to take their time to find someone who was ‘suitable’.

I asked Nomthi, one of the women at Uncle Kofi’s Corner present during this
informal discussion, what she thought: ‘You see me, I am coming from KZN
[KwaZulu Natal], and I need a house to live in and food to eat, so you think [that] I
am just going [to go] for anyone. No, I need someone who can provide for me,
period!’ Nomthi confirmed that women, like men, had to do whatever they could
to survive the harsh economic conditions of Johannesburg. She added that
because she was looking for someone who could provide for her, she had ended
up in an abusive relationship: ‘This guy thought money could compensate for
love. He just was never there emotionally, so eventually I had to leave that
marriage and the good life, including my kids’. Responding to such stories, men
at Uncle Kofi’s had often presented themselves as the opposite of that ‘loveless’
type of man. ‘I may not have money, but I have love’, one man announced.

Uncle Kofi and Khulu told me one story at least four times of a woman who
rejected Uncle Kofi’s proposal because he was a ‘poor’ shoe mender, choosing
instead a man who had a car. Before long, the man was arrested for robbery and
the woman started coming back to Uncle Kofi, but he had moved on. As
recounted in Chapter 4 another woman who had rejected him came back after
she experienced abuse at the hands of another man. Similarly, Zondo, a South
African man, told me that ‘women these days are rude and evil because of their
love for money; she can even leave you for someone with money or a younger
man’. In these stories, women, like men, engage in kukiya kiya when they come to
Johannesburg. Because the men in my study were not used to women taking up
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certain spaces or engaging in certain activities, for example, being streetwise or
drinking, they felt threatened by this, which, they claimed, triggered violent
responses.

Several men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner occasionally played super bet, a form of
gambling. One day I jokingly asked if I could play. All of them discouraged me,
saying that it was not a woman’s game because it was addictive and only men
could handle it. When I asked why they played it, if it was harmful, one man
replied, ‘Isn’t the family is waiting on me? You women, you don’t understand
things are hard. So, at times, we walk through crocodile-infested rivers for you’,
referring to the illegal crossing of the Zimbabwe/South Africa border via the
Limpopo River.

When I explicitly asked how they might link such pressures to gender based
violence, they told me that the pressures caused them immense trauma. ‘Why do
you think men kill themselves?’ Uncle Kofi asked, to highlight the emotional stress
some experienced. Just as Nomthi commented that her ex-husband was not
‘there’ emotionally, some men felt women did not understand the pressure they
were under, and they equated women’s demands with emotional abuse.

While my study participants were unequivocal in their analysis, only a few
NGOs have started to name certain experiences that men go through as violence
or abuse, and specifically as gender-based violence. In November 2017, I
attended one of the events held during the 16 Days of Activism on Violence
against Women Campaign.

This is a global campaign that runs annually from 25 November to 10
December to raise awareness around gender-based violence, linking it with HIV,
which is commemorated on World AIDS Day, 1 December. Several organisations
emphasised the pervasiveness of violence against women, including Men and
Boys, represented by Timmy, and the Department of Social Development,
represented by Mam Virginia (pseudonym). Timmy spoke about the need to
‘engage men to challenge harmful gender norms that perpetuate gender-based
violence’. Mam Virginia, in contrast, stressed the importance of economically
empowering women and girls so that they ‘do not need to rely on abusive men’.
Doubling as the MC of the event, she also intermittently announced scholarships
and vacancies in various government departments. Then, a representative of
Men’s Forum (pseudonym) stood to speak, and he argued that violence against
men was as common as violence against women, listing several items that he
identified as violence: ‘Obaba [fathers] also get abused. One in 1,000 men. When
[women] say you are useless, you don’t buy anything for the kids, [that is abuse].
Jealousy also is abuse, when you suspect that if I am not with you there is
something I am doing [wrong]. Denying children to see their father [is also abuse].
If you want to control mali yababa [daddy’s money]. Telling your husband, “You
are gay wena!”’ He concluded: ‘We are in denial. We see these things, but we are
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in denial. Why?’ His speech was met with much criticism, particularly from women.
Many men agreed with him, although a few, like Timmy who identified as a
feminist, believed that ‘once we start naming men’s violence by women, we can
easily overshadow women’s experience’. At the same time Timmy agreed with
some of the points raised by the speaker from Men’s Forum, for example, denying
children the right to see their father, which he confirmed was a trigger of violence
against women but not necessarily violence against men.

On love and the law

Apart from women changing after their migration or because of their relative
economic power, many of my participants made statements like ‘women in South
Africa have too many rights’. According to Zondo:

I am speaking for myself here. I came from the rural areas. I paid
lobola for you, I took you to school, then you come back later and you say
you are not my type. Because we are in Joburg. What do I do? I kill her....
Women have too many rights. If a woman harasses me and I go to the
police, they will just look at me or even laugh, but if you go and report
me, they [will] lock me up. Women can even have three boyfriends,
knowing there is nothing you can do to them.

Zondo referred to himself as a ‘traditional man’ with certain expectations of his
wife, especially because he had paid bride price for her. He said that ‘women’s
rights’ were now overriding his own (customary) rights. During our conversations,
he repeatedly mentioned that women’s rights and the gender-equality agenda
had turned women ‘into animals’ who could easily hurt men, knowing the law is
on their side. Zondo was not alone. Other study participants said that the law and
the women’s rights movement had turned the tables, making men more
vulnerable to violence from women.

Many men condemned gender-based violence, particularly violence against
women. During an informal conversation at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, I asked about
men’s views on violence against women. These were some of their responses:
‘Who can beat up such beautiful flowers?’ ‘A real man cannot fight his wife; the
one who fights a woman is he who cannot stand up to other men’. ‘If women are a
weaker vessel, therefore you cannot be beating your woman; she is your partner’.
I understood comments like these as condemning violence against women.
Reuben, a Zimbabwean man in his late 30s, explicitly condemned violence or any
form of abuse against women: ‘Men should not enter a marriage with a primitive
mind where they think women are subservient. It’s not a school where there is a
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headmaster or company where there is a boss. You are servants to each other, as
the Bible says’. Nickson, a Malawian man, said that ‘the idea that men are above
women is outdated. We are all human beings. I also train my two daughters to be
[economically independent] like men so that they will not rely on men. I believe
everyone is equal as long as they respect each other’. Uncle Kofi concurred with
this, saying that ‘gender equality is easy for me when it is centred on love. When
they put it in the constitution and against God’s word it doesn’t work’. This was
seconded by Khulu: ‘The problem comes when the women’s rights are forcefully
imposed on us and when women take advantage of these so-called rights. . . .
Especially in this country where men are considered rapists. Imagine gender
equality protecting women like Grace Mugabe?’

While condemning violence against women and claiming they did not have a
problem with certain aspects of gender equality, many were critical of the idea of
a constitutional article or law condemning violence. Reuben commented: ‘Laws
do not change the inside of a man. The more they put laws, the worse the
situation. Laws make it seem that I have to do it; if I don’t, then there is a penalty.
Entering a marriage becomes like entering a company with laws governing it.
Government should stop pushing this gender equality and just preach love. Even
the love — they should be careful not to turn it into law, because man is always
rebellious to the law’. These men explained that the moment a law or policy was
introduced, they felt like they were being cornered in that they were not given
options. Men felt that their roles or positions were being undermined, and they
viewed this as abuse.

While in most cases the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner condemned violence
against women, there were times when they would make comments that
appeared misogynistic. For example, all of the men in my study denied the
existence of marital rape, despite the Sexual Offences Act of 2012 criminalising
rape in marriage. Men asked, ‘How can you rape a woman who you paid lobola
for?’ ‘How do you tell it was rape? What if she agrees and later on refuses in the
act? What do you expect me to do. I can’t just stop’. They also insisted: ‘Be careful,
women are now using marital rape to punish us, if you don’t buy her Brazilian hair
[artificial hair]’ and ‘What if she seduces me while I am not in the mood? You
should also call it rape’. Based on statements such as these, it was evident that the
men in this study did not agree with legal punishment of marital rape but rather
condemned the law as a product of ‘white women teaching [our] women things
that are not practical’.

A number of men at Uncle Kofi’s also subscribed to the idea that ‘all men cheat’.
‘Don’t get angry over your husband, Linda, if you find him cheating. It does not

33 Grace Mugabe, the former first lady of Zimbabwe, at this time was in the papers for having beaten a South African girl
over allegations that she had wooed Mugabe’s sons into mischief. She was given diplomatic immunity.

33



CHAPTER 6 | 'ALL MEN ARE CONSIDERED RAPISTS'

BECOMING CORNERED155

mean he doesn’t love you or he loves the other woman’, Uncle Kofi said to me one
day, while he laughed. During that same conversation, Nkululeko added: ‘Men
can have sex without sentiments. However, a woman has to be emotionally
involved. Therefore if your woman cheats, know that she is already taken by that
other man, because she becomes emotionally involved’. Uncle Kofi continued:
‘Here and there, a man needs to test if the pump is working or if he still has the
zing that makes women tick’. In this conversation, men professed that it was manly
to cheat and because of that it could not be considered as violence or abuse,
notwithstanding the pain cheating caused to the other party. Again, the practice
was acceptable for men but condemnable for women.

However, while they at times professed and upheld attitudes that appeared to
condone violence towards women, only two men in my study admitted to having
beaten a woman. Kimo, a young man from DRC, was one. To my utter shock, he
said one day, ‘If I say to her, “Baby, bring me food”, and she doesn’t, I will slap her
there and then. She should know I am her king and she is my servant’. Before I
could engage further with him, the other men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner told me not
to mind him as he was bluffing. ‘He is playing with you. You think a Kwerekwere0
like him can slap a South African woman? ...Maybe in his country’, one man
responded, then going on to tell me that Kimo was married to a South African
woman and thus was not at liberty to act violently towards her, despite how he
may have felt. I would later learn that this was so because, as a migrant, he relied
on her status as a citizen for his papers that allowed him to stay legally in South
Africa. The fact that he relied on her for his papers could also have been a source
of resentment and a trigger for violence, but because he would not want to lose
this benefit, his hands were tied. A similar point was made by Nomthi, a South
African woman who frequented Uncle Kofi’s Corner. Citing the reason for
divorcing her ex- husband from Nigeria, she explained that: ‘I realised he only
needed papers from me. He used to be so sweet and being there for me....
Shame.... But the moment he got his papers and his business started booming, he
became abusive, cheating, drinking. He was now throwing money to me, to
replace real love’.

Her response suggests that her husband’s behaviour changed when his
subject position changed. This correlation helps elucidate why differently
positioned migrant men held different views on the use of violence, suggesting
that the so-called patriarchal dividend varies not only among men but also in time
and space as I will discuss later in this chapter (McKay, Messner, and Sabo 2000,
111). Cornered men may be less likely to use violence due to their subordinate
position; they may think that violent behaviour is legitimate, but this does not
always translate to perpetrating violence. Similarly, people may speak against

34 Derogatory name for foreigner.
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violence, but an eruption of anger may lead them to violence. Some study
participants avoided crossing paths with police because they did not have legal
papers to stay in the country. This was a deterrent against committing domestic
violence because they did not want to risk being deported. Furthermore, it
seemed that cornered men were more likely to experience violence not only at
the hands of other men but also at the hands of women who held a higher social
or economic position. This is perhaps epitomised in the story of one of the men
who had worked as a garden boy, whose female boss would solicit sex from him.

When ‘perpetrator’ becomes victim

Violence against men manifests itself in ways that qualify as gender-based
violence. One day in December 2017, I visited Tino’s street-corner salon for a
hairdo. Sitting with me and Tino was his friend Bouncer, mentioned earlier, a
Zimbabwean man in his early 40s. We were deep in conversation about
Zimbabwean women in South Africa, when we were joined by Jimalo, another
young Zimbabwean man and also Tino’s friend. Jimalo’s face was swollen and
covered in scabs. His left eye was slightly closed and one tooth was missing.
Bouncer was quick to ask him what had happened, and Jimalo responded, ‘The
boys attacked me again when I was coming from SPAR [a grocery store]. They took
my food — sadza [thick porridge] and meat’. Bouncer burst out in sharp laughter:
‘Blaz [brother], you almost died for a morsel of sadza’. Tino interjected, sharing his
own experiences of the same boys attacking him twice for food and a third time
for his phone. Bouncer continued to laugh hysterically, annoying Jimalo. Taking
offense, Jimalo retorted: ‘Blaz, what’s wrong with you? You see I almost died and
you treat this as a laughing matter’. Bouncer replied, now more soberly: ‘But you
also — have issues. Why would you pass through the Corridor alone at night?’
(‘The Corridor’ is a spot on one of the streets in the inner city that is known to be
dangerous: there are always young boys hanging around there waiting to attack
and steal from passersby.)

During my fieldwork, I met more men than women who had experienced
violence and, while men were overrepresented in my study sample, I was
surprised they experienced violence at such a high frequency. Male-on-male
violence proved to be very common, but men rarely shared their experiences. In
explaining this, Tanaka, a Zimbabwean PhD student at the university, had this to
say: ‘Men are easy targets of violence in the streets of Johannesburg, because
men do not scream when attacked. Whereas a woman screams when she is
attacked and this attracts attention. That men are strong and resilient is a myth.
Men just do not report violence. That’s why violence against women is more
projected [popularised], at the expense of violence against men’.
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Tanaka went on to assert that men did not report violence for many other
reasons, beyond the fear of risking being deported if they went to the police. One
reason pertains to their ideas of how a man should behave: a man should not
scream. Another reason was that men do not necessarily identify attacks as
violence, at least not as something warranting reporting. If a woman were
attacked in the Corridor, it would be seen as violence against women. However,
my study participants did not consider such an assault as violence per se: it was
just kubatwa, to use the emic term meaning ‘being attacked’. They excused such
behaviour as a strategy to survive in harsh economic conditions. Hence this type
of violence was normalised and seen as economically or structurally motivated,
rather than gendered. Only if it were a woman, with possible sexual implications,
would it become gendered.

Violence against men pertains to violence that emanates from social
positioning across economic and gender spectra. Connell and Messerschmidt
(2005), who discuss hegemony between and within genders, also make a clear
distinction between masculine subordination and marginalisation. Subordination
refers to ‘relations internal to gender order’, for example heterosexuality over
homosexuality, while marginalisation refers to ‘relations resulting from interplay
between gender and other social structures such as class or ethnicity’, such as
white men over black men (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, 839). Using this
distinction, we might interpret Jimalo’s experience of violence as marginalisation
rather than subordination. However, following Ratele (2017), I propose looking at
such violence as emanating from subordination that comes with their
marginalised positions. This is particularly relevant in the inner-city context, where
physical strength is as much a marker of masculinity as is heterosexuality, as
Tanaka explained: ‘When in Joburg you are required to perform a certain type of
manhood, that favours physical strength, compared to when I am here
[university]’.

One day at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, a group of men were talking about working
within the construction sector and on farms. One man said, ‘We [men] are
required to do hard labour. Do you think a gay can push a wheelbarrow?’ In this
context, physical strength and lack thereof were viewed as markers of masculinity
and femininity, respectively. While being gay relates to sexuality, my participants
understood it as a marker of gender. Physical strength was expressed in many
ways, including performing hard labour and getting involved in physical fights,
whether attacking or defending. When one’s physical strength is undermined, it
has implications for one’s self-identity as a man and may stimulate fear about
other people’s perceptions of one’s masculinity. This could explain why it took so
long for some men to reveal to me that they too had experienced violence and
abuse. Ratele (2013, 256) makes a similar remark that, in contexts where
marginalised men fail to achieve social expectations of masculinity owing to their
historically inscribed subjectivities, the ‘body offers one of the opportunities to
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exercise masculine dominance’. When bodily strength is thus undermined,
masculine identity is injured. Hence, although cornered men may still hold social
power over women, their marginalised position place them in a subordinated
position within the gender order. Ratele (2016, 10) terms this hegemony in the
margins, meaning a space where the supposed power that comes with being
male is undermined, resulting in ‘powerless’ men or ‘failed’ masculinities.

‘It’s just [like] any other crime’:
gendered violence as an outcome
of structural inequalities

As already explored, some men felt that Johannesburg was a breeding ground
for violence. Bouncer once said to me: ‘Before I came here I was a God-fearing
man, but right now I can tell you that I do not hesitate to hold a gun. The situation
here forces you. You have to defend yourself. Otherwise you are dead’. Bouncer
saw violence as one way of kukiya kiya in order to survive. Tanaka said the same
thing: ‘As a migrant in Johannesburg, it is difficult to understand your manhood.
Because you are forced to act in a particular way — you are expected to be more
aggressive.... Otherwise you will be abused’. Tanaka saw aggression as an
expectation placed on (migrant) men, particularly in Johannesburg. Such an
expectation can be seen as a form of cornering, leaving one with limited options.
If a man is not aggressive, he will suffer abuse at the hands of other men who
assert themselves by being violent. Jimalo and Tino had had their fair share of
abuse from other men in the Corridor. This was similar in its dynamic to the
xenophobic attacks of September 2019, as the WhatsApp group messages
revealed a sentiment of ‘the foreigners are tired and wanting to stand up for
themselves’. Ex-military migrants called on other migrants to support them, as
they prepared to retaliate and show South Africans that they were ‘better fighters
who fought in the revolutions’ according to one WhatsApp message. From my
observations, such messages or threats by migrants were not really condemned
by my study participants because they deemed such violence as necessary. Thus,
being violent was a way of expressing manhood and solidarity, both in a negative
and a positive way, and so, at least, among my participants, violence was
understood as a complex phenomenon, something that was acceptable and
unacceptable at the same time.

I have presented how men perceive violence perpetrated against other men
and how it is gendered. While their stories can be read as complaints against
women, my aim is to show how these are gendered by situating them within larger
gender dynamics. Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004, 4) assert that violence
cannot be understood solely in terms of its physicality; rather it is the ‘social and
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cultural dimensions of violence, that give violence its power and meaning’. For
example, what did being able to provide for their families mean to these men?
What happened if their capacity to do so was undermined? One of my study
participants said he would feel like a boy. Another said he was ‘troubled inside’.

Structural inequalities, particularly economic ones, are gendered in that they
have varying impacts on women and men. Unemployment or lack of money
directly undermines men’s ability to fulfil their role to provide, marry and start a
family. In contrast, an unemployed woman can still get married and have children,
and fulfil the normative markers of womanhood. While both migrant women and
men find themselves in the same cornered position, owing to the harsh economy
of the inner city, the woman has an option of marrying a man who can take care
of her, as was the case with Nomthi. A man in a similar position cannot enjoy that
benefit. From a place of subordination (as a woman), she can question a man’s
masculinity when he fails to provide. This indicates that men can simultaneously
find themselves in hegemonic positions and subordinated ones.

Intersection of gender-based violence
and class among migrants

Subordination was associated with being cornered. I related the story of
Nomthi’s husband to show that a man may be dependent on a woman if he does
not have papers. According to Nomthi, when her husband had no papers and was
still cornered, he was ‘loving’; when he got his papers and his business began to
do well, he became abusive. Thando, a Zimbabwean woman, shared a similar
story about Phil, her middle-class Zimbabwean husband who, at the time of my
study, was in the process of divorcing Thando. Phil had moved out of their
matrimonial home in June 2016, and he visited occasionally to see the children.
He had left Thando, stating that he felt unhappy in his marriage. However, when
he visited, he would still expect to have sexual intercourse with her, leaving her
confused about ‘where the relationship was going’, as she put it. She learnt
through Facebook that Phil was living with another woman, who was also his work
colleague. She had tried to ask him about it, as she was afraid she could be
exposed to sexually transmitted diseases. He rebuked her and told her to ‘mind
her own business’.

When she told her family in Zimbabwe, they comforted her, reasoning with her
that as long as he was not beating her and he was paying rent for her, she had to
be patient. ‘All men have extramarital affairs, that’s not something to lose your
sleep over’, they added, making it difficult for Thando to take any action.
Furthermore, they advised her not to take any action like going to the police or
moving out. They were waiting for Phil to officially visit them to undertake the
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gupuro ceremony or traditional divorce. Over the course of the two months that
I spent with Thando, I saw her spirit dim, her self-confidence wane and her weight
drop. I could see the fear, anxiety and hopelessness behind her smiles that she
always gave generously whenever we met. Knowing my involvement with victims
of domestic violence, she asked if I knew of any shelter that she could go to; she
could not afford to rent her own place. In her mind, the shelter would provide her
with space to break free from Phil and start over. Getting a job would be difficult
since she had not worked for a long time. An accountant by qualification, she
regretted having listened to Phil when he told her to stay at home and look after
the children more than five years ago. That period of time out of work was now
stubbornly evident on her CV. Every now and again she would reminisce about
working for a big NGO where she had a good salary. ‘You know, when we first
came to South Africa, Phil was not working and I was working for this NGO’, she
told me once, in trying to highlight how unfair Phil was to her. Thando made the
same correlation as Nomthi did: while her husband was still a cornered migrant
man, he had exhibited ‘good’ behaviour.

I found Phil and Thando’s case similar to many other cases of violence that I
had heard over the course of my professional life. When Phil was exhibiting
controlling behaviour, such as telling Thando to quit her job, she did not perceive
this as a form of abuse. During the ‘happy’ years of their marriage, she did not feel
that being made to stay at home was a form of abuse, and she had praised Phil for
financially taking care of her and the family. But in retrospect, she had come to
understand this as an act of violence. Retrospection plays a key role in constituting
certain behaviours as violent or nonviolent. One of the challenges in the
prosecution of gender-based-violence cases, particularly when they concern
intimate partner violence, is high attrition rates because victims often withdraw
cases. While a woman may look back and see a certain behaviour as violent, she
can also look back and see something as not violent or abusive. When I was
working with victims of gender-based violence, I often heard statements such as
‘I overreacted’ or ‘It was not as bad as I had initially put it across’.

Family involvement also made it difficult for Thando, as it did in other cases
involving marriage, family and kinsfolk. While Thando saw her experience as
abusive, her family did not see it as such. For a very long time Thando had to
negotiate with her family to make them see what she was going through. This
shows how violence is socially constructed based on normative gender ideas, and
how both violence and gender simultaneously construct, (re)produce and
endorse each other. In denying Thando’s experiences as violent, her family drew
on normative ideas of masculinity and femininity: a ‘good’ wife is one who is
patient; it is a manly thing to cheat because ‘all men cheat’. To them, as long as

35 Gupuro is a Shona (Zimbabwean) ceremony when a man visits his in laws and gives them a small amount of money, such as
50c, as a symbol of divorce. It is only after this ceremony that the divorce can be processed through legal channels.

35
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36 Bride price is also tied to the value that is placed on the woman by the husband-to-be. Historically, virgins were more expensive
than nonvirgins. In contemporary times, the better educated the woman is, the higher the bride price. Given the value attached
to women, one question is: if gupuro brings only 50 cents, has the value of the woman diminished?

37 Paying ‘damages’ occurs when a man pays a certain amount of money to the woman’s family as a sign of responsibility and
acknowledgement that he impregnated their daughter. This is usually done if the man is not willing to marry the woman or
if pregnancy happens before the paying of bride price.

their son-in-law was meeting societal expectations, such as providing for his
family and making occasional visits, there was nothing wrong. In addition, they
were waiting for the ultimate signal that would prove that their son-in-law did not
love their daughter anymore, the giving of gupuro. Among Shona people, gupuro
is equally as important as paying bride price. The only difference was that bride
price requires more money than gupuro. According to customary norms in
Zimbabwe and other African states, a family’s hands are tied until the husband
brings the gupuro. This meant that Thando’s family could not interfere in the
marriage, including taking the children from him. When Thando’s husband paid
the bride price, he became a man who could now govern his own home (without
interference) and was entitled to the children. In the event of a failure to pay bride
price, or the payment of damages in the case of marriage dissolution, the
children would belong to the woman’s family. Moore and Himonga (2018, 62)
make similar observations of other South African contexts, where a man only has
rights to his biological children if he pays bride price or ‘damages’ (inhlawulo).

Family is not the only institution that supports hegemonic masculinity. Thando
received a similar response from the police when she decided to seek legal help
because Phil had taken their children from her and forbade her from seeing them.
When she told the police, they advised her to be grateful that he was taking care
of the children. Apparently, she did not qualify as a victim according to the Victim
Support Unit standards, despite the fact that according to the Domestic Violence
Act (DVA) (Department of Justice and Constitutional Development 1998) her case
was one of intimate partner violence, especially emotional violence. The views
expressed by the police and Phil’s in-laws were influenced by social norms and
beliefs entailing predefined ideas of a ‘good man’ or ‘good woman’. Because a
man looking after his children can be uncommon in South Africa, where there are
high levels of father absenteeism (Morrell et al. 2012), the sentiment that ‘one
should be grateful’ if the father was present was expressed.

I have shared Thando’s story to show the intersection of violence and class, as
well as the complexity in defining violence. While intimate partner violence is
framed as clearly visible and well defined within public health circles and policy
documents, my ethnographic evidence shows the difficulties involved in coming
to a consensus of what violence is or is not. With Thando’s case, I have also shown
how violence emanates from a gendered structure that favours men over women.
Shona customary norms certainly shaped both Phil’s and Thando’s practices and

36
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choices. And, despite being miles away, her family could still police her and direct
her actions. South African customary law shares similarities with the Zimbabwean
customary system, and it did not help Thando; rather it reinforced the ideology
that subordinated her. Thando was left with no recourse but to rely on an under-
resourced NGO to represent her in court, while Phil, a middle-class business
owner, hired a strong legal team to facilitate the divorce and ensure he gained full
custody over the children.

In her explanation of structural gender violence, Fu (2015, 52) defines it as
‘those forms of violence that are much more insidious and invisible because they
are hegemonic, taken for granted and part and parcel of the social norm’. She
further identifies migrant women as victims of this form of violence. Several
factors come into play in increasing the risk of violence. For example, Thando’s
legal papers to stay in South Africa were tied to Phil’s; Phil had permanent
residence but she was on an accompanying spouse permit, limiting her
opportunities to get formal work. Even if she were to win custody of her children,
she would not be able to look after them since she relied on Phil financially.
Because of this, her involvement in her children’s lives was dependent on Phil. The
psychological impact this had on her cannot be overemphasised. Scheper-
Hughes and Bourgois (2004, 1) posit that. apart from its physicality, ‘violence also
includes assault on the personhood, dignity, sense of worth or value of the victim’.
In light of this, I propose looking at Thando’s experience as gender- based
violence because of its roots in men’s domination over women.

I also use Phil’s case to refute one of the claims made in the crisis of masculinity
discourse, that men are prone to use violence because of frustrations due to
economic challenges. Phil’s use of violence cannot be read in this regard, rather it
appeared to be linked to his powerful position, which was anchored by various
institutions. Therefore, in addition to looking at violence as a result of the changes
in political and economic landscapes or disruptions that come with migration, it is
imperative to also focus on the continuities.

Migration and the patriarchal dividend

Thando’s family interpreted Phil’s behaviour as being in line with men’s
‘general behaviour’ and concluded that her case was not exceptional. Within the
context of customary norms, Phil’s behaviour was acceptable. His apparent ability
to meet his masculine role, such as paying the bills, was balanced against the
abuse that Thando charged him with. That he was cheating was not seen as
violence because ‘all men cheat’. Men still enjoy certain privileges — what some
scholars call a ‘patriarchal dividend’, meaning ‘the ability of men to benefit from
their gender class, in regards to certain rewards’ — over women (McKay, Messner,
and Sabo 2000, 111). When I asked men about violence against women, most
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situated violence within a broad spectrum of challenges that men and women
face, disqualifying violence against women as deserving any special attention.

In the following chapter, I show how migration disrupts hegemonic masculinity
when gender norms and roles are shifted. However, in Phil’s case it appears that
hegemonic masculinity was not disrupted and his patriarchal dividend was left
intact. The fact that Phil could leave Thando, and still come back and demand sex
from her, while refusing to be accountable to her, shows the privilege and power
that he had over her. This serves to show that, despite being a migrant, he does
not fall in the same category as cornered migrants who found themselves level
with their female partners after migration. As a middle-class man, he could afford
to financially take care of and exert control over two households, while some
migrant men were unable to look after themselves. His control even extended to
Thando’s family, who allowed him to discredit Thando’s complaints. One can only
wonder whether Thando’s family would still stand by Phil if he were in the same
situation as some of my unemployed interlocutors.

In explaining the differences and inequalities among men, Messner (1997, 7)
in his book Politics of Masculinities, argues that while it is true that ‘men as a group
enjoy institutional privileges, at the expense of women as a group, men share very
unequally in these fruits’. As Vetten and Ratele (2013, 10) aptly put it, ‘men’s
violence is shaped within crucibles of inequalities simultaneously gendered,
racialised and classed, intersecting with discrimination based on age and
sexuality’. Similarly, among my participants, despite agreeing on certain ideas,
their practices always differed owing to their different positions in society. Phil’s
case discredits the assumption within the crisis of masculinity narrative that
gendered violence erupts only when men fail to meet other expectations of them,
such as being the breadwinner.

Becoming spiritual:
the demonisation of violence

On 30 November, 2017, I attended an event organised by Men and Boys,
also part of the 16 Days of Activism campaign. This event was attended by
representatives of various organisations, including government departments,
NGOs and faith-based organisations. Various stakeholders had come together in
agreement that gender-based violence was a serious issue in South Africa. But
they all had different, at times overlapping, understandings of the meanings, root
causes and solutions to violence. It was evident from the deliberations that
gender based violence was a complex issue that was proving difficult to tackle
due to varied ideological and political factors. One striking presentation was
made by Pastor Rapulana, representing a faith-based organisation, who declared:
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‘We believe abuse is a spirit — a demonic activity. It is the duty of the
church to ensure this spirit is chased away and that people live in
harmony and peace. We pray for the spirit of humility in women so that
they support their partners and encourage them in these tough times’.

The pastor’s speech evoked mixed responses from the audience, with some
welcoming his remarks, others outright rejecting them, and still others remaining
ambivalent. He ended up closing the ceremony with the following prayer:

Lord, we thank you for gathering us here. Your children have failed to
address this GBV but Father, there is a name that is above every other
name. They have called different departments in the government trying
to tackle this but have failed still. We cast out this demon so that your
children can live in peace. Bless the NGOs and all those that are trying to
address this.

As the pastor spoke, I was taken aback by his prayer, despite being a Christian
myself. I was surprised by his framing of gender-based violence as a spiritual
matter at a gathering where all parties were supposed to share a commitment to
human rights. But it was not the first time I heard someone attributing violence to
bad spirits. Several men and women at Uncle Kofi’s Corner spoke of demonic
forces and how they influenced people to behave violently. However, in my mind,
I had come to associate certain spaces with certain types of languages. For
example, at religious gatherings the language of spirituality and faith was to be
expected, and at a human rights’ gathering human rights language was
appropriate. That is what I thought.

Framing violence as a spiritual matter is not uncommon in South Africa. For
example, in the introductory chapter, I briefly highlighted how Karabo Mokoena’s
murder, initially labelled as femicide, became understood as a spiritual matter
after speculations that she was killed for ritual purposes. Many of my study
participants talked of ‘demon possession’ when referring to a perpetrator of
violence, be it a man or woman, and church was usually the first port of call after
a violent interaction between couples. For this reason, NGOs and government
departments realised there was a need to engage faith-based organisations,
including churches and traditional leaders. The aim of engaging these two sectors
was to educate them so that they would apply a human rights approach and
challenge harmful gender norms espoused by religion and tradition. However,
the pastor’s remarks suggest he had a different understanding of gender-based
violence, outside of the human rights framework.

38 https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-05-09-watch--her-heart-was-missing-cop-still- believes-karabo-mokoenas
-death-a-ritual-murder/
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Many of my study participants held similar sentiments. For example, on 25
November 2017 around 9 pm, I received a WhatsApp message from Nester, one
of my female research participants, who was in a relationship with Stevo:

Hi, an hour ago, Stevo threatened me with a knife...again. He pulled
the knife, opened it, licked it and started swearing in Shona. He is now
sleeping. . . . Maybe when he wakes up he will continue. I am just tired of
this drama, I don’t want this to end in bloodshed. Even though he is
drunk, his behaviour is not normal, you should have seen his expression,
very scary. This guy is possessed.

In this text, Nester highlights two factors that may have triggered the violent
behaviour: being drunk and being possessed. Nester would eventually leave
Stevo after spending more than five years together, saying: ‘I tried to drag him to
church so that he could be delivered, but he refused, so how does he expect to
solve our problems? Now I am tired. If he wants, he can go and get delivered for
himself. I am out of his life’. From her statements, it was apparent that she believed
that Stevo’s abusive or anger problems could be solved through deliverance, a
process that entailed praying over someone’s body to entice an evil spirit to leave it.

Tafadzwa, a Zimbabwean PhD student based in Johannesburg who was part of
this study, had just finalised her divorce from her abusive husband. Similarly, she
described him as someone who was ‘possessed by some demon’: ‘Eventually I
had to make that decision to leave the abusive marriage. Yes, I believe in prayer
and I know God can change anyone, but I pray God will change him for the next
person in his life. I am done’, she said, as she burst into laughter.

Thando had tried to go to church in search of a solution. Initially she had not
told me that her husband had asked for divorce, saying only that he had moved
out of the house. I would later learn that he had served her with divorce papers,
which she had given to her pastor to pray over. I found this out when she
requested that I collect the papers for her from the church as her lawyer urgently
needed them. I read her withholding this information from me as arising from
shame about what I would think of her. When I asked her about the divorce
papers, she said, ‘To be honest, one part of me still wants to fight for my marriage
but at the moment my main objective is to get my kids back’. She was feeling
ashamed that she was still committed to someone who was asking for divorce,
and thus had only told the pastor that she wanted her marriage back.

In all three cases, the women had turned to the church hoping for a spiritual
intervention leading to the personal transformation of their partners. Burchardt
(2009, 348), in his article on the role of faith-based organisations in responding to
HIV and AIDS in Cape Town, notes how personal transformation was emphasised
within African Christianity, following the rise of Neo-Pentecostalism, and cites Van
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Dijk’s (2001) observation that personal transformation was sometimes associated
with deliverance. However, according to my study participants, deliverance was a
continuous process that was never fully attained, thereby resembling the process
of becoming.

Besides their spiritual beliefs in a higher power, most of my study participants,
particularly women who had experienced violence, had no other recourse.
Thando sought help through legal channels but to no avail; her family too was
unhelpful. Seeking spiritual help was amplified in scenarios when a person did
not have papers, and because they did not have the same rights as citizens or
permanent residents they found it difficult to access formal help. Some people
ended up without accommodation, and resorted to seeking shelter from
churches. In the process they ended up following the doctrine preached by the
church in relation to their situation. Such was the case with many of my study
participants who frequented Uncle Kofi’s Corner. Again, Burchardt (2009)
highlights how in both historical and contemporary contexts, religious institutions
have played a critical role in providing welfare and health services in many parts
of Africa. An additional reason my participants consulted spiritual institutions was
the fact that the church hardly ever presented divorce as an option. Rather,
religious leaders promised positive change, through counselling and prayer. This
seemed like a viable option for women like Thando, who despite challenges in
their relationships did not want to divorce or to seek legal help.

In order to elaborate the framings of violence as a form of demonic
interference, I refer to scholarship on endogenous conceptualisations of what it
means to be a person in some African settings. Gerrets’ (2012) study on Malaria in
Kilombero Valley in Tanzania shows how the residents attributed the aetiology of
the disease to witchcraft and spirits despite their exposure to public health
messaging. In his study on masculinities and HIV biomedical intervention,
Mfecane (2018) similarly found that his study participants attributed gender-
based violence to spiritual factors, which were difficult for interventions to
address. He and other scholars argue that this framing of gender-based violence
as emanating from spiritual forces speaks to people’s ideas of ‘what it means to be
a person in most African settings’ when unseen elements operate with seen
elements in the making of an individual (Mfecane 2018, 293; see also Nyamnjoh
2015). Mfecane further argues that interventions that target men fail because of
their narrow characterisation of gender-based violence as ‘purely a matter of
masculine domination’. These arguments, complemented by the statements
made by my study participants, fit very well with the framing of masculinities as
becoming. Here becoming relates to the immaterial world, as one becomes
possessed by spirits and becomes something or someone else. Nyamnjoh (2015,
4) expresses this very well in his discussion of frontier beings, in which he writes
that ‘spirits assume human forms, and humans can transform themselves into
spirits, animals and plants’.
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Conclusion

My aim in this chapter was to situate gendered violence among migrants
within South African scholarship, which has identified violence as predominantly
the result of hegemonic masculinity and hypermasculinity (Jewkes et al. 2015). I
have also drawn on the work of scholars who have begun to question this concept
as the only lens through which violence can be understood. Existing studies have
shown the need to situate violence and masculinity within relevant contexts such
as structural issues, political economy and indigenous framings of identities,
which include immaterial aspects (Nyamnjoh 2015; Mfecane 2018; Jewkes et al.
2014: Ratele 2017; Dworkin et al. 2015). Ratele (2013) specifically contextualises
the concept to theorise the lives of young black African men whose ideas and
practices of masculinities expose them to a high risk of both experiencing and
perpetrating violence. In similar ways my interlocutors, because of their
precarious migration status, were at risk of both experiencing and perpetrating
violence. However, because of their lack of requisite papers, they were not at
liberty to seek justice via the police for fear of being reported for migration
irregularities as well as fear of being thought less of as men.

My study participants accorded various meanings to gender-based violence,
from the cultural, political, governmental and economic to the spiritual. I have
shown the complexity of the process of defining certain behaviours as violence
and highlighted the need to unravel interrelated strands of violence that affect
men and women differently. Existing studies, particularly those emanating from
public health, have deemed gender-based violence to be knowable, quantifiable
and intervenable. But the ethnographic evidence in this chapter shows that
gender-based violence differs according to context and time, and has different
manifestations, thus making it difficult to fully comprehend. I have drawn on
findings from other studies to illustrate how men’s dominance over women is
institutionalised and practiced at all levels of society (Morrell et al. 2012). In some
cases, such violence is naturalised within hegemonic ideologies, particularly
when the dominated fail to recognise the power imbalances working against
them (Bourgois 2001), for example condemning cheating in relationships by
women but accepting if not encouraging the same practice by men.

Studies have shown that transnational migration can interrupt hegemonic
masculinity, resulting in men losing their power over women and other genders
(Howson 2013; Mangezvo 2015). While this may be so, Phil’s case shows that,
even after migration, there may be continuities in certain hegemonic
masculinities. Men may also experience forms of violence at the hands of other
men. I have attempted to qualify the pressures that men experience in trying to
meet the provider role as structural gender-based violence, and though I refer to
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this as gender-based, I emphasise that it affects men and women differently. While
acknowledging the unreliability of statistics on violence in South Africa, especially
given the politics associated with their production, I have shown how crime
reports from the police and Stats SA record that men and women are affected
differently by violence. For example, higher proportions of men were victims of
murder, while higher proportions of women were victims of sexual offences.

In South Africa, several scholars have more recently shown how certain ideas
and practices of masculinity not only harm women but men as well, especially
among marginalised groups (Ratele and Vetten 2013; Peacock, Khumalo, and
Macnab 2004). Despite such evidence, presently the ‘gender’ in gender-based
violence continues to be understood as synonymous with women, excluding men
or gender nonconforming individuals as potential survivors of gender-based
violence. This understanding draws from the theory of power relations, which
portrays men as inherently more powerful than women. However, among
anthropologists, power has since been theorised as relational and gender-based
violence as all-encompassing to include structural, symbolic and everyday
violence (Fu 2015; Scheper- Hughes and Bourgois 2004). In the field, men
indicated that their power was undermined by certain factors, for example, the
women’s rights movement and laws on violence against women. Power or the
feeling of being in control was determined by a person’s social and financial
position in society. Thus, men further down on the hierarchy were bound to
experience violence at the hands of other men and women.

This finding is in line with Ratele’s notion of hegemony in the margins, whereby
marginalised men are simultaneously subordinated and hegemonic. I have
shown how both cornered men and women experience vulnerabilities in ways
that are distinct and gendered. For example, while becoming streetwise and
being able to (ku)kiya kiya in a tough economy was commendable in men, this
same set of skills was condemned in women, and not only by men but women as
well. Unemployment, which could be identified as a form of structural violence
especially among migrants who did not have requisite papers, prevented men
from fulfilling their expected roles as providers and consequently starting a family.
However, women’s expected role as mothers was not necessarily affected. In
studies of masculinities and gender-based violence, it is imperative to investigate
violence in varied and multiple manifestations, attending both to the
interconnectedness and the varied meanings that violence assumes in different
contexts.
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Introduction

29 May 2019. It was Uncle Kofi’s 42nd birthday. The previous day, he had
invited me along with many others to celebrate. In attendance were more than 15
people. Initially, Bertha and I were the only women. On a rough and dirty wooden
table were plastic plates of the usual food: kwasa kwasa, pap and mabhonzo, and
chocolate cake, placed in the centre of the table. After eating, Uncle Kofi invited
us to ask any question that came to mind. ‘Today is my birthday, so feel free to ask
me anything; all the secrets will come [out]’, he said, giggling and showing his
milky white teeth that complemented his dark chocolate complexion. With no
direct instruction from anyone, we found ourselves standing in a semi-circle
facing Uncle Kofi. He had requested me to film his birthday celebration, and I
asked Josh the filmmaker, who also frequented the corner. Josh was behind the
camera. Uncle Kofi answered all the questions thrown at him, telling stories about
his childhood in Ghana, his attempt to go to Europe via Libya, his aspirations to
go to the United States, and how his transit through South Africa became
permanent after marrying a South African woman and having children. Those
attending the party asked him how he started his business as a shoemaker and
about his plans as an entrepreneur; others were curious to know how he had dealt
with the criticism and mockery that came with his profession. Others
congratulated him on his recent acquisition of a car. The question-and-answer
session was joyous, as people laughed and teased each other.

After we had questioned Uncle Kofi, I suggested that everyone who wished to
participate tell us how they had met Uncle Kofi, and then answer any other
question that anyone else might want to ask. I was surprised to see how keen
everyone was to share their first encounters with Uncle Kofi. Several men who had
not been very enthusiastic about taking part in my study stood up in front of the
camera to share their stories. They were ‘doing it all for Uncle Kofi’, as one of them
said, implying they were using his birthday to acknowledge his importance in
their lives. This session turned out to be an emotional one as some reminisced, as
well, about the challenges they had been through. Nine men and two women
shared their stories; below I share a few of these.

Denga, a man in his mid-30s who worked providing security services, was a
frequent visitor at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, and he had remained quite reserved during
our informal conversations. I had managed to interview him twice previously but
did not know how he had come to Uncle Kofi’s Corner or what he did for a living.
On this day he kept reiterating how Uncle Kofi was an emotional man, always
ready to shed a tear:

I was a hungry little boy. I would kneel over here [pointing], just
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listening to the conversations taking place [at Uncle Kofi’s stall]. So, this
man [Uncle Kofi] is a caring man. He would buy bread — you know, the R5
[.30 euro] bread, he would just provide that bread. It was a lot at that
time. There were a lot of people here in the church, people parking cars,
people we knew that they were well off, financially, but they would not
even care for us.... But a shoemaker would provide bread. This man is
actually caring. He has got a heart of a woman that takes care of a lot of
people. Not that he is a woman but a heart of a woman.

Ronald was a Mozambican man who had grown up in Zimbabwe:

How I met Kofi. It was when I was coming from Zim. I had a friend of
mine whom I was staying with at Meyerton. So, this guy now says, ‘Eish,
guys, now people are complaining about this place, that we are now too
crowded in one place’.... So I had to come from Meyerton to Joburg, and
I had nowhere to go, nowhere to run, so somebody directed me to our
church. So, when I was at this place, I saw this guy with the name Kofi. He
was just sitting by this place. So, I just came in and himself knew that if
you see somebody coming, there is a big problem. So, I told him my
story and he told me, ‘At this place you are not allowed to be [squat] here.
But don’t worry, you just wait, it will be dark’. Because they said there are
too many people staying here, so I would be adding to that number and
we would be too many.... Kofi said, ‘When it’s night, just go and sneak in’.

That heart of him, welcoming me, and it was a long story. So, I sneaked
in because of him. He accepted me as I am.... and took me as his brother.
It was not easy, to tell you the truth. We will be sharing funny food that he
would have bought here, R5 kip kip [snacks] at Kudzi’s place. [becoming
very emotional].... We would share food worth R20 (1.50 euro) among
seven men, not boys, we were men.... Seven men could eat R20. As for
me, this gate has got lots of stories, lots of helping things, and I had to
get some clients because I am a motor mechanic, so Kofi had to
introduce me to some of his guys.... [Saying] that ‘this one can fix your
cars’. That’s how I got up, because I used to sleep here at church, doing
everything here, but now Ronald is married, family man, white wedding,
happy man. I thank God for this man.

Uncle Kofi interrupted Ronald to add: ‘He is forgetting one thing. He is the one
who was now looking after us when he found work that paid him R20 a day. And
everyone was asking him, ‘Why do you go to that work? It’s not good’. But after
getting paid and he bought food, everyone is enjoying that food of R20’.

Ronald continued, sharing that he had worked and shared food with



CHAPTER 7 | 'A MAN WITH A WOMAN'S HEART'

BECOMING CORNERED173

everybody for more than two years. What I found interesting in his story and from
my own observations was how sharing resources had become the norm at Uncle
Kofi’s Corner. Despite the mistrust I perceived, and the reported animosity among
individuals that I had heard via the grapevine, when it came to helping each other
out, they were there for each other. Khulu, mentioned in the previous chapter, a
Malawian man of Djibouti origin, told his story of how he met Uncle Kofi:

I have known Uncle Kofi for about 14 years. What I have realised is that
he is quite a rare breed. You hardly find people like that. When I came to
Joburg I saw a lot of evil people. It’s a city infested by evil people. And I
never thought I was going to meet a good man and I met that one in him.
When I met him, it was my first [time] to know that at least you have one
in a million chance to meet a good man in Johannesburg. . . . I was kicked
out from where I was staying and had run out of cash for rent, and when
I came here the guy [Kofi] told me there was space and it was cheaper....
From there our friendship started. The first food I ate was peanuts [that
he gave me]. He is a humble man, a good man. You hardly find a person
who tells the truth in a place like this. If we refer it to the Bible, I think we
can call it one of those evil cities mentioned in the Bible and I met this
man in such kind of a city.

The speeches and conversations that day made clear that many of the people
present were fond of Uncle Kofi and each other. They also gave me a better
understanding of what people thought about ‘positive’ masculinity. During
fieldwork, at different times and to different people, I had asked the question:
‘What is a good man?’ I received varied answers, but certain phrases were often
repeated: ‘one who is responsible and provides for his family’, ‘one who respects
other people and his community’, and ‘a hard worker’. Those who had attended
the behavioural change interventions promoting positive masculinities gave
similar responses, but they were also likely to say things like: ‘one who is not
violent’ or ‘one who respects the rights of other people, including women and
children’.

Men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner spoke of Uncle Kofi in relation to certain contextual
issues, including dominant narratives of being ‘in a city like Johannesburg’ or
comparisons between themselves and others who were well off. They marked
Uncle Kofi as a different man, a rare man in Johannesburg, and these comparisons
suggested that their notion of masculinities was constructed in relational terms.
Many had commended him on how he had managed to ward off negative
influences that came with the city, alluding to the significance of space in
articulating certain practices, especially in relational terms.

Everyone identified Uncle Kofi as a good man, mainly because he had helped
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them to meet practical needs in their lives: food, transport money,
accommodation or advice. All stressed that even though he had little for himself,
he was always willing to share his limited resources. Their comments made me
realise the extent to which acting generously from a space of being cornered was
a key element of being a good man. Sharing money from a place of lack was
admirable, making a sharp contrast with those less generous churchgoers who
were, as Denga put it, ‘financially well’. Although we were celebrating Uncle Kofi
that day, and this may have led to an excess of praise, the discussion made it clear
that he was not the only one taking care of the basic needs of others at the corner.
Ronald worked for two years for R20, using all his money to buy food for his
friends at the corner. Even as I wondered at how the reciprocity operating at Uncle
Kofi’s had helped people to survive in the city, I could not help but think about
what Ronald’s family back home thought of him, failing to send anything home
because he was taking care of his friends at Uncle Kofi’s Corner.

Pols's (2016, 184) concept of ‘caring communities’ — in which ‘members do
things together, look after one another and share common goals’ — provides a
frame for understanding the relationships observed at Uncle Kofi’s Corner and,
more importantly, how the caring actions among the men who spent time there
were integral to their makeup as a community. Identifying care and involvement
as central to what communities do, she posits that caring communities and related
networks emerge from materially mediated relationships between people, which
she defines as ‘relational citizenship’ (Pols 2016, 178). Her understanding of
citizenship as something that emerges through human relationships invites us to
think beyond an individual’s status vis-à-vis the nation state. The possibility of
relational citizenship, I would argue, is particularly important in corner spaces
where state-based forms of citizenship are contested. For those who lack legal
residency status and/or work papers, and whose access to state resources is
limited, social spaces such as Uncle Kofi’s Corner provide those who are
systematically excluded ways to cope and a sense of belonging.

Uncle Kofi’s Corner was an enclave where positive masculinities were
practiced, leading to the formation and maintenance of friendship and kinship

bonds — a caring community — in a hostile city. At Uncle Kofi’s Corner, caring for
each other by sharing resources was normalised, and this norm was reproduced
as more people joined the community. In this community people from the
margins of the society somehow managed ‘to live successfully with each other’
(Pols 2016, 178), in the process creating their own basis of citizenship. Building on
Pols’s work and drawing on my observations of corner life, I propose the term
‘corner citizenship’: emerging in spaces of marginalisation, corner citizenship is
compensatory, substituting the hard-to-access state citizenship as well as the
impractical modes of NGO citizenship explored in Chapter 5.

In previous chapters, I established that Uncle Kofi’s Corner can be viewed as a
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site of enclaved masculinities, where dominant masculine ideals and tropes were
contested, negotiated and altered to match the lived realities of the men (and
women) there who found themselves on the margins of the economy and society.
In Chapter 6, I specifically explored how men understood aggression and
interpersonal violence as emanating from systematic marginalisation, structural
violence and spiritual possession.

In this chapter, I turn to examine the non-violent ways that men expressed their
masculinity, specifically how care helped maintain friendship, kinship and
community. Focusing on how migrants engaged in activities of place making as
they mapped urban space, I examine the relations and practices that emerged in
these spaces. I highlight how men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner disrupted certain gender
roles and norms as they engaged in activities and practices commonly said to be
for women. I advance this argument by examining how the practice of care
emerges among cornered men. I build on extensive research that has been done
in Southern Africa on how care practices in families and kin networks continue to
be (re)shaped by demographic processes such as migration, morbidity, disability,
population ageing and mortality, particularly in the context of HIV and AIDS
(Manderson and Block 2016; Carrasco, Vearey, and Drimie 2011; Moyer and
Igonya 2014). I also engage with research in gender studies that situates care
within (re)productive gendered practices and identities. By highlighting the
complexity of care as a gendered practice, I argue that masculinities should be
understood as relational practices shaped by space and time, and not as a taken-
for-granted stable category that defines identity. I also suggest looking at care
and masculinities beyond the gender-transformative framework championed in
the NGO world.

Care and gender

Care has been understood in multiple ways across many scholarly disciplines.
Themen and Alber (2017) have identified four approaches to the study of care.
Firstly, care has been understood as essential for establishing, nurturing and
negotiating kin relationships. Secondly, care has been looked at through the lens
of neoliberal policies that emphasise the making of responsible citizens. Thirdly,
care has been used in feminist theory to distinguish between productive and
reproductive work. There is ample evidence that in many countries, across Africa
and worldwide, caregiving roles and domestic chores are seen as the
responsibility of women, while men are expected to earn sufficient income to
support the household (see also Risman and Davis 2013). Fourthly, framing care
as a kind of labour has proved important in analyses of global care chains and
transnational migration.
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The involvement of men in care activities has become a central issue of
concern not only within the feminist movement (Abel and Nelson 1990; Fisher
and Tronto 1990; Morrell et al. 2016), but also within masculinities studies (Morrell
and Jewkes 2011) and development studies (Drotbohm and Alber 2015).
Scholars of masculinities within migration studies have also established that
migration disrupts gender norms and roles when men take up reproductive work
and express emotions historically and culturally perceived as feminine (Montes
2013; Gonzalez-Allende 2016; Pasura and Christou 2018).

Some of these studies challenge the unequal distribution of particular kinds of
care work, questioning the patriarchal status quo within which caregiving tasks are
assigned to women (Morrell and Jewkes 2011; Risman and Davis 2013). Abel and
Nelson (1990, 6), summarising the debates related to care work and gender
equality, explain that this line of argumentation stems mainly from socialist
feminists who frame caregiving work as ‘oppressive to women’ because usually it
is not freely chosen and because it is unacknowledged as labour. Other feminists,
they continue, contend that the emotional involvement that comes with
caregiving is meaningful and fulfilling to women, and is thus humanising (Abel
and Nelson 1990). Finding both of these critiques inadequate, Abel and Nelson
(1990) argue that the first overlooks the human connectedness that comes with
caring and the second overemphasises the personal fulfilment of women, while
failing to acknowledge the entwinement of caregiving and women’s subordinate
status and the ways that women are essentialised as emotionally driven caregivers
and men as intellectual and instrumental.

In South Africa, gender scholars have looked at care mostly from a feminist
perspective to distinguish between reproductive and productive work. Working
to financially provide for one’s family is considered masculine care, while the
hands-on work of taking care of children, the sick and the elderly is considered
feminine care (Morell and Jewkes 2011). This division of labour, often framed in
traditionalising discourses, reinforces gender inequality. With the aim of
challenging this status quo and fighting gender inequality, development
agencies have advocated for men to take on more care work and ‘feminine’ roles
such as childcare (Morell and Jewkes 2011). In this way, care in its many forms —
such as child care, responsible fatherhood, caregiving and care work — has been
identified as a marker of positive masculinities. In contrast, violence has been
identified as a marker of problematic masculinities. The aim of gender-
transformative interventions is to work with men to move them from one pole to
the other. In this thesis, I look at practices of both care and violence, and unpack
these with the aim of showing their complexities and questioning their validity as
clear-cut markers of specific masculinities. By looking at migration, marginality,
nationality, religion and space in relation to these concepts, we may gain a better
view of their merits and limitations in constituting certain types of men.
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Care, masculinities and migration

Following the demand for domestic/caregiving work, there has been a notable
increase in women’s migration, as well as studies documenting women’s and
men’s migration experiences (Gallo and Scrinzi 2019). Studies have highlighted
how migration may result in the emancipation of women, as they enter the labour
force, while men may report feelings of emasculation when they take up
reproductive work or when their female partners became breadwinners (Montes
2013). Other studies of migrant masculinities have highlighted the performance
of socially deviant and criminal masculinities in urban spaces (Gallo and Scrinzi
2019). Aiming to move beyond the dichotomisation of men’s and women’s
experiences of migration, and more specifically beyond the negative portrayal of
migrant men, some scholars have called for a focus on the overlaps and
differences in experiences between sexes, especially in regards to (re)productive
labour (Gallo and Scrinzi 2019; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).

In recent years, a number of studies have more positively emphasised that men
are capable of and willing to embrace change, help their partners, take care of
their children and sacrifice for their families (Pasura and Christou 2017; Montes
2013; Gallo and Scrinzi 2019). Gallo and Scrinzi (2019, 1637), for example,
explore ‘the workplace as a site for Asian migrant men in Italy to engage with
emotional and relational dimensions of paid care work’. In this study migrant men
do not disdain feminised work, such as domestic work or caregiving, but rather
embrace it. They have managed to draw from both masculinised and feminised
tasks and reconstruct themselves as respectable men and carers of the
community, especially in relation to other migrant men who are constructed as
criminals. Montes’s (2013) study of Guatemalan migrant men in the United States
explores the interplay between masculinities and emotion. She presents her study
participants as expressing emotions associated with interdependence, social
support, sadness, fear, anxiety, love and sacrifice, emotions usually associated
with femininity, as opposed to ‘anger, pride and independence which are not only
supported but strongly praised as masculine’ (Montes 2013, 471).

Because these men did express their emotions, she posits, they positioned
themselves outside of the model of hegemonic masculinity (Montes 2013, 480).
Studies such as these are insightful as they cast migrant men not only as rational
individuals who are driven by cost-benefit calculations, as stated by neoclassical
and macro-economic theories of migration, but as gendered emotional beings
who can and do engage in affective relations and practices. Similarly, in Africa,
there has been a notable shift in research on migration, moving beyond the focus
on disruptions that come with migration, health conditions and the social costs
linked to them, violence and/or problematic masculinities.
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Scholars on migration in South Africa have also begun to engage with
migration beyond the crisis narrative. For example, studies have shown how the
precarity and marginalisation that come with migration give rise to new modes of
belonging and sociality marked by conviviality and accommodation (Landau
2014, 2018; Nyamnjoh 2012b). Landau argues that following their political,
economic and social exclusion, migrants in urban spaces end up forming political
communities characterised by a sense of common purpose and shared values
where care can be seen as a critical currency. Drawing on his findings in Maputo,
Nairobi and Johannesburg, Landau (2018, 369) concludes that networks or
communities are usually fragmented and ‘are often limited to assisting others only
to overcome immediate risks or sharing information and tips for avoiding the
police or other hazards that endanger larger subgroups’. These communities of
convenience are shaped by pragmatism rather than a written ethical code that
hardly translates to long-term meaningful relationships.

In my study, I found that in certain contexts men engaged in deep and
sometimes long- term relationships that were characterised by friendship and
mutual trust. Despite dominant social expectations and other post-migration
constraints, these men found themselves in caregiving positions both in their
public and private lives. They both received care and took care of others. Among
cornered migrants, caring activities emerged as a form of kukiya kiya; for example,
Ronald worked for a small amount of money, just enough to buy bread to share
with his friends at the corner. In order to capture such forms of care in the daily
activities of migrants, I turn to theorisations of care that move beyond its
gendered dimensions and focus on the specificities of care in people’s everyday
lives as they form friendships and networks that resemble kinship.

Care, crisis and corner citizenship

Anthropologists have long established that care is an essential quality of
human beings especially in relation to other human beings (Drotbohm 2015).
Care is best understood as a social process involving other people and things. As
Drotbohm (2015, 96) puts it, care transforms the individual subject into a
relational subject, someone who is a member of society; care is thus central to
kinship ties. The need for care is accentuated in times of crisis, for example,
sickness, disability, economic crisis, loss. A plethora of studies has followed flows
of care, in moments of crisis such as mental illness (Pols 2016), disability (Krause
2018) and HIV and AIDS (Manderson, Block, and Mkhwanazi 2016; Moyer and
Igonya 2014).

Shared across these studies is the finding that care can be a vehicle of security
in crisis, as it produces feelings of inclusion within certain social spaces.
Manderson and Block (2016) suggest that the willingness to care has been
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associated with the quality of affective relationships inherent in most kinship
networks. In a special issue on kinship and care in Southern Africa and beyond,
Manderson and Block (2016), with colleagues, complicate a longstanding
conception of kinship as familial ties by unravelling senses of relatedness,
responsibilities and obligations of care. Bringing to the fore the versatility of
contemporary kinship ties as shaped by structural changes such as migration,
urbanisation and economic changes, they posit that ‘people have extended old
forms of fictive or intentional kinship and so have created new ways of being kin,
with care often the basis of closeness’ (Manderson and Block 2016, 208).

A similar observation can be made regarding Margaretten’s (2011) study of
street youth in Durban, South Africa. She examines how young boys and girls who
find themselves homeless and poor organise themselves socially as friends, kin
and conjugal lovers. In their efforts to belong and to survive the harshness of
street life, these youth find resourceful and yet provisional ways to connect with
each other by emphasising their commonalities as a collective over socially
constructed differences. They did so through imaginings of siblinghood,
brotherhood, sisterhood and even child-parent relationships. These relationships
were characterised by both material transactions and affective aspects, such as
dependence and nurturance. Margaretten, however, emphasises the flexibility
and fragility of these relationships, which could change at any time. I relate this to
Fisher and Tronto’s (1990, 40) understanding of caring as ‘activities that people —
both women and men — do to maintain, continue and repair the world with the
aim of keeping life going’. This framing of caring is associated with survival tactics,
or kukiya kiya in the case of my research, and can take any form. Mol and
colleagues (2010, 16) echo this framing when they focus on the ‘tinkering’
character of care, highlighting how people make diverse adaptations,
experimenting and adjusting ‘until a suitable arrangement is reached’. Such care,
they argue, seeks to lighten what is heavy, and even if it fails people keep on trying
with the aim of improving their circumstances (Mol, Moser, and Pols 2010, 13).

My research with migrants in Johannesburg produced similar findings: men
and women from different ethnic, national and religious backgrounds came
together to form friendships and intentional kinship, undergirded by practices of
care. Through acts of caring, individuals constituted themselves as corner citizens,
becoming members of an often- marginalised community. Attending to the open-
ended and creative use of kinship (Carsten 2004; Manderson and Block 2016,
Margaretten 2011) I observed among these migrants, I could trace their post-
migration social organisation and their ‘embeddedness, citizenship and
belonging’ (Thelen and Alber 2017, 4).

My research shows that kinship and state politics such as migration laws are not
exclusive of each other but rather interlinked. For example, the South African
government’s stance on denying particular migrants the papers required to
officially live and work in the country has created the context for multinational
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migrants to come together to create alternative forms of belonging and
citizenship that go beyond nation-states and family (see also Coe 2015). I
understand care in these kinship and friendship relations as more than functional,
and I emphasise the emotional attachments that characterise these relations.
Attending to these is particularly important for the larger study of masculinities
since men are rarely considered as emotional beings.

In the following section, I present case studies that highlight men’s caring
practices. These cases show that migration can interfere with the polarised
categories of hegemonic and positive masculinities, interrupting family structures
and gender roles, while also facilitating men to take up caring activities without
necessarily requiring them to subscribe to the rhetoric of gender equality.
Drawing on the work of anthropologists, I argue that providing care or caring for
someone is dependent on many factors including capacity, potency and social
power (Drotbohm 2015, 96; Manderson and Block 2016). This is captured well by
Manderson and Block (2016, 205) who distinguish between caring for and caring
about:

The capacity to care and decisions about who undertakes care work
are shaped by other considerations: resources and assets that facilitate
the work and costs of care; expectations and commitments at societal,
economic and political levels; alternative obligations and responsibilities
to other householders; and affective ties to others that do not always
follow prescribed kinship ideals.

Care is not a given, nor is it an identity. Instead, it is a process that is
characterised by chaos and contradictions, challenging the understanding of care
as ‘gracefully unfolding’ or as a fixed category (Fisher and Tronto 1990, 40). At
times it is strategic and the right thing to do; at other times it is an imposition.

Uncle’s Kofi’s friends celebrated his birthday by acknowledging his
generosity, linking his giving practices to his caring heart. Having
observed his behaviour during my fieldwork and also benefited from his
generosity, I agreed with the general sentiment expressed that day, even
though this generosity did not always make sense to me. A few years
earlier, on a hot Thursday afternoon in 2017, Khulu and I brought four
black plastic boxes of kwasa kwasa to Uncle Kofi’s Corner. This spicy rice

Case 1: ‘These are my people, they have
been good to me’ - Uncle Kofi’s Corner
as a caring community
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dish was one of the many ways that men at the corner would differentiate
not only ‘southerners’ from West Africans, but ‘real’ men from ‘wimps’:
real men could eat it without flinching. Kwasa kwasa also reminded Uncle
Kofi of his home in Ghana. Upon arriving at the corner, Khulu called out
to Uncle Kofi, telling him to ‘do what you do best’, meaning to share the
food. Uncle Kofi washed his hands before taking the take-away plates
and breaking them into pieces, to match the number of people who
were there.

I was surprised that Uncle Kofi would share the food I had bought with
everyone, including people I had never met, giving some to everyone
else before taking the last and the least portion. Earlier that day, he and
some of the regulars had said how hungry they were, which is what
prompted me to go and buy the food. Uncle Kofi’s behaviour astonished
me because I thought, according to common courtesy, he should have
asked me if I minded sharing with everybody present. If it were up to me,
I would not have done so. I was not sure if I should read my reaction as
my own version of ‘going Dutch’ (sharing costs), having spent a few
months in Amsterdam, or if it was due to some desire for my contribution
to be acknowledged. Either way, I later felt ashamed, especially when I
looked back on my own journey as a migrant and realised that I once was
in a similar predicament. Sharing food among economically
marginalised migrants is a gesture of friendship. It is an act of caring that
comes from having shared knowledge and experiences of both
collective and individual struggles.

When I first met Uncle Kofi in 2017, he had been in South Africa for
more than 10 years. Like most migrants, he had come to South Africa
looking for better economic opportunities. Upon arriving, however, he
struggled to find a job, so he resorted to fix people’s shoes in the streets,
a trade of which he was at first ashamed. Over the years, he expanded his
shoe repair business to include a phone and tuck shop, where he sold his
famous ice cream, sweets and snacks, toilet paper, airtime and pay-as-
you-go electricity. He often sold to people on credit, especially to
children with insufficient money for ice cream. It was not always clear how
he made a profit and, although he sometimes complained about some
people not paying, he was generally cheerful, laughing and talking with
everyone, even those who owed him money. When I asked him why he
always gave freebies and credits, he responded ‘God has been good to
me. These are my people, they have been good to me. I have been here
for more than 10 years’.

39 This case study has been published in the book Connected lives (Mkwanazi and Manderson 2020).

39
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His response showed me how, over the years, his business had
evolved beyond an economic enterprise to be more relationship based.
I also noticed this one day, midway through my fieldwork, when I was
sitting by his stool with my legs towards him. He reached out and
removed the Masai beaded sandals that I was wearing from my feet. Both
had slight tears in the front, which he repaired with glue and stitches.
‘You shouldn’t wear them like this because the tear can grow and you
spoil your nice sandals’, he said as he gave them back. Thanking him, I
asked how much I owed him. He laughed, saying: ‘You don’t pay Uncle
Kofi. Keep the money and buy your baby some sweets’. Throughout my
fieldwork, he would offer me a free ice cream on a daily basis and at
times more than once, especially when it was hot. Slowly I came to see
how he was including me in his circle of friends.

In a context characterised by chronic poverty and scarcity, I
interpreted Uncle Kofi’s sharing as an act of care. Normative masculinity
dictates that men provide for their families: this was the most common
response I got when I asked participants what a good man is. However,
Uncle Kofi’s generosity shows that men can gain respect among their
peers by providing for those less well-off and by helping provide for the
larger community. By selling things on credit, Uncle Kofi was being part
of the community and asserting political belonging as well as
strengthening friendships.

40 Portions of this case study originally appeared in Connected lives (Mkhwanazi and Manderson 2020)
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Case 2: ‘I became his brother’:
redefining kinship in a ‘foreign’ land

In August 2017, Uncle Kofi lost one of his Ghanaian friends whom he
fondly called ‘Baba’ (father). I never met Baba, as he never came by
Uncle Kofi’s Corner when I was there. Having grown up in the same
country, Uncle Kofi and Baba had become good friends and shared
many a Ghanaian meal. Although they were quite close, Uncle Kofi knew
nothing about the man’s family, other than that they were not able to take
care of him when he fell critically ill. On the day he died, Baba had called
Uncle Kofi, asking him to bring him fufu and goat soup, a Ghanaian
delicacy. Uncle Kofi said Baba seemed strong and had been in a happy
mood, and had thanked Uncle Kofi for honouring his wish and taking
care of him. A short time after leaving Baba’s house that morning, Uncle
Kofi had received a call from a neighbour informing him that Baba had
died.
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Over the next couple of days, Uncle Kofi searched for Baba’s family in
Ghana, posting messages on Facebook and WhatsApp. He also stood in
as an official relative to facilitate Baba’s burial, including identifying him
at the mortuary, speaking to the police and signing papers at the hospital
so that Baba’s body could be released. Just before the burial, he learned
that Baba had a daughter who was living and working in South Africa.
Neither the daughter nor Baba knew that the other was in Johannesburg,
but she showed up just in time for the burial and took her father’s
belongings. Uncle Kofi described the care he gave to Baba, both
preceding and following his death, as obligatory: ‘Because we are in a
foreign land with no mother, father, brother or sister, I became his
brother. He had no one to look after him when he was sick, so I had to
take care of him’. Being away from home redefined family ties for Uncle
Kofi and Baba, turning them into kin, making them responsible for one
another.

Forming bonds along national lines was not peculiar to Uncle Kofi.
Tino’s Corner Salon attracted mostly men and a few women who were
originally from Zimbabwe. This included both Ndebele and Shona
people, the two major ethnic groups in Zimbabwe. Although, there is
usually animosity between the two ethnic groups, at Tino’s Corner they
bridged this divide by sharing a bottle of Black Label (alcohol) or a plate
of kwasa kwasa. As at Uncle Kofi’s Corner, Tino and his friends shared
their resources and offered support despite some personal differences.
In the last chapter, I described how everyone at Tino’s Corner expressed
concern over one friend’s deteriorating health. Many had advised him to
go for HIV testing and to reduce his alcohol intake. Tino had even taken
him home a couple of times when he could not walk. ‘He is one of us’,
Tino had said, implying that the man was a fellow national as well as a
member of their chosen family in South Africa.

Migration, particularly among people who are economically marginal,
has the potential to rupture family ties while facilitating the formation of
new kinship ties, and thereby shaping the gender of care relations. The
fact that Baba lived in the same city as his daughter without either of
them knowing was not unusual. Nor was it unusual for Baba to forge new
kinship bonds with Uncle Kofi. The latter felt it was his responsibility to
stand in as Baba’s family at his death, although he would never have
done so in Ghana. If Baba had died in Ghana, his daughter or another
female relative would have been responsible for looking after him when
he was sick. The task certainly never would have fallen to a man outside
the family.
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Case 3: ‘It’s difficult to make other friends’:
redefining kinship in a foreign land

I met Rafik at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. Originally from Guinea, he was in his
late 20s and had come to Johannesburg when he was still a teenager; his
family remained in Guinea. He initially came to pursue a degree in
Islamic Studies, but left school and began working all sorts of jobs. When
I met him in 2017, he was working as an Uber driver. In South Africa he
stayed with three friends. He would often drive to the church premises at
lunchtime, and join the other men and women at Uncle Kofi’s Corner. A
few times I had seen him dropping off Khulu and other young Muslim
boys who spent a lot of time at the corner, and he often took them out to
eat Asian food at Oriental Plaza.

Rafik seemed closer to Khulu and Uncle Kofi than others at the corner.
I later learnt that he once stayed in the same building, attached to the
church, as Khulu did. Both of their rooms were officially rented to Uncle
Kofi, who kept his stock and equipment for his business there. According
to Khulu, at some point the landlord had kicked Rafik and his friends out:
‘These young boys from Guinea, they kept on bringing in more and more
young boys from their country. All of them in one room like a pack of rats.
The landlord was not happy and told Uncle Kofi that he needed to
manage his property well’. When I eventually had an in-depth interview
with Rafik, I learned how close he was to his friends, whom he referred to
as ‘brothers’. He explained: There are not many people here who are
Muslim and speak French. It’s difficult to make other friends. So, we
become brothers and look out for each other’. Seeing the similarities
between this and the story that Khulu told me, I concluded that their
close relationship came from their feeling of being a minority.

In November 2017, one of his close friends, Amadou, fell sick. Rafik
recalled the ordeal:

It was really terrible, I tell you. He just began losing weight
and feeling weak. We didn’t know what it was and he was scared
of going to the doctor of getting tested, you know, he feared
having a terrible disease [implying HIV]. We were all scared but
we told him, ‘It is better to know what is bothering you’. We
eventually took him to the doctor, there at Joburg Gen
[Johannesburg General Hospital]. They just admitted him but
never told us what was the problem, and they were not really
helping him. We then took him to a private doctor here at
Brenthurst and that’s when they told us he had a kidney
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problem but they needed to do more tests. And it was really
expensive, even the dialysis. The total amount was like R80,000,
and me and my friends could not afford it.

Because Amadou could not work due to his sickness, Rafik and their
other friends from Guinea put together the money to get him
medication. They realised it was cheaper to take him back to Guinea
because he would get free treatment there, so they needed to buy flight
tickets. Rafik had to go with him because he could not walk or eat on his
own. He continued the story:

We went via OR Tambo; it was a long flight because we went
through Ethiopia. The journey took us 18 hours and Amadou
was in serious pain. He cried along the way and I cried too
because I could see that he was in pain. I wished I could take
some of his pain. Because of the too much pain, he even told
me that he was gonna die.

Eventually they arrived home, and Amadou’s family was waiting for
them. They took him to the hospital and Rafik stayed for a week before
he returned to South Africa to work. He noticed an improvement in his
friend’s health even during that week. ‘If he had stayed here he was
going to die. Now I talk to him all the time. He will be coming back soon’,
Rafik said. Although he usually came to Uncle Kofi’s Corner, Rafik did not
engage that much with other men from Southern Africa. His closest
friends were Muslims and Western Africans like himself. Within this
Guinean network, their bonds were so strong that they were willing and
felt obliged to pay for Amadou’s medication and trip back home. Their
bond was strengthened because they did not have many other networks.

Commenting on friendships among migrants, Landau (2018, 7)
suggests that ‘individualised friendship becomes an important means of
generating social identities and protection especially in the context of
precarity’. But he describes these bonds as ‘short lived’: ‘Though migrant
groups occasionally form collective (usually national or ethnic) identities,
these are typically short lived and frequently fragment or become
reconfigured’ (Landau 2018, 10). Landau argues that migrants usually
form associations for strategic ends, while avoiding relationships that
may demand permanent friendships. He argues that, because of the
precarity of city life, migrants draw on a varied language of belonging to
avoid rootedness. As they are on ongoing journeys, their friendships
tend to be shallow, allowing them to participate in many worlds without
being bound to or by any.
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Uncle Kofi’s and Rafik’s stories suggest that Landau’s argument may
not hold for all migrants. Rafik explained that it was difficult for him and
his friends to make friends outside their circle because of their religion
and language. Because of this, they found themselves spending more
time together and sharing in small things, resulting in the formation of
deep friendships and a feeling of brotherhood. When Rafik told the story
about Amadou, he was emotional, and he highlighted the emotional
bonds between him and Amadou, recounting that he had cried when
Amadou was in pain. My reading on masculinities had not prepared me
for Rafik’s vulnerability and emotionality, as it is often argued that men
are unable or unwilling to express their emotions, let alone admit to
crying (Morrell and Jewkes 2011). Rafik and Amadou’s friendship was
also marked by certain responsibilities toward one another,
demonstrated when Rafik and their friends pooled their resources to get
care for Amadou. Contrary to Landau’s observations, the shared
experience of exclusion and caring for one another in South Africa
resulted in Rafik, Amadou, and their circle of West Africans forming a
formidable friendship. I would argue that the physical and normative
space of Uncle Kofi’s Corner was also integral to the formation of this
type of friendship, as it provided an enclave for caring masculinities to
emerge as an exception to the violence and exclusion the men
experienced in the surrounding city.

Uncle Kofi was often celebrated as someone who could easily
integrate with other people and for his ability to bring together people
from many nations, calling them ‘his people’. Here the geographical
space was also critical in defining members of the community. Uncle Kofi
always claimed that his status as a prince from the Ashanti tribe in Ghana
obliged him to take care of his people, something he had learned from
his late father in Ghana. Simultaneously, he was able to forge a
meaningful relationship with his country mates, on the basis that they did
not have kinsmen in a foreign land and thus needed each other. Uncle
Kofi like other migrants was able to constitute himself in different and
multiple relationships with distinct and localised codes. But everyone at
the corner called him a friend and I documented some friendships that
had lasted more than 15 years. The examples of Uncle Kofi and Rafik
demonstrate that relationships emerging from corner places are not
predetermined or solely instrumental, and that caring practices are key
to defining and augmenting such relationships.
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Kudzai, a Zimbabwean professional in his mid-30s, was married to
Sheila, also in her mid-30s. The couple stayed in an affluent
neighbourhood in Johannesburg with their four school-going children.
When I met him in 2017 he had been living in South Africa for five years.
With a master’s degree in development studies, he had been working as
a senior manager for an international NGO. In 2017, Kudzai found
himself in a situation where he had to care for his mother-in-law,
something that never would have happened in Zimbabwe, as he
explained:

It was not easy, because it’s not just about the fact that she
was my mum-in-law but because she was sick. That’s the first
hurdle; it’s not easy to look after any sick person. Culture is
irrelevant when you have no option. So, I had to do it because,
except for my wife in the later stages, nobody seemed to care.
There is one moment that stays in my memory when my wife
was away, and she, my mum-in-law, vomited, and I had to wipe her.

Kudzai told me in some detail about how he had struggled to provide
good care for his mother-in-law. In addition to diabetes mellitus, she had
recently been diagnosed with heart failure. Kudzai and his wife, Sheila,
first hired a domestic helper to look after her in Harare, but as her illness
intensified, they decided to bring her to Johannesburg so that they
could monitor her more closely as well as to ensure she access better
treatment. Standing in for Sheila, who was away on a business trip,
Kudzai went to pick up his mother-in-law from the airport. He was
dismayed to see her in a wheelchair, escorted by an airport attendant.
The last time he had seen her, she could walk on her own and he had not
known that she had gotten that sick.

Though Sheila had four married brothers, she was the only female
child in her family and was therefore expected to care for her mother.
Kudzai told me that, as he pushed the wheelchair, he wondered how he
would be able to take care of his mother-in-law when his wife wasn’t
around. Worse still, what would people say when they saw him carrying
her around, feeding her, and so on? Back in Zimbabwe, a son-in-law is
not even supposed to sit near his mother-in-law, let alone touch her.

41 Portions of this case study originally appeared in Connected lives (Mkhwanazi and Manderson 2020).

Case 4: When culture is irrelevant

41
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Despite this conflict, he saw no choice. Being in Johannesburg — away
from home, away from nosy relatives and neighbours — made it a bit
easier for him; in Johannesburg, no one really cared if he broke the
taboo of touching his mother-in-law.

Even after his wife returned from her business trip, Kudzai decided to
continue helping take care of his mother-in-law, saying that he could not
let his wife ‘do it on her own’. For six months, Kudzai and Sheila took turns
caring for her. Both had demanding jobs, so they made a schedule,
including visiting her in the hospital whenever she was admitted. Public
hospitals in South Africa encourage relatives to attend to a patient’s daily
care needs while hospital staff focus on medication. For Kudzai’s mother-
in-law, who spoke only Shona, being hospitalised was difficult. Kudzai
found himself doing unusual chores for a man in his position: feeding
her, helping her get out of bed, walking with her around the ward. In
addition to undertaking such chores, Kudzai also needed to bridge the
communication gap between his mother-in-law and the nurses, as Shona
is not easily understood by most South Africans and Shona speakers
generally do not understand isiZulu. Kudzai, like many Zimbabweans,
spoke both Shona and Ndebele (which is similar to isiZulu, the South
African language), and so could converse with the nurses at the hospital
and translate for his mother-in-law. His presence was therefore
indispensable.

At first Kudzai was quite uncomfortable. He told me that he could feel
the piercing stares from other people in the hospital — patients, nurses
and visitors — but there was nothing he could do. There was no way
Sheila could quit her job to focus on her mother. They had bills for which
they were jointly responsible, more so with his mother-in-law in hospital.
They also had to pay school fees, rent and food, and they regularly sent
money back home to his parents and other relatives. They had to work as
a team. If he was not at work or at the hospital, he was at home looking
after their four children; the same was true for Sheila. The only time
Kudzai took a break was when Sheila’s sisters-in-law briefly visited. He
described what this was like for him, as a man:

I did all this because I love my wife; I just wanted to support
her. While it was odd at first, I had to learn to be strong. You end
up doing things that you normally do not do. However, I felt it
was an honour to do that for my mother-in-law, who to me is like
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my mother. I know my culture says other things, but I didn’t
mind doing it as a man. Of course, in the hospital I could only
see women doing the work that I was doing, but I didn’t mind
doing it since my wife was at work.

While Kudzai struggled a bit within the constraints of the Shona way
of doing things, which forbade him from providing physical care to his
mother-in-law, he found himself improvising and adapting to the
situation. He decided to care for his mother-in-law, doing things he
would not have done at home to support his wife, in a context where they
did not have a wider kin network to draw support from. His statement
that ‘she was like my mother’ illustrates a shift in kinship. In Shona, the
term for mother-in-law is ‘ambuya’ and mother is ‘amai’, but throughout
our conversations he referred to his mother-in-law as ‘amai’. In many
cases, he even used ‘mhomz’, a slang word for mother. I interpreted this
as reflecting another level of informality in his relationship with his
mother-in-law. By shifting their relationship from from mother-in-law to
mother, Kudzai broke the barriers regarding physical closeness and
touch. Migration thus shifted the type of relationship he had with his
mother-in-law, allowing him to introduce new dimensions of closeness
and new modes of caring.

Kudzai’s caring practices take somewhat a different form from those
of Uncle Kofi and Rafik, particularly because he came from different
economic class. However, in all three cases, these men found themselves
cornered — ‘thrown’ into situations whereby they had to take up
caregiving roles. Kudzai had to alter certain ‘traditional’ norms to match
his lived reality. His statement that ‘culture is irrelevant’ shows that he
found cultural norms negotiable, as evidenced in him changing the
terms he used to address his mother-in-law. I understand this as Kudzai’s
ability to negotiate and create his own reality from a place of limited
opportunities. Being away from people who were most likely to police
his behaviour, such as relatives and family, afforded him the space to
redefine codes of conduct with his mother-in- law as was needed.

Discussion

Unpacking the complexity of care

These case studies show the alternative ways that care practices take form
among migrant men. Both Uncle Kofi and Kudzai explained that they ended up
engaging in caregiving for the sick because there were no women to take up the
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task. Fisher and Tronto (1990) articulate a four-phase process (fourth one not
addressed here) that illuminates some of these nuances that are obscured by
totalising categories and labels such as ‘caring men’. Kudzai’s reason for taking
care of his mother-in-law tallies with the first phase of caring identified by Fisher
and Tronto (1990): ‘caring about’ someone or something. Kudzai claimed that his
love for his wife motivated him to help, although we cannot out rule out the
economic implications had Kudzai left the care of his mother-in-law solely to his
wife. This is echoed by Manderson and Block (2016), who elaborate that in
personal relationships people ‘care for’ because they ‘care about’ them. However,
caring about someone may not always lead to action, due to structural constraints
such as limited resources. For example, take Denga’s statement in the
introduction that Uncle Kofi cared about his well-being and therefore decided to
take care of him by giving him bread. In contrast, other well-off people from the
church were in a position to take care of him because they had the resources,
however, they probably did not care about him or, as Manderson and Block (2016,
205) put it, they probably did not have the ‘affective connection that would make
such care meaningful’. This introduces the emotional aspects of care that are
usually identified as feminine. Denga concluded that Uncle Kofi’s caring (about) is
because he has a ‘woman’s heart’.

The next phase of the process is taking care of something or someone,
implying taking considerable action to change a situation. Kudzai and Sheila had
first taken care of their mother by paying a professional helper. Uncle Kofi took
care of a situation by contacting Baba’s family in Ghana. Rafik took care of a
situation by taking his friend back to Guinea. We cannot conclude from this that
Rafik was the most caring of friends, but he was, as he told me, the only one whose
papers were in order. This type of care is built on some level of power or capacity
(Fisher and Tronto 1990; Drotbohm 2015; Manderson et al. 2016). This is usually
linked to the resources that one uses to take care of a situation, for example,
money to buy what is needed or power to carry somebody: Uncle Kofi’s prior
knowledge of Ghana, Kudzai’s bilingual ability to communicate with the nurses,
Rafik having the necessary papers. Uncle Kofi’s understanding of the economic
context of the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner led him to share food with all the men
present. He understood what a small portion of kwasa kwasa meant to these men;
I would come to understand this with time. If I had understood it earlier, perhaps
I would not have been surprised when Uncle Kofi shared food with everyone.
Resources give someone an ability or power to act, which another person may not
have. Taking care of something does not always mean someone cares or holds
affection for the other.

The third level involves care giving, the hands-on work of providing care.
Kudzai moved from taking care of his mother-in-law by paying for a professional
caregiver, to feeding and washing her himself. Uncle Kofi too fed and helped
Baba to move around. Rafik helped his friend who could not walk or eat. This type
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of care can be seen as more physical than emotional, especially in light of the
studies that have argued that caregivers, especially paid ones, do not always
emotionally engage with their patients (Manderson and Block 2016). However,
Manderson and Block (2016) posit that caregiving is as physically demanding as
it is emotional. Therefore, to conclude that Kudzai carried his mother-in-law
because he was physically stronger takes away the emotions of fulfilment and
honour that came with his experience. Therefore, different aspects of care are
intertwined, as they can be independent of or dependent on other external
factors and people. They serve to show the messiness and complexities of care,
challenging us from assuming a linear transformation from being uncaring to
being caring. Engaging in this kind of care, I argue, should not be read as
evidence of some transformation. At the same time, I am also of the view,
expressed by Landau (2018, 117), that even these practices, arising as
contingencies, may become the norm with time. We cannot discount the potential
of these practices to contribute to reshaping gender.

Beyond gender transformation: care and corner citizenship

Drawing from Uncle Kofi’s and Rafik’s stories, I propose understanding care as
a kind of currency in relational citizenship, particularly in the process of
negotiating political belonging. This kind of citizenship, as analysed in relation to
care and sickness in some contexts, is said to be anchored in the tenets of
relationship-based care, reciprocity and selfhood (Pols 2016; Kontos 2017, 183).
This framing of citizenship, also taken up by Nets and colleagues (2019, 639), is
understood as a ‘relational process and as a space of action, negotiation and
change’. This was evident at Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Tino’s Corner, where men of
various nationalities and religions convened on a daily basis, transcending social
boundaries and creating new modalities of inclusion and exclusion. To be
included in the larger community, individuals had to express care and concern for
others of the community. Mol and colleagues (2010) describe such individuals as
citizens who have the right to make a choice, for example, to be part of the group
through contributing and adhering to localised codes of being. For example,
Ronald had a choice to either send money back home to his family or to share it
with his friends at the corner; he chose the latter. And by investing in the latter, he
ensured his own future care, should it be needed. In such contexts care becomes
linked with duties and rights (Fisher and Tronto 1990), as individuals take on
responsibility for each other’s needs while making claims on the group. As Fisher
and Tronto (1990, 39) write, ‘Caring was a duty (stemming from a religious,
kinship, and neighbourhood ethos) and a right (in the sense that to take on caring
responsibilities made one a member of the community who could expect
consideration from others)’.
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Uncle Kofi’s behaviour, particularly sharing food with everyone and giving
credit to community members, can be seen as efforts to build kinship and
establish political belonging or corner citizenship. Similarly, Rafik and his friends
provided accommodation to each other even if there was limited space, and even
took one of their friends back to Guinea. In both Rafik’s and Uncle Kofi’s cases,
friendships resulting from happenstance or thrown- togetherness (Massey 2005)
slowly began to resemble kinship. In explaining the difference, Fisher and Tronto
(1990, 52) argue that friendship entails individuals choosing to come ‘together as
equals and stay together as long as this serves their mutual advantage’. Kinship,
for example brotherhood, on the other hand, at times involves acknowledging
inequality, such as unequal access to resources, skills and caring needs. Rafik’s
sick friend is an example here: the friends joined hands as brothers to help him
even when they had no kinship obligation to do so. This supports Thelen and
Coe’s (2017) argument that political belonging comes with obligations and
responsibility, which may be implicit or explicit or both.

Similarly, Uncle Kofi’s assertion, that as a prince it was his responsibility to meet
the needs of his ‘community’, can also be seen as an example of corner
citizenship. Being part of the community, he felt responsible for others’ well-being
the same way that he would appreciate and expect his actions to be reciprocated.
I sensed this when he called me one day in August 2018 when I was in
Amsterdam. He phoned to tell me that some women who had started a catering
business next to his shop within the church premises had conspired to have his
contract terminated. This happened after the church authorities had complained
that too much electricity was being consumed, following the new enterprise. ‘But
the people stood by me, Linda; they said, “Uncle Kofi will not go”. You know, being
good to people pays. They will remember you’, he mused with a tone of gratitude.
Eventually the women had to leave the premises, leaving Uncle Kofi as the sole
caterer. The expulsion of these women could also serve to show how corner
citizenship was defined by the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner in ways that were
exclusionary to other groups of people.

Caring in this study can be seen as a kind of currency that allows a person to
buy membership or claim citizenship within corner spaces (Appadurai and
Holston 1998; Krause and Schramm 2011). These care practices may resemble
care within the gender (in)equality framework, but this does not warrant men to
be labelled as either belonging to one category or the other. Rather these care
practices emerge from a place of incompleteness — limited economic resources
or familial support — that is particular to migrant men and women, and they speak
more to human connectedness. These care practices also come as a result of a
disruption of gender roles without necessarily shifting gender order.

Therefore, it is imperative to find other ways of framing masculinities beyond
gender- transformative or gender-equality conceptions. For example, caring for
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family or neighbours is not unusual in many African contexts, understood as a
symbiotic relationship between an individual and society (Nyamnjoh 2015). This
is a form of relational citizenship as individuals constitute themselves as part of the
larger community through expressing concern for members of that community.

A few of my study participants repeated South African clichés such as ‘Africa is
for Africans’, ‘Umuntu, ngumuntu ngabantu’ (a person is a person through other
people), or ‘Simunye/Sisonke’ (we are one). Such claims were usually made by
migrants in their quest to assert their nativity in South Africa and by a few South
Africans who professed to be anti- xenophobic. Among those who embraced
such precepts, caring was a significant currency, for example Uncle Kofi’s claim
that his clients and all the people who come to his shop were ‘his people’ and he
had to take care of them. In their ethnographic study among HIV patients in
Kibera, Kenya, Moyer and Kageha (2014, 137) write that, while ‘the act of caring is
often what defines people as friends and family’, it is not always the case that they
come to care for their ‘loved ones’. Thus, despite the claims to Ubuntu, providing
care to family, friends or communities was not common, especially in urban areas
with fragmented kin networks and where people were concerned with basic
issues related to survival (Manderson, Block, and Mkhwanazi 2016). Therefore,
Rafik’s, Kudzai’s and Uncle Kofi’s undertakings of caregiving roles may qualify as
outliers in the general masculine society.

Migration and understanding of masculinities

These caring activities should not be read as a move towards the feminine,
because all of the men in this study thought their caring activities fit very well with
their roles as men (see also Morrell and Jewkes 2011). As verbalised by several
people at his birthday celebration, Uncle Kofi was a ‘different kind of man’ or ‘a
man with a woman’s heart’. After using the phrase ‘a man with a woman’s heart’,
Denga followed up with, ‘I am not saying he is a woman’, in order to emphasise
that he viewed Uncle Kofi as a man, just one who is different. In Morrell and
Jewkes’s 2011 study, some men framed their caring behaviours as a form of
alternative masculinity, which they termed being ‘better men’. However, despite
feeling that they were ‘better men’, they did not view their acts as opposing
patriarchy. Rather, their caring actions were situated within the provider and
protector roles, reflecting a more benevolent patriarchy. Despite caring, they
retained patriarchal beliefs that men were superior to women. In Gallo and
Scrinzi’s (2019) study among Asian migrants employed as porters in Italy, they
establish that their study participants drew from the feminine qualities as long as
doing so helped them to fulfil their masculine role. For example, they drew from
their experience working as domestic caregivers or cleaners to present
themselves as suitable carers in the community, as porters. The migrants, most of
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whom were Catholic, presented themselves as better and more trustworthy than
Muslim migrants from Africa, whom they constructed as dangerous. Similarly, we
see how Uncle Kofi is presented as a good man in relation to other men in the ‘evil
infested Johannesburg’, demonstrating that masculinities are usually framed in
relational terms.

While the migrant men in this study showed signs of becoming more
comfortable expressing emotions and engaging in practices traditionally
assigned to women, they simultaneously exhibited attitudes associated with
hegemonic masculinities. Uncle Kofi’s adamant statement that ‘a husband cannot
rape his wife’ is one example of his holding on to patriarchal beliefs, something
that disqualifies him from being considered a ‘gender equitable man’. ‘When a
woman is getting married, she knows her husband needs to eat whenever he is
hungry’, he added, referring to sexual expectations placed on a woman at
marriage. Kudzai went so far as to openly denounce gender equality. Referring to
my previous work with NGOs focusing on gender equality, he told me, ‘You guys
take it too far with your gender equality blame game, basing on assumptions you
are not sure of’. Rafik said that, as a Muslim man, he was guided by Islamic
principles and that a woman would never be equal to a man. These examples
show that men can easily engage in caring activities while simultaneously
upholding views and norms that do not support gender equality. Men’s deep
ambivalence toward gender equality did not prevent them from stepping up to
care for one another nor did it stop them from framing their caring practices as
markers of the enclaved masculinities that made Uncle Kofi’s feel welcoming to
both them and me.

Howson (2013) speaks of exaggerated masculinities arising among a group of
migrant men who seek to distinguish themselves as ‘better men’. Mangenzvo
(2015) takes up this point when he explores how Zimbabwean men who had
experienced xenophobia performed exaggerated masculinities that were
opposed to violent masculinities, so as to distance themselves from what they
considered problematic masculinities. Matshaka (2009), as well, in her study of
Zimbabwean street-corner traders in Cape Town, established that these migrant
men went to lengths to present themselves as hardworking, distinguishing
themselves from South African men whom they labelled as lazy and violent. Based
on these examples, it would not be far-fetched to posit that some men in the
present study took up caregiving roles as a performance to set themselves apart
from other men. While this may apply in some contexts, it does not account for the
men’s affective relations, as when Rafik cried over the pain of his friend Amadou.
One could argue that because these men were cornered, they had few options
but to care for one another, but this would overlook the fact that they were not
passive, subjugated individuals; they made conscious choices to care and being
in a ‘foreign’ country presented them with space to step away from culturally
expected masculine identities. Additionally, their caregiving practices enabled
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them to connect emotionally with other people in their circles. As Montes (2013,
487) argues, ‘migration becomes another determining factor of change within the
construction of masculinities’, as it allows individuals to connect with other people
in deeper ways.

Conclusion

The case studies presented and arguments made in this chapter challenge
simplistic understandings of care, caring and caregiving as markers of alternative
or positive masculinity. Given the constraining social and economic environments
in which the migrant men I spent time with found themselves while living in
Johannesburg, they sometimes took on non- traditional gender roles such as
caregiving. While such stories help us to move away from the dominant narrative
of hegemonic violent masculinities in South Africa, it does not necessarily mean
that there is gender equality. Men’s involvement in care roles does not mean that
they have moved from one category of masculinity to another. Understanding
care as a process rather than a single act help us to move beyond simplistic
explanations and to avoid stereotyping certain practices as masculine or
feminine. Caring activities cannot be used to distinguish feminine from masculine.
None of the three men discussed here celebrated their behaviour as enlightened,
feminist or even normal. I have argued that migration shrinks and reshapes social
networks, ‘forcing’ men to do what they normally would not do in their place of
origin. At the same time, being away from family and kinsmen allowed these men
to manoeuvre within the constraints of societal expectations. Migration did
disrupt gender norms; a man may simply have no option but to take on care work
when he is away from wider kin networks and when no women are available to do
the work. Caring activities may also just be a way of securing social and political
belonging after migration. But just because they are ‘forced’, it does not mean that
men do not find emotional value in providing care. Therefore, we cannot discount
the idea that men take care of each other because they care about each other.
Following Nyamnjoh (2015), this should not be read as men being opportunistic
or calculating; rather they are frontier beings who are trying to make do in the face
of uncertainty and, in the process, finding convivial ways to co-exist with and
cushion (materially and emotionally) each other.
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Introduction

The last decades have seen a proliferation of narratives related to masculinities
in post- apartheid South Africa. In this dissertation, I have focused on how these
narratives intersect with migration and marginalisation, and I have specifically
examined how migrant men in inner-city Johannesburg have responded to
political, economic, legal and social marginalisation, as well as to dominant anti-
migrant and problematic masculinities narratives. I have argued that systematic
marginalisation and discursive practices may result in men becoming ‘cornered’,
leaving them with no or limited room to manoeuvre. In such a position, men find
it difficult to live up to their own and society’s gendered expectations. Related
research in various contexts has conceptualised men’s inability to fulfil masculine
expectations and roles as ‘failed masculinities’. This notion of failed masculinities
has been offered to explain men’s use of violence, presumably as a way to
compensate for their failures (Dube 2016; Morrell 1998; Jewkes and Morrell
2010; Ratele 2013). For example, building on the idea of a ‘crisis of masculinity’
(Hamber 2010; Cornwall et al. 2011), studies in South Africa have portrayed men
as struggling to embrace the changes that came with the post-apartheid new
democracy and its support for women’s legal equality (Clowes 2013).

This new democracy has been associated with a shift in gender relations and a
consequent emasculation of men, resulting in the increasing prevalence of
violence against women and the associated spread of HIV (Morrell 1998). These
assumptions gave impetus to many interventions targeting men to mould them
into responsible and ‘gender-equitable’ individuals. Owing to their social,
economic and legal positioning in society, migrant men have been
disproportionately targeted by such interventions, because they are presumed to
be ‘highly mobile’. High mobility has been associated with an increased risk to
transmit HIV as well as higher levels of violence (Campbell 1997). Despite being
identified as a ‘key population’, migrants are still not adequately provided for in
the national policy on health coverage (Vearey 2017), placing them in an
ambiguous position regarding access to state resources. This becomes an added
rationale among some NGOs, who seek to fill the gaps in government services for
marginalised migrants. While there are many NGOs and interventions that target
migrants, I have focused on interventions that target men with the aim of
addressing gender-based violence (and HIV), through encouraging men to
change behaviour. The interventions I examined in this study situate gender-
based violence within the gender (in)equality framework on one side and care in
its different manifestations on the other side. Such interventions are premised on
the ‘crisis of masculinity’ theory, as described above.

In as much as I concur that men are often forced to shift their ideas and
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practices of masculinity in response to the lived realities of marginalisation, I have
argued, using empirical evidence as presented in the preceding chapters, that
the resulting shifts are more varied and unstable than ‘masculinity in crisis’ would
suggest. I have attempted to show how men understood violence as emanating
from deeper underlying issues, more economic and political than gendered. I
have also shown how violence, according to my participants, was neither a given
attribute of masculine identity nor a predetermined outcome, but was a practice
triggered by various factors that resulted in what I have termed ‘being cornered’.
Hence a man might be both violent and caring; he could believe in women’s
empowerment but not subscribe to the rhetoric of gender equality; or he could
subscribe to gender equality and still act abusively towards women or other men.
Men who find themselves in cornered positions respond to normative ideas of
masculinities in undetermined and multidimensional ways.

While men’s perpetuation of violence and women’s disproportionate risk and
experience of violence cannot be overemphasised, my findings show that
violence was a complicated multidimensional practice that was not only difficult
to define but also varied in its manifestations. My findings call to question current
developmental practices that aim to solve the problem of gender-based violence
by training problematic men in positive masculinities so that they become better
men, using individual behavioural change interventions. These practices, and the
theory of change that motivates them, are further complicated by the metrics
used to define and measure positive masculinities, primarily simplistic
frameworks that assume linear transformation. The present study, echoing
findings by Jewkes and colleagues (2015) and Ratele (2015), shows that the
solutions implemented by NGOs do not always achieve the desired results,
especially when they are entangled in the politics and messiness of the everyday
lives of the NGOs and individuals involved. Further, my research shows that some
men (and women) participate in such interventions with the aim of getting access
to the labour market. In this way NGOs have unintentionally provided spaces
through which cornered migrant men (and women) can execute kukiya kiya
endeavours in an effort to escape the tough economy.

The ethnographic material presented in this thesis challenges the widely
circulated and deterministic ‘crisis of masculinity’ narrative whereby violence is
understood as a straightforward and inevitable outcome of being cornered. With
the aim of capturing the many challenges that men in inner-city Johannesburg
face in their everyday lives, I have coined the term ‘cornered masculinities’ as a
spatial metaphor for marginalisation. This is a space of unpredictability and
contingency. Scarcity, competition, unequal distribution of resources and
opportunities, disappointments, unpredictability of employment and housing,
poor health and meagre food, xenophobia, corruption — all these may contribute
to violent interactions among and against migrants. The same factors may also
combine to create contexts in which kinship, friendship and positive gender roles
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emerge as strategies utilised by differently positioned migrant men to cushion
and distinguish themselves.

I have opted for a theory that can simultaneously capture the powerful
structural forces that constrained the lives of my study participants as well as the
impact of their desires in finding new possibilities. While drawing on the ways that
study participants have used the concept of cornering to theorise the structures
and opportunities that shape their lives, I have also engaged with the
anthropology of becoming (Biehl and Locke 2017) to argue against an
understanding of migrant men as a sum of the forces that construct or constrain
them. Rather, I show the ways they move ‘around impasses or push through them,
carving out small life chances against the odds’ (Biehl and Locke 2017, 75). In
spite of the crises, and particularly the ‘money crisis’, to quote my interlocutors,
men always found ways to make do. I have termed such agentive efforts ‘kukiya
kiya’ after my interlocutors’ theorisations of themselves. Metaphorically, this
phrase describes the process of trying many keys to open a door. I have also
framed the tinkering aspect in care as kukiya kiya to capture the flexibility and
diverse adaptations, experiments and adjustments (Mol, Moser, and Pols 2010) by
migrant men in their efforts to cope with the harshness of corner spaces.
Understanding masculinities in relation to kukiya kiya helps us to move away from
totalising theories that frame people as either this or that, an assertion that
Nyamnjoh (2015) refutes using the concept of frontier Africans. Similarly, I present
the participants in this study as ‘frontier beings’ who ‘can simultaneously belong
and not belong, be a present absence and an absent presence, without the
compulsion of the zero-sum games of a regressive and stunted rationalism’
(Nyamnjoh 2015, 8). I also extend the notion of kukiya kiya to frame the multiple
efforts by NGOs to reinvent their ideas and interventions that aim to adapt to the
shifting funding landscape in the context of global economic recession (Lorist
2020; Mueller-Hirth 2019).

I have found the concept of hegemonic masculinity, as developed by Connell
(1995), useful in understanding power dynamics within gender hierarchies (within
and between genders) as well as in identifying normative ideas of masculinities.
In addition, Ratele’s (2013, 2016) expansion of the concept in relation to violence
and homicide among black South Africans was relevant particularly for capturing
the ambiguous position of migrant men, who despite subscribing to certain
hegemonic masculinities, also lacked social power and were thus in a subordinate
position. Their self-reported use and ideas of violence were not always about
dominating others, as might be implied by hegemonic masculinities framing, but
rather seemed to emanate from a place of powerlessness or insecurity, for
example, in response to violence targeting migrants. Paying attention to these
nuances is imperative particularly in the study of masculinities, where for some
time now, broad-brush strokes have been applied to diagnose certain
populations (such as migrants and men in general) as problematic and in need of
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transformation. Such population-level diagnoses can obscure the many ‘political,
economic and social discontents behind their symptoms’ (Biehl and Locke 2017,
65). I propose looking at masculinities not as a structure, as implied by the term
‘hegemony’, but as an open-ended space (corner) that is under construction and
thus never finished (Massey 2005; Nilan 1995; Nyamnjoh 2015; Biehl and Locke
2017). My use of the corner as a lens to understand masculinities was my way of
theorising with my interlocutors who understood their quotidian challenges as
temporary corners rather than as permanent structures.

Using case studies of migrant men, I have shown how migration contributes to
shaping masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa by disrupting gender roles
and familial structures, albeit not changing gender order per se. While the study
focused mainly on migrant men in a resource-poor setting, I also considered the
experiences of women, South African nationals and migrant men from different
economic and social classes. My aim of including people from such social groups
was to avoid coming to conclusions about black migrant marginalised men in a
vacuum; I aimed rather to relate their experiences to others. Theoretically, I have
included experiences of men and women from other social categories because I
understand masculinity as relational, and not only to femininity but other factors
such as class, nationality space and time. I have shown how men understood and
practiced their masculinities in relation to what they thought of South African men
and women as well as men from different economic classes. By including women,
I sought to show how masculinities are not about what men think or do only, but
also about how women relate to those ideas and practices. In the following
section I highlight the key arguments arising from this study, drawing on the
findings of the preceding chapters. I also highlight areas for further research,
including observations I made and found relevant but could not fully pursue.

Associations between marginalisation and
gendered violence in migrant populations

One of my aims was to explore how gendered violence was associated with
masculinities in marginalised migrant population. My findings have established
complex interconnections between violence and gender. Using several case
studies, I have shown the paradoxical positions of migrant masculinities when it
comes of violence in post-apartheid South Africa. As men, my study participants
were part of the collective group of predominant perpetrators of violence against
women. And, despite their privileged position as men, their varying legal,
economic and social statuses produced variation in how they experienced their
purported male privilege. Being socially and legally marginalised made them
targets of other forms of violence, such as xenophobia and structural gender-
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based violence, as explored in Chapter 6. In explaining the differences and
inequalities among men, Messner (1997) and Vetten and Ratele (2013) argue that
all men do not share equally the privileges of being men, although they enjoy the
collective privilege of being superior to women.

This reality made it difficult for me to focus on men’s reported use or
understanding of violence against women in isolation. I was compelled to
examine the interconnectedness of different forms of violence and their
gendered dimensions. In this process, I ended up looking at structural violence
and legal and political factors together as cornering factors that were gendered
in their manifestation because they affected women and men differently. For
example, the xenophobic sentiments and attacks covered by the media centred
particularly around masculinities as exemplified by the rhetoric ‘they take our
women and jobs’ (Misago 2016). Based on the photos and videos that circulated
during the September 2019 xenophobic attacks, it was evident that this was a
battle fought by and against men. This is not to exclude the participation of
women who were equally vocal, especially on social media and in the workshop I
refer to in Chapter 5. However, men were the most visible among those marching
and protesting in the streets.

Accordingly, NGOs that aim to address xenophobic violence have
purposefully targeted men from resource-poor settings, with the workshop on
xenophobia that followed the violent eruptions as but one example. However, not
many men attended such interventions for various reasons, including because
they did not find such projects helpful or relevant, and secondly, they felt they had
other ‘better’ ways to spend their time, such as attending to income-generating
activities that might ensure their survival in a tough economy. Women ended up
attending such interventions, instead, for reasons that are not necessarily
congruent with the objectives set by the NGOs, for example, to get food or
transport money. The few migrant men who attended such interventions whom I
was able to interview were motivated by reasons other than learning about
violence; for example, John hoped to eventually get a paying job as a reward for
his volunteering.

Working from the assumption that gender is relational, I also explored the
manifestations and understandings of gendered violence in relation to women’s
experiences. Women as a collective occupy a lower level in the gender hierarchy,
making them more susceptible to inequalities and violence. However, their
specific position in society determines the level of impact and how they may
respond to such inequalities. For example, Nomthi, the South African woman
discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6, shared experiences that were similar to
those of Thando from Zimbabwe (Chapter 6), with both women experiencing
abuse at the hands of their partners. Despite the similarity of their situations, their
different positions in society, particularly in relation to their migrant statuses,
resulted in different outcomes.
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Nomthi as a South African had resources that made her options to leave her
marriage relatively easier than was the case for Thando. In fact, Nomthi initiated
divorce while Thando refused it, because she was not financially stable and thus
unable to provide for herself. Nomthi had many friends and relatives in
Johannesburg who could help her; Thando was considering going to a shelter for
abused women. While both women left their children with their husbands,
Thando was denied access to see them and, as a migrant with no papers, she had
no recourse. On the other hand, despite having left her husband, Nomthi still had
the upper hand: ‘He cannot play games with me otherwise I will go to [the
department of] Home Affairs and revoke his papers. It is just that he is looking
after my children’. Nomthi’s husband had certain boundaries that may have
limited his behaviour or attitudes towards Nomthi; Thando’s husband felt he did
not need her for anything. Collectively, women share similar risks, particularly of
violence by men, but their specific social position can determine their choices and
costs.

Similar conclusions can be made about men collectively and as individuals. At
face value, the men in my study appeared to subscribe to equal treatment of men
and women to varying degrees. For example, the men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner and
those working for feminist NGOs openly denounced violence against women.
Other men professed respect for women, but only when they were sober. When
they were drunk, I heard them use derogatory names for some women, such as
‘gold digger’ or ‘black mamba’. Despite their inconsistent attitudes, it was
apparent that there was usually an internal (and at times expressed) conflict
between ideas of gender equality and the place of men in an ‘African’ gender
order, wherein men were expected to be leaders and protectors of their families
and communities. In this thesis, I have suggested understanding such masculine
ideals and expectations as forms of cornering that provide men with limited
opportunities to express themselves as men.

Feminist scholars of masculinities have identified such views, beliefs and
statements as markers of ‘toxic masculinity’. The Gender Equitable Male (GEM)
scale developed by Pulerwitz and Barker (2008), which has now become the
flagship tool of the International Men and Gender Equality Study (IMAGES),
identifies statements and attitudes similar to those that some of my study
participants shared. However, the GEM scale defines only two categories of men:
gender equitable and gender inequitable. Violence against women by men is one
of the many markers of gender inequality, while men’s involvement in
reproductive roles involving care work is identified as a marker of gender
equitability. Such a framing makes it difficult to conceptualise the experiences and
practices of men in my study, who straddled multiple albeit temporary categories
as they challenged being confined to ‘neat dichotomies and exclusionary
identities’ (Nyamnjoh 2015, 7).
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Based on some of their attitudes and views that showed contempt for women
and other genders (see Chapter 6), one may be tempted to prematurely conclude
and label my study participants as violent. To counter this, Chapter 7 presents
differently positioned men engaging in caregiving roles in their families or
communities. Such practices, if read as stand- alone, could lead us into defining
these men as gender equitable, a pitfall that Morrell and Jewkes (2011) warn
against. These two scholars further argue that ‘efforts to change men through a
focus on caring should secure a connection with gender equity through
promoting human rights, empathy and emotional involvement rather just caring
as a duty’ (Morrell and Jewkes 2011, 9). Doing so would exclude some men in this
study who condemned violence, engaged in care work including caring for the
sick and aged, and expressed emotions, but still did not find value in human rights
as such rights did not seem to pertain to them as marginalised migrants. They
particularly shunned the idea of gender equality, because of their cornered
position wherein they found themselves economically, racially, legally and socially
marginalised. Here they echoed Ratele’s (2017, 116) rhetorical question, ‘Equality
with whom?’ This becomes further complicated if we consider power imbalances
(Lorist 2020) between those who get to define the parameters of equality (such as
those in the development world) and their targeted populations (such as the men
in this study).

Masculinities, marginalisation and
alternatives to violence

Despite the everyday occurrence and seeming normalcy of violence, my
interlocutors’ lives did not revolve around it. Rather, they moved on with their lives
as best they could, given their contexts. From their place of incompleteness and
inadequacy, cornered migrant men formed and/or altered convivial networks
such as friendship and kinship to cushion themselves. In such relationships, care
was a currency that cemented bonds. Men engaged in practices of (re)defining
localised scripts and moral codes that were not exclusive to each other.

In the gender-transformative framework, gender-based violence is a marker of
problematic masculinities that can be countered by promoting positive
masculinity ideas and practices, such as men engaging in care work. In reaction to
these claims, I have illustrated the complexities associated with both factors as
markers of masculinities. While terms such as’ gender equitable men’, ‘men who
care’,’ violent men’ are common in public health literature and within
development interventions, this study establishes that such terms present people
as ‘stable or fixed unidirectionally determined by history, power and language,
culture’ (Biehl and Locke 2017, 42). Instead, an individual’s ideas, practices and
behaviours are shaped by specific temporal and spatial contexts; hence a man’s
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identity as a man is continually being worked on and negotiated based on certain
factors that either inhibit or enable certain behaviours relating to violence and care.

A nuanced analysis of the practices of care and violence, beyond their
simplistic framing within the gender-transformative framework, shows that
violence, like care, is a complex issue that involves many (f)actors, enablers and
inhibitors. To illustrate this point, I refer to Kimo’s story in Chapter 6 and his
statement, ‘I am the king and my wife is my slave’. Every time he said this, I read it
as his way of provoking me, soliciting my attention or picking at my thoughts. Men
at Uncle Kofi’s Corner assured me that he was joking and that he would never act
like that. Their reasoning was that, as a migrant man married to a South African
woman, he was not in a position to abuse his wife despite his self-proclaimed
violent behaviour. The more I spent time with Kimo, the more I became convinced
that he probably was just bluffing. But I could not help but wonder, if I had used a
questionnaire in my study, how his bluffing would have influenced his responses
and impacted my findings. Reflecting on Kimo’s responses and his general
behaviour, I began to question how ideas of masculinity shaped individuals’
behaviour as research subjects. What could have been Kimo’s motivation to
present himself as a man in charge of his household through the use of violence,
even if everyone else discredited his claims?

Kimo was not the only one who took up such a subject position. As indicated
in Chapter 5, the female peer educators staying at the shelter, and volunteering
for Men and Boys, had presented themselves as survivors of gender-based
violence. Timmy from Men and Boys thought they were survivors of gender-based
violence and that is why he had offered them a paid opportunity to be peer
educators. John, also in Chapter 5, openly supported interventions that
addressed violence against women and promoted the rights of migrants, but
privately he denounced the efficacy of both. Given such scenarios, it becomes
complicated to place any of the people I spoke with in a well-defined category
based on their statements, attitudes or even practices. One can profess to be
gender equitable but not act accordingly, similarly, one can profess to be gender
inequitable (violent) but not act accordingly. This insight resounds with a
statement made by Lang and Williams (1977, 112): ‘a lived hegemony is always a
process. It is not, except analytically, a system or a structure. It is a realised
complex of experiences, relationships, and activities, with specific and changing
pressures and limits’. Jewkes and colleagues (2015, S113) similarly argue that
‘hegemonic positions are occupied situationally through practices that differ per
context.’ Therefore, I suggest that we understand violence and care as situated,
processual practices that depend on enabling or disabling factors, which I
describe in the following paragraphs.
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Understanding practices of violence and care as processes

Among study participants, a ‘South African woman’ came to mean someone
who knew their rights ‘too much’ and had an upper hand somehow, because of
the resources available to her, as exemplified in the case of Nomthi. John’s
comments in Chapter 5 that ‘women here have too many rights’ can be read as
reflecting his disappointment that he felt restricted by women’s rights. In this way,
being a ‘South African woman’ was not a protective factor against violence per se,
but reflected an association of South African womanhood with an awareness of
rights. Even if Kimo was serious about his threats, certain inhibiting factors would
prevent him from acting in a violent way, particularly as a marginalised migrant.
These factors included the law that would protect his wife and his dependency on
her for papers and income. Linked to this, another factor in deterring migrant men
from violence, particularly those who did not have papers, was to avoid getting in
trouble with the law. As the South African government had already labelled them
‘illegal’ by denying them papers, they needed to avoid contact with police at all costs.

In addition to the law as a deterrent, there was also the issue of morality and
the need to be seen as respectable. This was apparent in many conversations I
had with study participants. For example, while men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner
subscribed to the idea that men held sole leadership in households, they always
followed such statements with a caveat like ‘that doesn’t mean a man does
whatever he wants’. Even though some things were permissible given men’s
advantaged position in the gender order, not everything was acceptable. In
Chapter 4, I argued that men at Uncle Kofi’s Corner made efforts to distinguish
themselves as respectable men, different not only from South African men who
they constructed as violent and lazy but also from wealthier men who they
constructed as abusers who thought money could replace love. While such
statements were opinions and not based on evidence, studies in other contexts
found that migrant men performed exaggerated masculinities as a way of
asserting and distinguishing themselves in transnational spaces where they
otherwise felt emasculated by factors such as unemployment (Donaldson and
Howson 2009; Mangezvo 2015). Feeling emasculated does not always result in
aggression; it may also result in men’s overcompensation in positive masculinities
as a way of constituting their respectability.

Notions of respectability were also linked to religious values. Men at Uncle
Kofi’s Corner drew on their Christian and Islamic values of maintaining peace and
love in their homes. Gender ideologies perpetuated via religion, unlike those
espoused in gender-equality interventions, allowed them to maintain their
unquestioned position as decision makers and leaders while at the same time
condemning violence. Dube (2016) gives a similar example, drawing on
Horowitz’s (2001) study, that Afrikaner men were taught ‘ladies first’ while African
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Xhosa men were taught ‘men first’. Dube (2016, 84) notes that both scenarios
were undergirded by the assumption that women were the weaker sex in need of
protection. This example shows that while interventions may target certain
characteristics of hegemonic problematic masculinities, this does not always
translate to a shift in gender order. In the same way, taking up caregiving roles
cannot be read as evidence of a gender transformation (Morrell and Jewkes
2011). What became apparent, rather, was that men were more accepting of the
shift in gender roles but not necessarily their position in the gender order.
However, Morrell and Jewkes (2011, 9) conclude that although men’s
engagement in care work should not be read as an indicator of gender equality,
the practices may nonetheless result in broader gender transformations at a
societal level through identity and value transformation at individual level.

The role of geographical space in shaping migrants’ practices and ideas
cannot be overemphasised. As argued throughout the thesis, different spaces
came with varying codes and scripts of how to behave as a woman or man. South
Africa as a space for migrants also came with certain notions of masculinities and
femininities, for example when it resulted in the shifting of gendered roles and
practices. In Chapter 7 I explored how migration could disrupt hegemonic
masculinities when men took up gender roles that were historically and
traditionally thought be the domain of women, for example, caregiving. I have
shown how cornered men with limited options and resources find themselves
having to take care of each other. This type of care can be read as a strategy to
create friendships and fictive kinship, thus building up a network of reciprocity, as
well as establishing political belonging. But these activities also show men as
emotional beings. The supposed inability of men to express emotions has been a
topic of discussion in the study of masculinities and another motivation for
interventions that work with men to change their behaviour (Montes 2013). While
men have been associated with courage, guts or fearlessness, aggression, pride
and anger, other emotions, such as those related to dependency, fear and care,
have been thought of as feminine and off limits for men (Ratele 2013; Montes
2013). Furthermore, men are said to bottle up emotions in order to show they are men.

However, as I have shown, men can still be men and express emotions
conventionally associated with women, as captured in Denga’s statement about
Uncle Kofi being a ‘man with a woman’s heart’. I have argued that such caring
practices do not always imply a change in gender norms. However, the possibility
of bringing about individual change cannot be discounted. Consider, for
example, the statement made by Kudzai that he felt honoured to have looked
after his mother-in-law. A similar finding was recorded by Sinatti (2014) among
Senegalese migrants in Italy, where one participant testified that undertaking
household chores following migration made him a ‘better husband’ who could
understand the difficulties that his wife had experienced (Sinatti 2014, 222).
Montes (2013, 481) concludes that migration ‘might create the opportunity for
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men to get in touch with deeper emotions that would be overlooked under
normal circumstances [in their countries of origin]’.

Migration facilitates alterations to masculine ideals and practices. For instance,
traditional notions of marriage and intimate relationships were sometimes
redefined, as exemplified by Tino, who opted for cohabitation because he failed
to raise money for bride price. Based on his lived reality, he came up with his own
terms and conditions of marriage. He told me that he only dated women who did
not mind cohabiting without a payment of bride price. Despite not paying any
lobola, he still called his girlfriend ‘wife’, thus challenging the meaning of the term.
In this way he could still enjoy referring himself as a married man, despite not
paying the bride price. Kudzai declared the irrelevance of his Zimbabwean
‘culture’ in the South African context. Men redefined scripts and came up with new
codes of what was acceptable, or not. For example, while marriage was desirable
to most men, it was still fine for someone to wait for the right moment as defined
by their ability to provide. A man’s ability to wait and endure emerged as a marker
of respectable and responsible masculinities in contexts where men failed to
meet societal expectations. Kudzai found new meaning in his experience with his
mother-in-law, presenting himself as a man who loved his wife to the extent that
he could overlook traditional scripts on how in-laws should relate to each other.
Even his relationship with his mother-in-law was altered when he began seeing
her as his own ‘mother’ instead of an in-law. In these scenarios, migration, and
particularly being physically removed from cultural institutions such as the
extended family, provided opportunities for men to shift their ideas and later
practices to better fit their lived realities.

Thando’s family and Nomthi’s in-laws expressed the same views and attitudes
as the police officials who helped Thando in South Africa. The latter told Thando
to be grateful that ‘at least Phil was taking care of the children’, a statement that
was supposed to console and possibly silence her so that she did not seek legal
help. Nomthi married a Nigerian man who had been treating her well, but this
continued only until he got his papers. He started having an extramarital affair
with a Nigerian woman. Nomthi as the lawfully wedded wife had hoped to get
support from her in-laws in Nigeria. However, to her disappointment, the family
supported the idea of Nomthi’s husband marrying another Nigerian woman ‘who
understood their culture better’. As in Thando’s case, the family encouraged
Nomthi to agree to this arrangement as long as he took care of her and the
children. Nomthi fumed: ‘They thought money could replace love’. I find striking
similarities in Nomthi’s and Thando’s families, as in both cases, families in the
countries of origin played a significant role in supporting the men’s desires,
without necessarily considering the perspectives of the women involved. These
examples resonate with Connell’s (2000, 29) assertion that ‘masculinities are
configurations of practice within gender relations, a structure that includes large-
scale institutions and economic relations as well as face-to-face relationships and
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sexuality. Masculinity is institutionalised in this structure, as well as being an
aspect of individual character and personality’. In light of this, several studies have
empirically illustrated how gender inequality is embedded in institutions such as
families, government, schools and religion (Jewkes et al. 2012), posing a
challenge for development interventions that focus on individual behaviour
without considering the role of structural factors in shaping that behaviour.

Drawing from examples in Chapter 7, I analysed care practices as a way for
men to constitute themselves as responsible citizens. Building on several studies
that have looked at citizenship beyond the sovereign state, I have analysed the
relationships that my study participants had with each other as a form of relational
citizenship that allows one to claim rights in a certain social space. Terming it
‘corner citizenship’, I highlighted how this is particularly important for migrants
without papers, whose formal citizenship is usually contested, even though there
are NGOs that specifically attend to migrants’ rights through raising awareness. As
discussed in Chapter 5, NGOs have produced knowledgeable individuals who
know their rights, but this knowledge does not always translate to practical
benefits or access to rights. John, for example, showed that despite his awareness
and despite meeting all of the criteria to be considered a refugee, he still could
not access state resources such as the requisite papers for him to stay and work in
South Africa. Like many other volunteers working as peer educators, he decided
to make use of the volunteerism channel to enter the labour market. As migrants
fail to access citizen rights through formal channels, they create their own social
spaces, with localised codes of rights and responsibilities such as those observed
at Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Tino’s Corner.

The type of citizenship advocated by NGOs emphasises the role of an
individual in being responsible and in claiming rights. However, citizenship within
informal spaces such as Uncle Kofi’s Corner focused more on the communal lives
of men, not only as leaders of their families but as responsible and respectable
members of communities. In these social spaces, men held each other
accountable and became responsible of each other’s well-being, including
immediate needs, such as food, and longer-term needs, such as healthy lifestyles.
Both NGOs and social communities such as Uncle Kofi’s Corner deemphasised
the association of migrants with the nation state, but their localised codes and
motivations to become responsible citizens differed. One explanation for this
difference was that Uncle Kofi’s Corner emerged as a response to the everyday
needs and events of marginalised men and women. In contrast, NGOs were
shaped by their missions and their funders’ priorities, and because of this, did not
always meet the expectations and needs of their targeted populations.
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Concluding remarks

The principal question that I set out to investigate in this dissertation was: What
happens when normative ideas and practices of masculinity encounter corner
spaces that limit their expression or realisation? In answering this question, I
established that, when put in a corner with limited options, some men resort to
violence. This was captured well by Khulu’s statement: ‘A black man is a cornered
man. He is put in a place that is hard to manoeuvre, and he cannot do anything.
He retaliates like a wounded animal’. His response suggests that men, particularly
black men, respond aggressively when they are left with no other option. In this
statement, violence was cast as a justifiable escape, a means to deal with
frustration and pressure resulting from a tough economy. However, the violence
identified by men as emanating from corner spaces was not as straightforward as
assumed by the notion of a crisis of masculinity. ‘Failed’ men did not always resort
to violence against women or foreigners, or any other weaker person. At times the
factors that made them appear ‘failed’ even crippled them to the point that they
could not perpetrate violence even if they might have wished to. Secondly, the
violence identified by cornered men took multiple forms that appeared
interconnected and gendered, albeit difficult to capture within the frameworks of
gender-based violence used within the development world. Thirdly, the
assumption that men felt pressured to behave in a certain manner to prove their
manhood was not always borne out in this study, where men altered dominant
masculinity tropes to match their lived realities.

As part of this conclusion, I wish to highlight the methodological implications
of conducting this anthropological study. This is particularly important for me
given my past experience in conducting research on a similar topic using a
different methodology. While I cannot generalise about all migrant men in
Johannesburg, South Africa, because of my limited and non-random sample, the
ethnographic approach I used for this study brought to the fore certain nuances
that are usually glossed over in quantitative or questionnaire-based research. This
study has shown me the pitfalls of understanding gender-based violence by
beginning with the assumption that women are victims and men are perpetrators.
The ethnographic details have established the complex processes of violence
and care, which are some of the markers of problematic and positive masculinities
respectively. I have shown how these practices are contested from their very
definitions to their varied manifestations, thus making it difficult to assume a
smooth linear transition from one practice to another or to fit individuals into
clear-cut categories.

Secondly, the ethnographic case studies demonstrate how the work and
missions of NGOs get mixed up with individual, economic and political interests,
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thus complicating the relevance and impact of certain interventions. While
development work cannot be wholly discredited, it also cannot be entirely
commended for achieving the desired impact. One of the reasons for this is that
it seems difficult to change individual behaviour without changing the status quo.
In addition, unreliable measurements of impact shroud the reality on the ground
(Cornwall et al. 2011; Jewkes 2015; Ratele 2013).

I have proposed looking at indicators as they are used by NGOs and their part
in shaping masculinities particularly in perpetuating the crisis narrative in South
Africa. This is important for many reasons, including that, in recent years, such
indicators have taken a central role in producing knowledge about social
problems such as violence, poverty and specific diseases (Merry 2011; Gerrets
2015). The knowledge produced presents a possible escape for individuals who
find themselves cornered as they use such knowledge to solicit resources. At the
same time, the same knowledge continues to shape interventions and research
projects in ways that are cornering. For example, I could not solely focus on
masculinities and violence without referring to HIV. Also, while I had wanted to
study a different class of men, the NGO I followed led me to a predominantly
black, resource-poor setting, increasing the risk of reifying the violence narrative
among marginalised migrant men.

Thirdly, I have shown how outcomes are not always determined as purported
in statistical models where individual behaviour can be predicted. The stories
have shown how individuals react differently to similar situations, and how
individuals slip in and out of different subjectivities depending on time and space,
making it difficult to imagine any identity as stable. Capturing this is particularly
important for the vocabulary that is necessary to reflect the lived experiences of
cornered men, in contrast to current limiting frameworks. Theoretically, I have
contributed to the study of masculinities by calling for conceptualisations that are
not totalising, but rather leave room for contingencies that emerge from corner
spaces.

In certain spheres, masculinities as a concept has been understood as structure
(rooted in patriarchy), inhibiting or determining individuals’ actions. Using
‘becoming cornered’ as spatial metaphor, I argue that scholars should look at
masculinities as a space under construction, one that is never finished but is in the
process of becoming. Because this space is open ended, it captures the multiple
creative contingencies — the kukiya kiya — that individuals and institutions (usually
framed as structures too) engage in. Migrant men as frontier beings slip in and out
of various subjectivities. Their identities are neither static nor exclusive, but rather
are in the process of becoming, in both their singular and collective efforts to
make do in a precarious setting.
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Annexes

Annex 1: Profile of Participants

With papers With papers: passport and valid visa (student, work); asylum seekers
status

Without papers Without visa or passport: passport but no visa (expired or overstayed);
using someone’s papers

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS

LEGAL STATUS

ECONOMIC PROFILE

Employed security personnel, restaurant staff (waiters, cleaners), construction
handyman, technical staff, domestic helpers

Employed

Unemployed Unemployed and doing super bet, piece job (cleaning cars),
unemployed graduates

Self-employed
convenience shop; hair salon, film making

NGOworkers
volunteers, project coordinator, manager, senior manager

University students
PhD students, master’s students



10 1

3 --

2 --

4 --

5+

-- --

Male Female

Tinos’ Corner

8 5

4 4

-- --

-- --

--

7

Male Female

NGOs

4 3

-- 3

-- --

-- --

--

-- --

Male Female

Acquaintance/
friends/family

6 3

-- 1

2 --

-- --

--

-- --

Male Female

Other parts
Johannesburg

Interviews &
Informal
Conversation

More than 3 in-depth
interviews

Hanging out
on the streets

Hanging out more
than 5 times

Group discussions

Workshops

22 4

10 1

4 --

8 3

10+

-- --

Male Female

Uncle Kofi
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NGO EVENTS ATTENDED

BREAKDOWNOF DATA COLLECTIONMETHODS AND STUDY SITES

Public events
attended

16 Days of Activism against gender-based violence including
(25 Nov—10 Dec);

• Violence Against Women Day
• World AIDS Day
• Human Rights Day

NGO events
attended

• 3 community workshops
• 3 community dialogues
• 1 expert workshop

Annex 1: Profile of Participants
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Summary

This anthropological study focuses on the transformations of gender dynamics
in the context of migration and the implications these have for masculinity
scholarship in South Africa. Using a case study of migrant men, who I refer to as
‘cornered men’, who spent time hanging out on street corners in Johannesburg’s
inner city, I examine how various forms of marginalisation intersect with normative
ideas of masculinities. I understand political, economic and social marginalisation
to include public, media and political anti-immigrant discourses, as well as
legislative mechanisms that prevent migrants from staying and working in South
Africa, thus having an effect on chronic unemployment, housing insecurity and
poverty. Marginalisation among migrants intersects with race, language and
ethnicity, among other factors. This pushes them to the margins of the economy
or the ‘corner of life’, as my participants called it. This cornered space is
characterised by violence and precarity. I use the term ‘normative’ to refer to
certain practices performed and/or ideas to which a man might subscribe in order
to qualify or prove his manhood. For example, the expectation that a man should
provide for his family finds its roots in the patriarchal system that predominates in
South Africa, and which finds expression through structures such as the family and
religion, and in institutions including government.

Over the course of nine months in June 2017-February 2018 I followed a
group of migrant men who spent time hanging out on street corners in
Johannesburg’s inner city. These places included Uncle Kofi’s Corner, my main
ethnographic site, and Tino’s Corner, my cousin’s mobile hair salon, where I also
spent a significant amount of time. Following my interlocutor’s theorisation of
their marginalised lives, I refer to them as ‘cornered men’, which allows me to offer
an alternative to current dominant narratives such as ‘the crisis of masculinity’,
‘toxic masculinity’, and/or other ‘problematic’ masculinities routinely circulating in
South Africa and beyond. This also includes problematising narratives of migrant
masculinities in South Africa. The ‘crisis of masculinity’ narrative suggests that men
feel disempowered by continued economic decline in South Africa, which is
compounded by the feminisation of the workforce, leading them to engage in
violence, aggression and risky sexual behaviour to compensate for their
perceived failures.

The rhetoric of ‘migrants take our jobs and women’ suggests that migrant men
in particular are seen as a perceived threat, fuelling violence against them in
South Africa. Furthermore, since the end of apartheid (1994) and the opening up
of South Africa’s borders, migrant men have been perceived as a high-risk key
population in the transmission of HIV. Migrant men have increasingly become
targets of NGO and government interventions and policies that aim to raise
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awareness about HIV as well as provide free condoms. As I explore in Chapter 5,
some of the interventions that focus on HIV prevention have also embedded
content on gender-based violence in their training manuals and awareness-
raising kits. Similarly, interventions to reduce or prevent gender-based violence
also had modules on HIV prevention, resulting in the twinning of these two
epidemics in many people’s minds, making it difficult for researchers to talk of one
without referring to the other.

Some of these interventions have focused on promoting personal change at
the individual level, overlooking the structural issues that provide contexts for
both violence and risky sexual behaviour. Both of these are framed as indicators
of problematic masculinities and gender inequality more broadly. With gender
equality having been identified as the ultimate solution to the identified
problems, development practitioners have come up with policies and projects
with clearly defined beneficiaries and outcomes, leaving no room for other
possibilities. One strategy is to target specific groups of men to change their
behaviour as an effort to achieve gender equality, as characterised by responsible
and caring masculinities, engaged fatherhood, and gender equitable behaviour
amid other indicators.

Based on this assumption, which identifies violence on one side of the
spectrum (problematic masculinities) and care on the other side (positive or
alternative masculinities), I have taken these two phenomena to unpack them with
the aim of showing their complexities and questioning their assigned status as
markers of stable identities. My aim was to show how the purported linear
transformation from one end of the spectrum to the other is not as straightforward
as conceived in the gender transformative—intervention frameworks. Such
framing fails to capture the fluidity, hybridity, multiplicity and open-endedness I
observed as individuals moved within the specified categories that assume a
finished and clearly defined identity, for example, gender equitable men, violent
men, men who care. Rather, men in this study straddle multiple margins of being
and becoming in their effort to fit in various urban spaces or as driven by
necessity. For example, men’s practices in care work — child care, care for the sick
— were at times not contradictory to hegemonic masculinities and their
implications for sexual violence, more specifically marital rape. Men also could
take up different subject positions at different moments in time, or simultaneously,
for example a self-professing religious man could be involved in illegal dealings
in non-conflictual ways, as I show in Chapter 4. In the same way, a man could
profess he loved their partner while at the same admitting he could be abusive to
her, as highlighted in Chapter 6.

Based on the insights from this ethnographic study, I questioned the
assumption that violent behaviour can be explained by the perceived failures of
men. I argue that this assumption relies on an understanding of masculinity in
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general as fixed. In everyday contexts, men are often forced in unpremeditated
ways to shift their ideas of masculinities and practices in response to the lived
reality of being cornered. The resulting shifts are more varied and unstable than
suggested by the frame of ‘masculinity in crisis’. Observing the multiple and
varied ways that my study participants navigated and negotiated precarious lived
realities, a process they termed ‘kukiya kiya’ — trying various keys to open doors,
and being willing to enter that door and seize opportunities, however limited — I
understand masculinities as fluid and plural by definition, consisting of ideas,
behaviours and practices resulting from unstable subject positions in the process
of being and becoming. Kukiya kiya is used to explain multiple and indeterminate,
risk-taking ingenuity employed by men to manoeuvre within and out of corner
spaces. This framing opens up the possibility that masculinities can be contested,
redefined, altered or reconstructed in different spaces and times in response to
the lived realities of becoming cornered. Understanding masculinities in this way
helps us to move away from frameworks that are limiting and that fail to capture
the open-endedness and nuances of the ways that gender unfolds in the context
of everyday life.

I have divided this dissertation into three parts, with the first part comprising an
introduction and then Chapters 2 and 3, which provide context for the study.
Chapter 2 details my methodology: I geographically situate myself within my
study site as well as situate my methodology within the field of anthropology,
given my position as a trained demographer. Chapter 3 highlights the main
theories relevant to my study, situating it within the field of masculinities through
the conceptualisation of cornered masculinities. The second part of the
dissertation is made up of four empirical chapters. Chapter 4 elaborates the
notion of cornered masculinities, detailing how men in cornered spaces strive to
find ways to escape structures that seek to inhibit them. Chapter 5 lays out and
traces the origins of the narratives and assumptions that populate the current
discourses around masculinities to which this study reacts. Chapters 6 and 7 build
on Chapter 5 by exploring the complexities of two possible outcomes for
cornered migrants — violence and care, respectively — as identified by the gender-
transformative framework. The last part is a concluding summary that identifies
the key themes emerging from this study and sets out areas for further research.

With the arguments raised in this study, I seek to contribute to the analyses of
and discussions about masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa, focusing on
how these intersect with migration, marginalisation and violence. The dissertation
engages with the anthropological notion of becoming, as utilised by Biehl and
Locke (2017); the concept of frontier Africans, from migration studies, as
propounded by Nyamnjoh (2015); and the study of masculinities, particularly
hegemonic masculinities in the margins by Ratele (2017). Together these
theoretical approaches show that structures are not permanent or fixed, but as
malleable and plastic as the human beings they intend to inhibit or control.
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Building on these concepts, I argue that cornered masculinities are
simultaneously hegemonic and subordinate, albeit flexible and malleable.

Taking the concept of masculinities as a lens through which to understand the
experiences, practices and ideas of my interlocutors, I acknowledge that the
masculinities scholarship has evolved over the years. South Africa as a research
site continues to play a critical role in shaping this scholarship on the global stage,
in response to dominant theories emerging from the global north, for example
Connell’s (1995) concept of hegemonic masculinities. I note, however, that
(international) migrant masculinities are scantly addressed in current discussions
and theorisations, despite the fact that such scholarship emphasises the
importance of work and money in shaping masculinities. International migrants
who migrate with the aim of fulfilling the breadwinner role are not adequately
researched in this respect. Consequently, their experiences are hardly
incorporated into current theorisations of masculinities in contemporary South
Africa, despite migration having been understood as a male phenomenon.

By advancing my concept of cornered masculinities, my aim is to illustrate how
the experiences of migrant men and women can enrich our understanding of
masculinities in post- apartheid South Africa. I use Uncle Kofi’s Corner and Cousin
Tino’s Corner, my ethnographic sites, to elaborate cornered masculinities as a
type of street masculinity. In Chapter 3, which foregrounds my concepts and
theories, I introduce the concept of cornered masculinity as a spatial metaphor to
capture the everyday experiences of migrant men in inner-city Johannesburg who
find themselves pushed to the margins of society and economy, or the ‘corner of
life’, as they preferred to say. Cornered masculinity is characterised by men
forming social enclaved spaces that are exclusive to migrants, and distancing
themselves from anti- immigrant sentiments and harsh economic conditions. In
these spaces, men develop localised codes on how to relate not only to women
but also to men and children, thus revealing how masculinities are not only
relational but processually constructed.

I further develop the idea of cornered masculinities in Chapter 4, in which I
discuss how men who subscribe to normative ideas of masculinity respond when
they find themselves in corner spaces with limited opportunities. Contrary to
studies that have established that men with limited options turn to violence to
assert themselves, so as to align with the hegemonic masculinities, the men in this
study did not view hegemonic masculinity as fixed. Failure to live up to
hegemonic standards led my interlocutors to redefine masculinities in ways that
matched their lived experiences. Through this process of negotiating and
reformulating their own standards, which recognised their own varied forms of
capital, they at times drew on dominant tropes of masculinities. At other times, or
simultaneously, given their marginalised positions at specific times, they
condemned certain aspects of hegemonic masculinities that undermined their
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positions as men. In the words of one of my interlocutors, ‘we create our own
reality’. For example, when men failed to live up to the provider role, they did not
see themselves as failures, but rather drew on some other capital they had, such
as an ability to endure trials, to define themselves as respectable men.

In Chapter 5 I trace the origins of the current narratives and assumptions that
shape discourses about masculinities in post-apartheid South Africa. I explore the
contribution of NGOs in shaping the narratives around masculinities in South
Africa, focusing on how gender- transformative frameworks juxtapose
problematic and positive masculinities. I argue the ‘problematic masculinity’
narrative on which NGOs draw is a form of symbolic violence or a form of
cornering that disproportionately targets marginalised black men, including
migrants. One strategy employed in many of these projects is disseminating
knowledge to raise awareness on HIV, human rights and gender-based violence,
based on the assumption that people’s behaviour can be changed when they
learn about the risks associated with certain practices. Echoing findings from
previous studies, this study shows that the acquisition of knowledge does not
translate to change in behaviour. Identifying a risk does not mean someone will
take precautions, since other confounding factors may be associated with their
marginalised subject positions. While becoming knowledgeable may not achieve
the intended outcomes, having this knowledge offers a possible escape for
cornered individuals in tough political and economic environments, because it
allows them to position themselves as experts or problem solvers and potentially
gain employment within NGOs.

Having identified gender-based violence as one of the markers of hegemonic
masculinity, in Chapter 6 I explored the multifaceted forms of gendered violence
in the lives of cornered migrants. I illustrated how gendered violence is a complex
issue that is understood and manifested in multiple ways among differently
positioned individuals, making it difficult for scholars and some NGOs to fully
comprehend and consequently address. I have presented the varied ways that
gendered violence is defined and understood in different contexts, for example
within global platforms, such as the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals, and locally within institutions such as police and the family, and at
individual levels on the streets. My study participants described violence in
relation to cultural, political, governmental, economic, and spiritual aspects,
illuminating the complexity of defining certain behaviours as violence. Building
on the concept of hegemonic masculinity on the margins or periphery, the
chapter shows how migrant men, like many other men, benefit from the
patriarchal dividend irrespective of their migration status. At the same time,
because of their migration-related marginality, they also find themselves
subordinated. While acknowledging that women are disproportionately affected
by gendered violence, it is imperative to widen our scope and to move beyond



BECOMING CORNERED

SUMMARY

238

simply identifying women as victims and men as perpetrators, and to look at other
forms of violence that take a gendered form.

Chapter 7 identifies care among men as a marker of positive masculinities. Just
as violence is a difficult-to-define, complex phenomenon, care among migrant
men manifests in various ways and is enabled or disabled by different (f)actors.
With disruptions in familial and kinship structures that came with migration, men
found themselves in positions where they had to care for their loved ones,
including sick friends and relatives. One could argue that because these men
were cornered, they had few options but to care for one another, but this would
overlook the fact that they were not passive subjugated individuals; they made
conscious choices to care. Being in a ‘foreign’ country presented them with space
to step away from culturally expected masculine identities. Additionally, their
caregiving practices enabled them to connect emotionally with other people in
their circles, and to do so in deeper ways. I have also framed caring among
cornered migrants as a kind of currency that constitutes their (corner) citizenship
within social spaces such as Uncle Kofi’s Corner. This type of corner citizenship is
particularly important in corner spaces where state-based forms of citizenship are
contested. For those who are systematically excluded due to a lack of legal
residency status and/or work papers, and whose access to state resources is
therefore limited, social spaces such as Uncle Kofi’s Corner provide ways to cope
as well as a sense of belonging. By presenting caring as a process that involves
some negotiation, I challenge simplistic understandings of care, caring, and
caregiving as markers of alternative or positive masculinity.

Through this study I show how individuals who find themselves in corner
spaces react differently to similar situations. Human beings also slip in and out of
different subjectivities depending on time and space, making it difficult to enact
stable identities. Capturing this multidimensionality is particularly important for
reflecting the lived experiences of cornered men, requiring a new vocabulary,
rather than the current limiting frameworks in the scholarship of masculinities in
South Africa. As frontier beings, despite facing many challenges, my study
participants still found ways to detour and manoeuvre through corner spaces in
creative ways that usually get obscured by totalising theories. I have
foregrounded the notion of ‘becoming cornered’ to draw attention to the
structural factors affecting migrants, and to show that corner spaces can also be a
place of belonging, friendship and care. From a corner place, possibilities are
imagined and new trajectories forged.
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Samenvatting

Deze antropologische studie richt zich op transformaties van genderdynamiek
binnen de context van migratie en de invloed daarvan op de studie naar
mannelijkheid in Zuid-Afrika. Op basis van een casestudy over migrantenmannen,
naar wie ik refereer als ‘in een hoek gedrukte‘ of ‘klemgezette’ mannen (cornered
men), mannen die rondhangen op straat in de binnenstad van Johannesburg,
onderzoek ik het kruisvlak tussen verschillende vormen van marginalisering en
normatieve ideeën over mannelijkheid. Onder politieke, economische en sociale
marginalisering omvat ik tevens publieke, media- en politieke anti-
immigratiediscoursen, alsmede wetgevingsmechanismen die verhinderen dat
migranten in Zuid-Afrika blijven en daar werken, en dus een invloed hebben op
chronische werkeloosheid, huisvestingsproblematiek en armoede.
Marginalisering onder migranten hangt onder meer samen met ras, taal en
etniciteit. Dit drukt hen naar de marges van de economie of de ‘hoek van het
bestaan’ (corner of life), zoals de deelnemers aan mijn studie het noemden. Dit in
een hoek gedrukte bestaan wordt gekenmerkt door geweld en
bestaansonzekerheid. Met de term ‘normatief’ refereer ik naar bepaalde
gehanteerde praktijken en/of ideeën die een man zich kan aanmeten om zijn
mannelijkheid te kwalificeren of bewijzen. De verwachting bijvoorbeeld dat een
man voor zijn gezin moet kunnen zorgen, komt voort uit het patriarchale systeem
dat in Zuid-Afrika overheerst en tot uiting komt in structuren zoals het gezin en
religie, en in instellingen zoals de overheid.

Gedurende een periode van negen maanden heb ik tussen juni 2017 en
februari 2018 een groep migrantenmannen gevolgd die rondhingen op de
straten van de binnenstad van Johannesburg. Het betrof onder andere plekken
als Uncle Kofi‘s Corner, mijn belangrijkste etnografische locatie, en Tino‘s Corner,
de mobiele kapsalon van mijn neef, waar ik ook veel tijd doorbracht. In navolging
van de benadering van hun marginale bestaan door mijn gesprekspartners,
gebruik ik voor hen de term ‘klemgezette mannen’, wat mij een alternatief biedt
voor momenteel overheersende voorstellingen als ‘de crisis van mannelijkheid’,
‘toxische mannelijkheid’ en/of andere ‘problematische’ vormen van
mannelijkheid die regelmatig circuleren in Zuid-Afrika en daarbuiten. Dit omvat
tevens obscure overtuigingen van vormen van mannelijkheid bij
migrantenmannen in Zuid-Afrika. De term ‘mannelijkheidscrisis’ impliceert dat
mannen zich machteloos voelen door de aanhoudende economisch regressie in
Zuid-Afrika, die wordt verergerd door het groeiende aandeel vrouwen in de
beroepsbevolking. Dit vermeende falen draagt soms bij tot geweld of riskant
seksueel gedrag.

De retoriek ‘migranten pikken onze banen en vrouwen in’ suggereert dat met
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name migrantenmannen als een bedreiging worden gezien, wat in Zuid-Afrika
het geweld tegen hen aanwakkert. Bovendien worden migrantenmannen sinds
het eind van de Apartheid (1994) en het openen van de Zuid-Afrikaanse grenzen
gezien als de bevolkingsgroep met een van de hoogste risico‘s voor de
overdracht van hiv. Migrantenmannen zijn in toenemende mate de focus
geworden van ngo‘s en overheidsinterventies en-beleidsmaatregelen die zich
richten op bewustwording over hiv en het verstrekken van gratis condooms. Zoals
ik in Hoofstuk 5 onderzoek, is in enkele interventies gericht op hiv-preventie ook
gendergerelateerd geweld opgenomen in de betreffende
trainingshandleidingen en bewustwordingskits. Gelijklopend was hiv-preventie
onderdeel van interventies die gericht waren op het verminderen of voorkomen
van gendergerelateerd geweld, waardoor deze twee epidemieën in de hoofden
van velen gekoppeld waren. Dit maakte het voor onderzoekers lastig om de twee
onderwerpen los van elkaar te bespreken.

Sommige van deze interventies zijn gericht op het bevorderen van
veranderingen op individueel niveau, waarbij de structurele problemen die de
context vormen van zowel geweld als riskant seksueel gedrag, over het hoofd
worden gezien. Beide worden beschouwd als indicators van problematische
vormen van mannelijkheid en genderongelijkheid in bredere zin. Met het
aanmerken van gendergelijkheid als de ultieme oplossing voor de genoemde
problemen, hebben ontwikkelingswerkers beleidsstrategieën en projecten
ontwikkeld met duidelijk omschreven begunstigden en resultaten, waardoor er
geen ruimte is voor andere mogelijkheden. Eén strategie is een doelgerichte
focus op specifieke groepen mannen met als oogpunt hun gedrag te veranderen
en zo gendergelijkheid te bereiken, onder andere gekenmerkt door
verantwoordelijk en zorgzaam mannelijk gedrag, betrokken vaderschap en
gender-gelijkwaardig gedrag.

Op basis van deze aanname, met geweld (problematische vormen van
mannelijkheid) aan de ene kant van het spectrum en zorgzaamheid (positieve of
alternatieve vormen van mannelijkheid) aan de andere, heb ik deze twee
fenomenen ontrafelt met als doel het aantonen van hun compliciteit en het in
twijfel trekken van hun status als kenmerken van stabiele identiteiten. Mijn
doelstelling was om aan te tonen dat de vermeende lineaire transformatie van het
ene naar het andere uiteinde van het spectrum niet zo eenvoudig is als binnen
gendertransformatieve interventiekaders wordt gedacht. Een dergelijk denkraam
is niet afdoende om de vloeibaarheid, het hybride karakter, de veelvoudigheid en
vrijblijvendheid te duiden die ik observeerde terwijl individuen zich bewogen
binnen de gespecificeerde categorieën die uitgaan van een voltooide en
duidelijk gedefinieerde identiteit, zoals gendergelijke mannen, gewelddadige
mannen, zorgzame mannen. In plaats daarvan zijn op de mannen in deze studie
in hun poging om verschillende urbane ruimtes in te nemen of waar ze uit nood
in terechtkomen, meerdere marges van bestaan en wording van toepassing. De
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rol van mannen in verzorgende beroepen bijvoorbeeld - kinderopvang,
ziekenverzorging - was niet altijd in tegenspraak met vormen van hegemonische
mannelijkheid en hun implicaties voor seksueel geweld, meer specifiek
verkrachting binnen het huwelijk. Ook konden mannen op verschillende
momenten, of tegelijkertijd, verschillende rollen aannemen, zoals een
zelfverklaard religieus man die op niet-conflictueuze wijze betrokken is bij illegale
praktijken, zoals ik in Hoofdstuk 4 laat zien. Op identieke wijze kan een man zijn
liefde voor zijn partner uitspreken, terwijl hij op hetzelfde moment toegeeft dat hij
agressie tegen haar kan gebruiken, zoals benadrukt in Hoofdstuk 6.

Op basis van de inzichten uit deze etnografische studie, heb ik vraagtekens
gezet bij de veronderstelling dat gewelddadig gedrag verklaard kan worden
door vermeend falen van mannen. Ik beargumenteer dat deze aanname berust
op een algemeen, vaststaand begrip van mannelijkheid. In de alledaagse context
worden mannen vaak op onvoorziene manieren gedwongen om hun ideeën over
mannelijkheid en handelen te herzien als reactie op de geleefde realiteit van een
klemgezet bestaan. De verschuivingen die dit oplevert zijn gevarieerder en
instabieler dan het denkraam ‘mannelijkheidscrisis’ suggereert. Door de
veelvoudige en gevarieerde manieren te observeren waarop mijn
studiedeelnemers navigeerden en onderhandelden over de precaire geleefde
realiteit, een proces dat zij ‘kukiya kiya’ noemen, m.a.w. verschillende sleutels
proberen om deuren te openen en bereid te zijn die deur binnen te gaan en
kansen te grijpen, hoe beperkt ook – interpreteer ik vormen van mannelijkheid als
zijnde vloeiend en meervoudig per definitie, en bestaan ze uit ideeën,
gedragingen en handelingen die het resultaat zijn van onstabiele posities in het
zijn- en wordingsproces. Kukiya kiya wordt gebruikt als uitleg voor meervoudige
en onbepaalde, risicovolle inventiviteit die mannen aan de dag leggen om te
manoeuvreren binnen en uit de ruimtes waarin zij klemgezet zitten. Een dergelijk
denkraam biedt de mogelijkheid om vormen van mannelijkheid in verschillende
ruimtes en tijden te betwisten, opnieuw te definiëren, te wijzigen of
reconstrueren, als reactie op de geleefde realiteit van het in een hoek gedrukt
raken. Door vormen van mannelijkheid op deze manier te benaderen, is het
mogelijk afstand te nemen van beperkende kaders die voorbij gaan aan de
vrijblijvendheid en nuances van de manieren waarop gender zich in de context
van het alledaagse leven ontvouwt.

Ik heb dit proefschrift opgedeeld in drie delen. Het eerste deel bestaat uit een
inleiding, gevolgd door Hoofdstuk 2 en 3, die de context bieden voor deze
studie. Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft mijn methodologie: Gezien mijn opleiding als
demograaf, situeer ik mij geografisch gezien binnen mijn studielocatie, en plaats
ik mijn methodologie binnen de antropologie. Hoofdstuk 3 belicht de
belangrijkste theorieën die relevant zijn voor mijn onderzoek, dat middels
conceptualisering van in een hoek gedrukte mannelijkheid geplaatst is binnen
het veld mannelijkheid. Het tweede gedeelte van mijn proefschrift bestaat uit vier
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empirische hoofdstukken. Hoofstuk 4 is een uitwerking van het begrip van in een
hoek gedrukte of klemgezette mannelijkheid en beschrijft het streven van klem
zittende mannen om manieren te vinden om te ontsnappen aan de structuren die
hen tegenwerken. Hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft en traceert de oorsprong van de
overtuigingen en veronderstellingen die de huidige discoursen rond vormen van
mannelijkheid voeden, waar deze studie zich op baseert. Hoofdstuk 6 en 7
bouwen voort op Hoofdstuk 5 en onderzoeken de complexiteit van twee
mogelijke uitkomsten voor in een hoek gedrukte migranten, respectievelijk
geweld en zorgzaamheid, zoals geïdentificeerd door het gendertransformatieve
kader. Het laatste gedeelte is een afsluitende samenvatting met het identificeren
van de hoofdthema‘s die uit dit onderzoek naar voren komen en gebieden voor
nader onderzoek.

Op basis van de argumenten die in dit onderzoek naar voren worden
gebracht, probeer ik een bijdrage te leveren aan de analyses van en discussies
over vormen van mannelijkheid in post-Apartheid Zuid-Afrika. Daarbij leg ik de
nadruk op de wijze waarop deze elkaar kruisen met migratie, marginalisering en
geweld. De dissertatie is gebaseerd op de antropologische visie op het
wordingsproces zoals gebruikt door Biehl en Locke (2017); het concept van
‘frontier Africans’, uit migratiestudies, zoals voorgesteld door Nyamnjoh (2015);
en de studie over vormen van mannelijkheid, met name vormen van
hegemonische mannelijkheid bij een marginaal bestaan van Ratele (2017).
Tezamen tonen deze theoretische benaderingen aan, dat structuren niet
permanent zijn of vastliggen, maar even kneedbaar en plastisch zijn als de
mensen die ze willen remmen of beheersen. Voortbouwend op deze concepten
beargumenteer ik dat klemgezette mannelijkheid op hetzelfde moment
overheersend en ondergeschikt zijn, zij het flexibel en kneedbaar.

Door het concept mannelijkheid als lens te nemen om de ervaringen,
praktijken en ideeën van mijn gesprekspartners te begrijpen, onderken ik dat de
wetenschap rond mannelijkheid door de jaren heen is geëvolueerd. Als
onderzoekslocatie blijft Zuid-Afrika een cruciale rol spelen bij het vormgeven van
deze wetenschap op het wereldtoneel, als reactie op dominante theorieën vanuit
het noordelijk halfrond, zoals Connell‘s (1995) concept van vormen van
hegemonische mannelijkheid. Ik constateer echter dat vormen van mannelijkheid
bij (internationaal) migrerende mannen in de huidige discussies en
theorievorming slechts mondjesmaat aan de orde komen, ondanks het feit dat
dergelijke studies het belang van werk en geld benadrukken bij het vormgeven
van mannelijkheid. Internationale migranten die migreren met de bedoeling om
te voldoen aan hun rol als kostwinnaar, worden op dit punt onvoldoende
onderzocht. Bijgevolg zijn hun ervaringen nauwelijks verwerkt in de huidige
theorievormingen over mannelijkheid in het Zuid-Afrika van vandaag, ondanks
het feit dat migratie is opgevat als een mannelijk fenomeen.
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Door mijn concept van in een hoek gedrukte mannelijkheid naar voren te
brengen, wil ik laten zien op welke wijze de ervaringen van migrantenmannen en
-vrouwen ons begrip van mannelijkheid in post-Apartheid Zuid-Afrika kunnen
verrijken. Ik gebruik mijn etnografische locaties Uncle Kofi‘s Corner en Toni‘s
Corner om vormen van klemgezette mannelijkheid uit te werken als een soort
mannelijkheid van de straat. In Hoofdstuk 3, waarin mijn concepten en theorieën
worden belicht, introduceer ik het concept van klemgezette mannelijkheid als
een ruimtelijke metafoor voor de alledaagse ervaringen van migrantenmannen in
de binnenstad van Johannesburg, die zich naar de marges van de samenleving
en economie, of in de ‘hoek van het bestaan‘ gedrukt voelen. De klemgezette
mannelijkheid wordt gekenmerkt door mannen die een sociaal besloten en
exclusief voor migranten bedoelde ruimte vormen, en zich distantiëren van anti-
immigrantensentimenten en benarde economische omstandigheden. In deze
ruimtes ontwikkelen mannen lokale codes, niet alleen over hun omgang met
vrouwen, maar ook met mannen en kinderen, wat aantoont dat mannelijkheid niet
alleen op relationele wijze, maar ook procesmatig wordt opgebouwd.

In Hoofdstuk 4 ga ik dieper in op het idee van in een hoek gedrukte
mannelijkheid, en bespreek de reactie van mannen die zich de normatieve
ideeën over mannelijkheid hebben aangemeten op het moment dat ze
geconfronteerd worden met een bestaan in de marge en beperkte
mogelijkheden. In tegenstelling tot studies die aantoonden dat mannen met
beperkte mogelijkheden overgaan tot geweld om zichzelf op de kaart te zetten,
om aansluiting te vinden bij vormen van hegemonische mannelijkheid, werd
hegemonische mannelijkheid door de mannen in deze studie niet als vaststaand
gezien. Het niet kunnen voldoen aan de heersende normen leidde bij mijn
gesprekspartners tot het opnieuw definiëren van mannelijkheid op manieren die
overeenkwamen met hun geleefde ervaringen. Door dit proces van
onderhandelen en herformuleren van hun eigen normen, met erkenning van hun
eigen diverse vormen van kapitaal, putten zij soms uit dominante tropen van
mannelijkheid. Op andere momenten, of - gezien hun gemarginaliseerde posities
op specifieke momenten - tegelijkertijd, veroordeelden ze bepaalde aspecten
van hegemonische mannelijkheid die hun positie als man ondermijnden. Om een
van mijn gesprekspartners te citeren: ‘Wij creëren onze eigen realiteit’. Als
mannen bijvoorbeeld niet (konden) voldoen aan hun rol als broodwinnaar, zagen
ze dat niet als falen; om zich te definiëren als respectabele mannen, putten ze
daarentegen uit een ander individueel kapitaal, zoals hun vermogen om
beproevingen te doorstaan.

In Hoofdstuk 5 traceer ik de oorsprong van de huidige overtuigingen en
veronderstellingen die vormgeven aan de discoursen over mannelijkheid in post-
Apartheid Zuid-Afrika. Ik onderzoek de bijdrage van ngo‘s aan het vormgeven
van de overtuigingen over vormen van mannelijkheid in Zuid-Afrika, en richt me
daarbij op de wijze waarop gendertransformatieve kaders problematische en
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positieve mannelijkheid naast elkaar zetten. Ik verdedig mijn standpunt dat de
overtuiging ‘problematische mannelijkheid’ die ngo‘s aanwenden een vorm van
symbolisch geweld is, of een vorm van klemzetten die onevenredig focust op
gemarginaliseerde zwarte mannen, waaronder migranten. Een veelgebruikte
strategie in deze projecten is informatievoorziening voor meer bewustwording
over hiv, mensenrechten en gendergerelateerd geweld, op basis van de aanname
dat menselijk gedrag veranderd kan worden door hen te leren dat aan bepaalde
praktijken risico‘s zijn verbonden. In navolging van bevindingen uit eerdere
studies, laat deze studie zien dat kennisverwerving zich niet vertaalt in
gedragsverandering. Inzicht hebben in een risico betekent niet dat iemand
voorzorgsmaatregelen zal nemen; hun gemarginaliseerde positie kan gekoppeld
zijn aan andere verstorende factoren. Hoewel kennisverwerving niet per se het
beoogde resultaat oplevert, biedt het hebben van deze kennis klemgezette
individuen eventueel wel de mogelijkheid om te ontsnappen aan een lastig
politieke of economische context, omdat het hen in staat stelt om zich te
positioneren als expert of probleemoplosser, en eventueel werk te vinden binnen
ngo‘s.

Na het identificeren van gendergerelateerd geweld als een van de kenmerken
van hegemonische mannelijkheid, bekijk ik in Hoofdstuk 6 de veelzijdige vormen
van gendergerelateerd geweld in het bestaan van in een hoek gedrukte
migranten. Ik illustreer de complexiteit van gendergerelateerd geweld en de
diverse manieren waarop het wordt begrepen en tot uiting komt onder
verschillend geplaatste individuen, wat het voor wetenschappers en sommige
ngo‘s lastig maakt om goed inzicht te krijgen en het vervolgens aan te pakken. Ik
introduceer de diverse manieren waarop gendergerelateerd geweld in
verschillende contexten wordt gedefinieerd en begrepen, bijvoorbeeld binnen
mondiale platforms, zoals het Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women(CEDAW) en de Sustainable Development Goals van de VN, en
meer lokaal binnen instellingen zoals de politie en het gezin, en op individueel
niveau op straat. De deelnemers aan mijn studie omschreven geweld in de
context van culturele, politieke, bestuurlijke, economische en spirituele aspecten,
en belichtten de complexheid bij het definiëren van bepaalde gedragsvormen als
geweld. Voortbouwend op het concept hegemonische mannelijkheid in de
marge of periferie, laat dit hoofdstuk zien op welke wijze migrantenmannen,
ongeacht hun migratiestatus en zoals heel veel andere mannen, profiteren van
het patriarchale dividend. Tegelijkertijd zijn ze vanwege hun marginaliteit als
migrant ook ondergeschikt. Hoewel onderkend wordt dat vrouwen onevenredig
zwaar getroffen worden door gendergerelateerd geweld, is het absoluut
noodzakelijk om ons bereik te vergroten en verder te gaan dan het
vooropgestelde idee dat vrouwen het slachtoffer zijn en mannen de daders, en
andere vormen van geweld te bekijken die zich voordoen als gendergerelateerd.

Hoofdstuk 7 benoemt zorgzaamheid onder mannen als een kenmerk van
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positieve mannelijkheid. Net zoals geweld een moeilijk definieerbaar en complex
fenomeen is, kent ook zorgzaamheid onder migrantenmannen diverse vormen
en zijn er meerdere factoren en individuen die het faciliteren en belemmeren.
Vanwege de verstoring van familiale en verwantschapsstructuren die met
migratie gepaard gaat, kwamen mannen in posities terecht waar ze moesten
zorgen voor hun dierbaren, inclusief zieke vrienden en familieleden. Je zou
kunnen stellen dat juist omdat ze in een hoek gedrukt zijn, deze mannen weinig
andere keus hadden dan voor elkaar te zorgen. Dit zou echter voorbijgaan aan
het feit dat dit geen passieve ontwikkeling was waaraan ze onderworpen waren;
zorg was een bewuste keuze. Het feit dat ze in een ‘vreemd’ land waren, bood hen
de ruimte om afstand te nemen van cultureel verwachte mannelijke identiteiten.
Bovendien stelde de door hen geboden zorg hen in staat om met anderen een
emotionele binding aan te gaan, en op een diepere manier dan anders. Ik heb de
zorgzaamheid onder klemgezette migranten ook geplaatst in een context van
valuta die de basis vormt voor hun (in een hoek gedrukte) burgerschap binnen
sociale ruimtes als Uncle Kofi‘s Corner. Dit type in een hoek gedrukt burgerschap
is vooral belangrijk in marginale ruimtes waar weinig plaats is voor staatsvormige
vormen van burgerschap. Voor personen die systematisch worden
buitengesloten vanwege gebrek aan legale verblijfsstatus en/of werkvergunning,
en wiens toegang tot overheidsvoorzieningen daarom beperkt is, bieden sociale
ruimtes zoals Uncle Kofi‘s Corner zowel een manier om hiermee om te gaan als
een gevoel van verbondenheid. Door zorg te introduceren als een proces dat
gepaard gaat met enige onderhandeling, betwist ik simplistische opvattingen
over zorg, zorgzaamheid en zorgverlening als kenmerken van alternatieve of
positieve mannelijkheid.

Door middel van deze studie laat ik de verschillende manieren zien waarop
individuen die zich in een klemzettende ruimte bevinden reageren op gelijke
situaties. Afhankelijk van tijdstip en omgeving, verschuiven mensen ook van rol,
wat het vaststellen van stabiele identiteiten bemoeilijkt. Het vastleggen van dit
multidimensionale aspect is vooral van belang om de geleefde ervaringen van in
een hoek gedrukte mannen weer te geven; deze verdient een nieuw vocabulaire
en niet de beperkende kaders zoals die momenteel gelden binnen de
wetenschap van mannelijkheid in Zuid-Afrika. Als grensbewoners, en ondanks de
vele uitdagingen waarmee ze geconfronteerd worden, is het de deelnemers aan
mijn studie toch gelukt creatieve manieren te vinden om deze klemzettende
ruimtes te omzeilen en doorlopen, manieren die doorgaans onopgemerkt blijven
in totaliserende theorieën. Ik heb het idee van ‘in een hoek gedrukt te worden’ op
de voorgrond geplaatst om aandacht te vestigen op de structurele factoren
waarmee migranten te maken hebben, en om te laten zien dat ook hoekruimtes
een plek kunnen zijn van verbondenheid, vriendschap en zorgzaamheid. Vanuit
een marginale positie worden mogelijkheden verbeeld en nieuwe trajecten
gesmeed.
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