the land of
many absent
fathers
South Africa is a country characterized by violence.
Every year around 15.000 murders are reported.
Every 26 seconds a woman gets raped.
The nuclear family is no longer the norm.
– Working for men’s presence and involvement not
only benefits the children. It also counteracts the
violence, says Wessel van den Berg, Program
Manager at Sonke Gender Justice.
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A

thin veil of cloud clings to the Table
alone in the muddy alleys and there are few women around.
Mountain ridge. People are sipping
The gender roles here are still stereotyped. Violence is
local wine in chilled glasses at outdoor widespread against the women, against the children, but is
restaurants in Camps Bay while the
highest between men. For every woman killed, seven men
waves are rolling onto the perfectly
are killed. Cape Town is the city in the world with the largest
curved, white beach. It is easy to
number of murders committed in relation to the number of
understand why Cape Town is named
inhabitants.
destination of the year by the editors
-We live in a collective trauma after the apartheid
of the New York Times. But it is a divided city. If you follow
regime, says Wessel van den Berg, Child Rights and Positive
the highway a couple of miles outside the city center, into
Parenting Manager at Save the Children’s partner organizathe poverty stricken townships, it’s beer instead of wine.
tion, Sonke Gender Justice.
Early in the afternoon you find groups of men among the
-The effects of the systematic violence exerted will take
rickety shacks, already heavily drunk. Children arebplaying
generations
to heal.
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SURVEY
WHAT HAS THE FATHERHOOD GROUP MEANT TO YOU?

AVIWE MIKE, 19
Has not become a father yet,
but would like to have two to
four children.
-Being part of the Fatherhood Group has strengthened
my belief that it is important
to be a responsible and
loving father. My own father
was rarely home because he
worked far away. I was alone
with my mother and grandmother and lacked male role
models. In the township where
we lived there was a lot of
abuse and violence. It has
made me think about life and
realize that I can choose how I
want to be.
Culturally, fatherhood is also often associated with
men too can contribute in other ways. They can be engaged,
violence. A father should be the superior, the one who discitake their children to school, give them a bath, understand
plines the family by using physical punishment.
what is wrong…. and thus also increase the equality in the relaIn a survey 57 percent of the parents admitted to having
tionship so that women can have more time for other things.
used violence to punish their children, 37 percent of them
Many men would also like to be more involved and present
with implements such as belts and sticks.
in their children’s lives.
-When we talk to people about the harmful effects of
In the efforts to improve fathers’ contribution to care it was
physical punishment they listen, but they are skeptical. It’s
discovered early on that the first meeting with the child, the
because they don´t realize there are better alternatives, says
initial connection, is crucial for the continued involvement.
Wessel van den Berg.
Therefore, Sonke Gender Justice, among other things, try to
There are also many men who are completely absent in
engage young men in Fathers’ Groups during their partners’
their children’s lives. In South Africa, a staggering 64 percent
pregnancies. Thulani Velebayi, is employed by Sonke and
of children live without their biological fathers present.
recruits participants at the local maternal health clinic in the
In 16 percent of these cases, the fathers are
township of Mfuleni, where he also lives himself.
deceased. In the remaining 48 percent the
-I recruit via the women when they are there
fathers have left the family.
for a visit, he explains.
-Unfortunately the popular opinion is that
He is already seeing results of his work. The
being present requires financial resources
word about the Fathers’ groups has spread and
here,” says Wessel van den Berg. As a father
there is an increase in fathers who want to take
you are expected to support the family. You are
part.
more or less seen as a cash machine.
One Sunday, when a group gets together in an
The mother’s family often denies the man
empty classroom at the local primary school, the
access to his children if he hasn’t paid for pregparticipants are asked to reflect on long distance
nancy, marriage and livelihood.
relationships and polygamy, which is something
-We try to help all parties understand that
traditional leaders endorse.
Wessel Van den Berg
barn
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MCEBISI ELLIOT, 37
Father of a boy who is four and
a girl who is ten.
-When I meet this group,
I feel happiness! The bond I
have with my children grows
when I get the opportunity to
focus on them. We talk more
now. I teach them things.“
“Before, I was one of those who
often went out and drank, even
in the middle of the day. I only
thought of myself, not about
the kids at home. Now I just go
to bars for a couple of hours,
and only if my wife is at home.
Because I have a family to look
after!

THOZAMILE, 23
Father of a two year old son.
-Before I came here I used
to always lose my girlfriends
and I did not understand why.
Now I have learned to question who I am. I understand
that I can’t make decisions for
others, I have to respect them.“
“I’ve also changed my view
on spanking. I used to use a
rod. Now I know it only makes
things worse. I know it is better
to talk to each other.

-For me, what is interesting is whether you would allow
your partner to have a second man, says Thulani, somewhat
teasingly, and everyone starts laughing.
The atmosphere is intimate and familiar. The harsh attitude the guys have when they are outside this room is left
outside. The conversation gets going.
What are the advantages and the disadvantages of having
just one partner? The conversation starts being about the risk
of HIV and AIDS, about fights and conflicts, about the feeling
of being betrayed, the anxiety when you are not sure if a
woman is pregnant with your own or someone else’s child.
One of the guys in the group wants help with controlling
his anger towards his girlfriend.
-You have to be humble and talk to her, things might not
be what you think they are, says one of the other participants.
During the session there’s a part included when the
young fathers in a circle mark how they allocate their time.
How much of their time is allocated to work? To friends?
To the children? To listening to their partner and maybe do
something fun together?
-Your wife doesn’t only need you at night! Thulani’s
barn

MASIXOLE, 24
Father of an eight months old
baby girl
-Every time I come here I
learn something! I grew up
without my dad. It wasn’t
easy. When the others were
called in for talks at school,
they came there with their
dads. I was alone. I was about
to become someone who
didn’t care about anything.
But now I’ve realized that I
shouldn’t do the same thing
to my children. Since I joined
the Fatherhood Group, I’ve
come to understand that I am
important.

kidding. And everyone starts laughing again.
As usual, the conversation also touches the participants’
own upbringing. What are they repeating? What could they
do differently? What do you need as a little child?
One of the guys, who recently became a father for the first
time, says:
-I don’t know my own dad. He didn’t care about me at all.
I started messing about in school, was called into meetings. I
couldn’t care less. I might as well just carry on. There was no
one who cared. No one stood up for me. So I didn’t care. And
quit school.
The talks in the Fathers’ group has meant a lot to him.
-I’ve learned that a nice man is a good man. I need to find a
responsible way to relate to things around me. And I want to
be there for my child.
Now, men join their women’s visits to the maternal health
clinic.
-Before, even the nurses thought it was a stigma for men
to come there, says Thulani. As if the clinic was only meant
for pregnant women, not for the fathers to be.
-I like seeing men getting involved!
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»»Traditional gender roles
were about to break
our relationship««

His attitude was macho.
She thought he should be punished.
Now they’ve learnt to talk to each other.
“We don’t want our children to grow up in a warzone,”
says Lindela and Nosicelo Mraqisa.
LIKE MOST MEN in the
township of Gugulethu,
Lindela Mraqisa, 32, liked
going out to party with his
friends after work. The fact
that he had two little children at home didn’t stop him.
-I always wondered
why he didn’t bring me,
says Nosicelo Mraqisa, 27,
and looks teasingly at her
husband. When I asked him
to help me with the laundry
he just said, what will
people think? They might
believe that I had bewitched
him. Seriously!
Traditional gender roles and the expectations of what it
means to be a man constantly challenged their relationship.
There was always trouble.
-We couldn’t talk about anything. I sometimes asked
myself why we married at all, she says. It felt as if we had
nothing in common and I didn’t know how to cope with it.
-If one of our children was crying, he would just hand it
over to me. He did the dishes once a month, at the most.
But after Lindela attended the Sonke Gender Justice
Fathers’ group, things started changing. He stayed at home
more, and became more involved in the housework and with
the children.
-He does everything now! He was even present when I gave
birth to our youngest child, something he flatly said no to the
first two times, says Nosicelo.
-Wow, that made me realize what women go through, the
sacrifices they make. It’s not a child’s play, he says.
It was a difficult birth.
-Had he not been there encouraging me, I don’t know what
had happened, says Nosicelo.
Now the couple share everything, not only the care of their
three children, they’ve also joined group counselling together
barn

- a continuation of the
Fathers’ group. It has led to
that Nosicelo has also started to think about what kind
of patterns she has brought
into the relationship.
-When I grew up there
was always trouble in my
family. I used to witness my
father abuse my mother.
Both my brother and I were
terrified, she says.
When she and her brother got older her brother
started to hit back. In order
to protect himself and their
mother. When he became
an adult, got married and had children, he continued to beat.
Even Nosicelo ended up in the same kind of pattern.
-Things that I was beaten for as a child, I would beat my
own children for, she says. I didn’t know what to do. . . Oh, it
feels like I want to kill myself when I think about it.
Through the group counselling, she has understood that
it was wrong and she’s received tools to do things differently.
Both in regard to her children and the relationship with her
husband.
-We used to never give the other time to speak. Now we
practice listening to each other, to meet halfways and to
involve each other in decision making.
-It’s like learning a whole new language to me. I grew up
without that kind of communication. I couldn’t even say sorry
before when we had been fighting. Instead, I would be quiet
for a week just to punish him.
It was downright torture, says Lindela.
Their new skills have led to fewer rows.
-We are happier! And I think that our children will benefit
from everything we’ve worked on. We’ve set a good example
for them.
PHOTO: SOPHIE ARNÖ PHOTOGRAPHER: PER-ANDERS PETTERSSON
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-To be part of the Fatherhood group
has made me want to be more involved
and I was there when my youngest
child was born, says Lindela.

