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While recognised internationally for its negotiated settlement after apartheid, South Africa is now experiencing among the highest rates of violence in the world, including extremely high rates of rape and other forms of gender based violence. 

I employ two different sorts of narratives to explore what it means to experience multiple traumas in both past and present: fictional narratives and narratives collected from both men and women in the course of doing research on gender-based violence and HIV/AIDS in KwaZulu-Natal.  I argue that, in the poor, rural communities of KwaZulu-Natal, the abuse men inflict on women is generated in large measure by men’s own sense of double victimization: first, as the dispossessed of apartheid; and second, as dispossessed of their customary roles as partners, providers and heads of household in the post-apartheid era of legislated gender equality.  Further, I use the women’s narratives to demonstrate how they perceive men’s violence against them to be grounded in systemic conditions of repeated traumas of dispossession that put men at risk of violence perpetration.  

The paper concludes that unless our sense of gender-based violence and coercion a) is reconceptualised within a context of multiple traumas and b) is seen as a symptom of communal trauma or social suffering that exceeds the grasp of law grounded in individual human rights legislation, attempts at prevention of sexual coercion and assault are likely to prove ineffectual.
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