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Abstract 

 
Male Child Sex Abuse (MCSA) within South Africa is an underexplored area that warrants 

further investigation. Given the large amount of emphasis on female rather than male trauma 

narratives in sex abuse events, MCSA and its traumatic outcomes are often silenced in the 

public, psychological and academic domains. As a result of gendered constructions relating to 

sex abuse, the majority of MCSA victims fail to report their abuse and this results in low 

disclosure rates and consequently failure to seek treatment. This research analyses the 

discourse produced within trauma narratives of adult males who identify as Child Sex Abuse 

(CSA) victims. More particularly, this study aims to identify the influences of gender, trauma 

and sex abuse discourse on the construction of these narratives. This was achieved by drawing 

on semi-structured one-on-one interviews with seven participants, currently living in South 

Africa, who identified as adult male victims of CSA. Thereafter the transcripts were analysed 

using a Faircloughian (1989-1995) informed Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) which 

allowed for the rigorous examination of how participants drew on childhood, gender and 

trauma discourses in order to validate their belonging to the category of male victimhood. Key 

findings revealed that trauma narratives are largely influenced by societal expectations of how 

trauma should manifest within victims of abuse. Further to this, participants revealed their own 

disbeliefs concerning the reality of male victimhood which is indicative of the influence of 

gendered constructions of masculinity within South Africa. By exploring the constructions of 

gender, trauma and sex abuse that emerge in narratives of childhood sex abuse and the ways 

that masculinity in South Africa influences this emergence, this study contributes to the 

growing literature in the CSA discipline and, in turn, to intervention possibilities for male 

victims of CSA.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction, Rationale and Aims 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

CSA is considered to be rampant worldwide (Alexander et al., 2005; Barth, Bermetz, Heim, 

Trelle, & Tonia, 2013; Domhardt, Münzer, Fegert, & Goldbeck, 2015; Tang, Qu, Li, & Tan, 

2018). In South Africa it is estimated that one in every three children will have experienced 

CSA by the time they turn 18 (Ward, Artz, Leoschut, Kassanjee, & Burton, 2018). In the South 

African National Census of 2015 it was estimated that 18.6 million children lived within South 

Africa thus resulting in an estimated 6.2 million children being impacted upon by some form 

of CSA (Statistics South Africa, 2016). In terms of the prevalence of MCSA, of the male 

children within South Africa, it is estimated that one in five male children of the 6.2 million 

children will experience CSA (Statistics South Africa, 2016; Ward et al., 2018).  

 

The statistics on CSA are indicatory of the extensive problem being faced by South Africa. 

However, the statistics of female CSA victims are emphasized within the media whilst the data 

relating to male CSA victims is not prioritized (Badoe, 2017; Richter, Mathews, Nonterah, & 

Masilela, 2018; Weatherred, 2015). This leads to an increase in the visibility of female CSA 

victims but results in a decreased focus on male CSA victims. This speaks to the invisibility of 

the male victim within South Africa and the lack of acknowledgement males receive as victims 

(Kramer, 2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011; van Niekerk, Tonsing, Seedat, Jacobs, Ratele, & 

McClure, 2015). Over the course of history, there has been very little acknowledgment of the 

male sex abuse victim with sex abuse being closely associated with women and children (Back 

& Lips, 1998; Carpenter (2003; 2005); Davies, 2002). This means that male victims are an 

under-researched group globally. This research is, therefore, of importance because additional 

studies into MCSA victims are needed in order to further understand the discourses which 
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allow for the construction of the invisible male victim within South Africa (Mumby, 1998; 

Sunderland, 2004).  

 

 

In broad terms, the inconceivable subject-position of the male victim is interesting considering 

the vast cultural atmosphere in South Africa and thus, the vast definitions of masculinity 

(Morrell, Jewkes, & Lindegger, 2012). South Africa is a largely patriarchal environment which 

enables the construction of the impossible male victim (Kandiyoti, 1988). Important to this 

research is the notion that the invisibility of the male victim of sex abuse is a subject-position 

created through gender, trauma and victim discourse (Parker, 2013).  

 

Discourse is considered to be a way of constituting knowledge in social life (Foucault, 1982). 

Discourses vary across cultures due to the different perceptions of certain types of knowledge 

worldwide (Foucault, 1982). Discourse thus is constructed knowledge which influences the 

actions of people within the social life (Berns, 2001; Sunderland, 2004).  Foucault (1982) 

determines that discourse constructs the way that a topic is spoken about which means that 

certain discourses dictate the way in which male victim’s narratives are constructed. 

Exploration of the discourses which emerge in the narratives of MCSA victims allows for a 

greater understanding of the creation of meaning in the language used to discuss experiences 

(Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002; Setati & Adler, 2000). This study will make use of  Norman 

Fairclough’s (1989-1995) critical discourse analysis in order to engage with the victims of 

MCSA in a critical manner. The use of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) will allow for 

examination of the discursive strategies used by victims of MCSA when constructing their 

experience of abuse.  
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1.2 Rationale 

The social constructionist paradigm suggests that knowledge is shaped by cultural and 

historical contexts which influence the meaning attributed to certain topics (Gergen, 1985; 

Herek, 1986). The social constructionist paradigm allows for understanding of the narratives 

of MCSA victims based on the context these men live within and the societal influences they 

have been subjected to (Gergen, 1985; Unger, 1989). A central notion for social constructionist 

theory is that victimhood is constructed as a subject-position in which a person is weak and 

defenseless (Heber, 2012). Typically, victimhood is constructed as a position taken up by 

women and children in society and thus, women and children are constructed as vulnerable 

(Carpenter, 2005). The construction of victimhood is embedded in trauma and gender 

discourse. Gender and trauma are constructed such that females are able to speak about trauma 

without hinderance while men are unable to speak about their experiences with trauma freely 

(Fortier, DiLillo, Messman-Moore, Peugh, DeNardi, & Gaffey, 2009).This is because the 

characteristics associated with females, that of being weak, soft and defenseless, are aligned 

with the characteristics associated with victimhood (Brickell, 2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 

2005). However, men are characterized as stoic and strong and so male vulnerability is 

discursively unlikely (Berns, 2001; Henderson, 2007).  

 

Social constructionism demonstrates that the constructions of human understanding and 

experience are influenced by cultural, historical and social contexts (Gergen, 1985; Herek, 

1986; Lorber, 1990). This study uses social constructionist paradigm as it challenges constructs 

of knowledge that are considered to be ‘truth’ within human experience (Heber, 2012; Mumby, 

1998). Social construction observes the meaning attributed to human’s knowledge constructs 

regarding experiences (Gergen, 1985). It further observes the power that knowledge constructs 

have within a certain cultural, historical or social context (Allen, 2002; Connell, 2014; 
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Foucault, 1982). This aligns with Foucault’s theory on power and knowledge which also occurs 

within a particular cultural and historical moment (Foucault, 1982). Foucault (1976) refers to 

discourse which is essentially an analysis of the way that experiences are constructed and the 

context they are constructed within. Discourse is closely linked to power as those who are in 

power in a particular context determine, and control, the discourse used within discussion and 

thus, maintain power (Foucault, 1976).  

 

Social constructionist theory applies here because the construction of males and females has 

become normalized and this means that the invisibility of the male victim has continued to be 

entrenched (Davies & Harré, 1990; Fahlgren & Sawyer, 2011). As a result, it is important to 

explore the narratives of South African male victims of CSA as it is indicative of the way in 

which gender and trauma discourse have dictated who is a worthy victim of CSA and who is 

not (Kramer, 2016). Due to males being characterized as stoic and strong, the victim subject-

position is difficult to procure as it is only deemed acceptable for those characterized by 

weakness (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This study will draw on the CDA proposed by 

Fairclough (1989-1995)  in order to understand how trauma, gender and victim discourse 

constrains the male victim subject-positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990).  

 

South Africa is an interesting context for looking at the male victim as South Africa is largely 

patriarchal (Berns, 2001; Gray, 2006; Levett, 1990, 2016). Furthermore,  South Africa is 

rampant with crime and the victims of crime are considered to be women more than men (van 

Niekerk et al., 2015). As a result, South Africa deems it acceptable to be a female victim of 

crime but does not seem to acknowledge males as worthy victims (Kramer, 2016).  
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1.3 Research Aims 
 

Through engaging with male victims of CSA in South Africa, the aim of this research is to 

distinguish the discourse surrounding male victims of CSA and explore the way in which these 

discourses create invisibility for male victims of CSA within normative constructions of 

gender. These will be achieved by interviewing males who have been sexually abused as 

children and then reviewing the transcripts of the interviews using the critical discourse 

analysis proposed by Fairclough (1989-1995). This analysis will then be used in order to 

examine how discourses are used as a form of social control reflected in the way participants 

construct their experiences of CSA (Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). A sub-aim is to 

investigate how the described experiences are influenced by gender discourse and its focus on 

masculinity in South Africa. Through investigating the participants’ experiences the study aims 

to observe the participants’ self-identified victim subject-positions as indicative of the 

influence of normative discourses which reinforce the invisibility of the male victim in South 

Africa (Crossley, 1996; Kramer, 2016). The sub-aim will investigate the influences of gendered 

discourse, particularly the normative constructions of masculinity and how this impacts on the 

participants’ retelling of their experiences of CSA.  

 

Overall, this study asks the following questions: How do South African male victims of CSA 

construct their experiences of abuse? How are these constructions influenced by gendered 

discourse surrounding masculinity? 

 

1.4 Structure and Outline of the Research Report 

 

CHAPTER 2 examines the available literature surrounding the social construction of the 

‘worthy’ victim. The literature review begins with the definition of sex abuse and an 

explanation of what sexual behavior is defined as within this study. Thereafter, the literature 
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review provides an understanding of gendered discourse and the way in which it frames males 

in a patriarchal society. Furthermore, the literature review provides a discussion on the 

intersectionality of sex abuse and male victimhood and the difficulty facing men when placed 

in a position of ‘weakness’ as a victim. This section observes the reclaiming of masculinity in 

order to resist victimhood. The review then examines constructions of childhood that allow for 

men to be worthy victims and occupy victim subject-positioning. The literature review then 

proceeds to discuss the invisibility of the MCSA victim and the conditions of possibility that 

allow for male victimhood. Finally, discourses that enable or constrict victim subject-

positioning are examined in relation to the ‘worthiness’ of a male victim of CSA within South 

Africa.  

 

CHAPTER 3 provides the research method and research design of the study. The participants 

and sample selection, data collection and explanation of data analysis are described. 

Furthermore, a self-reflexivity section is added as well as an ethical considerations section 

which accounts for the methods which the researcher used to ensure professional standards of 

conduct are followed throughout the research process. 

 

CHAPTER 4 provides an in-depth discussion of the findings and results of the study. This 

section observes the resistance and occupation of victimhood within males who have been 

sexually abused as children. It further discusses discourses of damage and the necessity of 

trauma in narratives of sex abuse. The section then observes how participants reclaimed 

masculinity in order to be defined as both ‘male’ and a ‘victim’ in South Africa. Furthermore, 

a discussion of childhood vulnerability occurs in order to observe how childhood innocence 

gives rise to conditions of possibility for the occupation of victim subject-positioning. 
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CHAPTER 5 provides a summary of the study’s key findings and observes the study’s 

practical and theoretical implications and acknowledges its limitations. It further provides 

recommendations for future research studies. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Sex Abuse 

 
Sex abuse is defined in a variety of ways (Holmes & Slap, 1998; Kramer, 2016). Sex abuse 

includes both contact and non-contact abuse of males or females in a non-consensual act (Barth 

et al., 2013; Kramer, 2016). However, there is no clear definition of sex abuse as it can range 

from sexual remarks to penetration, all equally abusive depending on the person’s subjective 

experience of the abuse (Holmes & Slap, 1998). For the purpose of this research, the definition 

of sexual abuse will be dependent on the participants’ self-identifications as victims of contact 

sexual abuse, which is sex abuse that occurs when there is unwanted physical contact between 

the victim and the perpetrator. (Chu, 2011).  

Sex abuse is distinguished from other sexual offences when it involves a child in a sexual act 

(Kramer, 2016). CSA can also be defined in a variety of ways (Finkelhor, 1984). Criteria 

involved in defining CSA includes the age of the victim and perpetrator, the presence of 

coercion, the authority of the perpetrator and the type of abuse which occurred - either contact 

or non-contact (Holmes & Slap, 1998). According to Finkelhor (1984), CSA is sexual contact 

that occurs when there is a large age difference between the two participants: the ‘abuser’ may 

be in an authoritative position compared to the child and the acts may occur in a violent manner. 

In this study, research will be conducted exclusively on contact sexual abuse, based on the 

participant’s self-identification as a victim of contact CSA whereby the definition of contact 

CSA will be based on the following explanation:  

Sexual behavior between a child and an adult or between two children when one of 

them is significantly older or uses coercion…The sexual behaviors include touching 

breasts, buttocks and genitals whether the victim is dressed or undressed; 

exhibitionism; fellatio; cunnilingus; and penetration of the vagina or anus with sexual 

organs or objects. (Sadock, Kaplan & Sadock, 2007, p.1315) 
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Legal discourse, which refers to the way that knowledge is constructed within the law 

(Aldridge & Luchjenbroers, 2007),  has played a role in the public perception of victims of sex 

abuse and this in turn has impacted the number of victims disclosing their abuse (Martin & 

Powell, 1994). In South Africa, the sex abuse victim is constructed to be either female or a 

child (Carpenter, 2003; Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2016; Levett, 2016). There are many laws in 

place regarding women’s rights and the human rights of the child (O’Malley, 1996). However, 

despite many laws being in place for the protection of women and children, those who take 

their case to court are often faced with the victim-blaming mentality created through victim-

discourse (Anderson, Beattie, & Spencer, 2001; Borgida & White, 1978; Briere & Rickards, 

2007; Gotell, 2002). The linguistics used in a sex abuse case can often come across as 

manipulating and weakening a testimony of the sex abuse incident when presented to the court 

(Aldridge & Luchjenbroers, 2007). The questions asked of a victim may frame the sex abuse 

as something that was misunderstood by the victim, made up by the victim or place the victim 

in a position of blame (Aldridge & Luchjenbroers, 2007). Sexual violence is constructed to 

only affect females and the law focuses on the women and children regarding sex abuse and 

does not discuss the possibility of male sex abuse (O’Malley, 1996).  

 

Perpetrators of crime in South Africa are associated with males (Kramer, 2016). The 

implications of this within legal discourse are that men are framed as the perpetrators and not 

as the victims (Aldridge & Luchjenbroers, 2007; George & Martínez, 2002; Kramer, 2016; 

Kramer & Bowman, 2011). Taking into account the difficulties women, who are already 

perceived as vulnerable, have when attempting to open a case of abuse - it is even more 

challenging for a male, framed to be a perpetrator only, to come forward in a court of law as a 

victim of sex abuse (Anderson et al., 2001; Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2016). Legal discourse has 

framed sexual violence as a crime committed mostly by males and thus, often does not 
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acknowledge men as victims of crime . This results in the portrayal of men as unworthy victims 

in public outside the court (Goodrich, 1987; Kramer, 2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011; Martin 

& Powell, 1994).  Herein lies the power of legal discourse as it constructs victim subject-

positioning for females and perpetrator subject-positioning for males which further constructs 

male victimhood as an ‘impossibility’ (Kramer, 2016).  

 

In South Africa the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters) Amendment Act of 

2007 criminalizes any act of penetration, contact and non-contact sexual activity, sexual 

exploitations, grooming, child pornography, witnessing sexual acts and indecent exposure to 

children. For the purpose of this study the child is defined as a minor under the age of 18 who 

did not consent to the sexual activity and was abused by a significantly older perpetrator of any 

gender and thus this definition aligns to South African laws surrounding CSA. There is 

continued research attempting to create a more concrete definition that can be used globally 

regarding CSA (Finkelhor, 1984, 1994; Kramer, 2016). 

 

2.2 Gender and Sex Abuse 

 

There is an important distinction between sex and gender (May, 2017). An individual’s sex 

refers to their biological anatomy which they are born with such as reproductive organs and 

sex hormones (May, 2017). In contrast, a person’s gender alludes to the social roles society 

dictates should be embodied in people of a certain sex (Butler, 1986). Gender may also refer 

to the unique identification of characteristics a person may have concerning their own internal 

awareness regarding their social role within society (Annis & Merron, 2014; Kaiser, 2012; 

May, 2017). This means that biological sex is not related to the gender one identifies with 

(Goktan & Gupta, 2015; Helliwell, 2018). A person identifies their gender based on gendered 

constructions emerging within gender discourse (Gergen, 1985; Goktan & Gupta, 2015; 
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Helliwell, 2018; Kaiser, 2012). Discourse is defined by Foucault (1982) as a way of 

constituting knowledge and power. Discourse consists of guidelines and ideas which constitute 

what ‘truth’ is within a given context (Foucault, 1982; Parker, 2014). Entrenched gender 

constructions are created through discourses (Berns, 2001; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). 

These discourses are disseminated and imply what can be considered to be ‘truth’ and what 

cannot (Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002).  

 

Gendered discourse  is embedded in cultural constructions which dictate that males and females 

are different from one another (West & Fenstermaker, 1995) and that gender is binary. The 

implicit rules created through gendered discourse creates gendered subject-positioning for 

males and females that matches one’s biological sex (Berns, 2001; Cowburn, 2005; Gergen, 

1985; Sunderland, 2004). Connell (2014) speaks of hegemonic masculinity as a conceptual 

theory which recognizes that there are many masculinities which emerge across time, culture 

and context. It is system of knowledge which legitimizes men’s dominant positions in society 

while subordinating other marginalized ways of embodying masculinity  (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005; Dean, 2013; Demetriou, 2013). Hegemonic masculinity is not limited to 

males but legitimises powerful women too (Morrell et al., 2012). There are many females who 

are powerful and many men who are oppressed (Cowburn, 2005; Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003; 

Morrell et al., 2012). This depends on the person’s specific embodiment of gender (Kaiser, 

2012; May, 2017; Segalo, 2015). Discourses of sex abuse are associated closely with females 

which specifically excludes males from occupying the victim subject-position (Goktan & 

Gupta, 2015).  In South Africa, discourses of violence and dominance are closely related 

hegemonic forms of masculinity (Morrell et al., 2012). The construction of the oppressed, and 

weaker, male often is not acknowledged (Kramer, 2016). Further to this, a male who has been 

sexually abused embodies the victim subject-position which challenges the normalized ideas 
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surrounding masculinity (Gergen, 1985; Phoenix & Frosh, 2001). Males are worthy 

perpetrators of crime, however, they are not considered worthy victims of sex abuse (Kramer, 

2016). It appears that discourses of violence are closely associated with hegemonic forms of 

masculinity which specifically exclude females (Hatchell, 2006). 

 

2.2.1 Sex Abuse and Male Victims 

 

 

The ‘unlikely’ male victim is based on the construction of sex abuse and victimhood within 

South Africa (Kramer, 2016). As a result, men must draw on trauma discourse and sex abuse 

discourse in order to be considered victims of CSA (Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003; Matei, 2013) 

However, this is at odds with masculine norms (Cooper, 2002; Cowburn, 2005).  Some males 

may not view their experience as abusive because it counteracts normalized masculinity 

(Morrell et al., 2012). It is only when the victim is subjected to incitement to sex abuse 

discourse that the male victim may choose to disclose (Epstein, 2003; Foucault, 1982, 1987). 

The incitement to discourse forces men to face their masculinity and negotiate what it means 

to be both masculine and a victim (Kramer, 2016).  

 

Cultural constructions of gender are so entrenched that men regularly refrain from speaking 

about their emotions and continue to be pressured to exhibit strong and stoic traits (Butler, 

1988; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Paine & Hansen, 2002). Men are framed as abusers 

rather than as victims which has implications for males who are victims of abuse in terms of 

their identities within cultural constructions of masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; 

Demetriou, 2013; Phoenix & Frosh, 2001). Henderson (2007, p. 227) argues that men are, 

“…always positioned as violent subjects, unaware of their own vulnerability, while women are 

positioned as universally vulnerable and anchored in their own fear”. This positioning 

emanates from a discourse which places men in a dominant, violent role and implies women 
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are the primary victims of violence (Henderson, 2007; Sorsoli, Kia-Keating, & Grossman, 

2008). Weiss (2010) further discusses that men have sexual violence ascribed to their 

characters which maintains their dominant position within society and embeds fear into others, 

framing them as the powerful perpetrators of crime. Weiss (2010, p.276) explains that men 

have consistently been portrayed as perpetrators such that envisioning them as victims requires 

the, “bracketing of preconcieved notions about both sexual violence and gender.” 

 

Butler (1988) postulates that gender is in fact not a fixed identity but rather an identity which 

consistently changes over time through the repetition of acts. Gender is considered to be 

established through the performance of the body and is thus an act of ‘doing’ (Butler, 1988). 

In particular, gender stereotypes dictate the way a person performs their gender (Lovell, 2003; 

West & Fenstermaker, 1995). Butler (1990) believes that gender is not considered to be binary 

but rather gives rise to multiple masculinities which opens the discursive possibility of males 

being conceivable victims in South Africa. In South Africa, gender intersects with other 

identities meaning that the manifestation of gender can differ depending on context and cultural 

environments (Kramer, 2016). The discourse surrounding gender is largely influenced by the 

cultural creation of a gender binary and the stereotypes which come with each of the two binary 

genders (Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). Masculinity is 

considered to be the more powerful gender while feminine qualities are considered to be less 

desirable (Hobbs, 2013).  

 

These stereotypes can be harmful to men who are victims of CSA as identifying as a victim is 

not considered to be masculine and is more closely associated with femininity (Kramer, 2016). 

However, Butler (1990) theorizes that one may resist the normative constructions of gender in 

order to give rise to conditions that create different subject-positions. South Africa has high 
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rates of crime in which males tend to be the victims and yet, due to the normative constructions 

of masculinity, male victims are made invisible and silenced (Kramer & Ratele, 2012; Pipe, 

Lamb, Orbach, & Cederborg, 2013; Sorsoli et al., 2008). 

 

This places men, who are sexually abused, in a challenging position when faced with 

performing ‘masculine’ gender roles whilst experiencing sex abuse (Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). 

In order to become a victim within society men must occupy a victim subject-position made 

available through victim discourse (Anderson et al., 2001; Luchjenbroers & Aldridge, 2007). 

This means that MCSA victims express their experiences through speaking about their sex 

abuse and showing emotions relating to the event. This is described by Foucault (1987) as 

‘confession’ (Kramer, 2015). In doing so, they perform the normalized construct of femininity 

in order to align themselves with ‘weak’ victim discourse which dictates that a person must 

show emotions and speak about their sex abuse experience in order to be a victim (Young & 

Skrla, 2012, p.250). However, in order to reclaim the masculinity lost in MCSA men often feel 

the need to compensate for their powerlessness in the victim subject-positioning (Young & 

Skrla, 2012, p.247). This includes the use of empowering discourse associated with being a 

survivor of an event (Maercker & Müller, 2004). Men are challenged to change their victim, 

and weaker, status to a stronger survivor status in order for a more ‘masculine’ discourse to be 

associated with their CSA experience. Figley (2013, p.399) states: 

 

But while the victim has been immobilized and discouraged by the event, the survivor 

has overcome the traumatic memories and become mobile. The survivor draws on the 

experiences of coping with the catastrophe as a source of strength, while the victim 

remains immobilized. What separates victims from survivors is a conception about life, 

an attitude about the safety, joy and mastery of being a human being.  

 

In order for men to reclaim masculinity they need to shift their victim subject-positioning to 

survivor positioning in order to be seen in a position of strength and power rather than that of 
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weakness (Figley, 2013; Jordan, 2013; Maercker & Müller, 2004). This is because being male 

and a victim of sex abuse is so rarely associated together for men that the close association 

starts to make men feel they must counterbalance their victimhood through entrenching their 

masculinity through the use of discourses of power (Foucault, 1987).  

 

As a result, men attempt to reclaim their masculinity while still allowing for subject-positioning 

as male victims of CSA  (Miller, 2014). The abuse of drugs and alcohol appear to create the 

illusion of the ‘tough’ man (Clark, Lesnick, & Hegedus, 1997; Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). 

Alcohol abuse in particular is closely linked to males with 39% of males becoming dependent 

on alcohol at some point within their life (Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). Lemle and Mishkind 

(1989) postulate, “Heavy drinking symbolizes greater masculinity than lighter drinking, and 

the more a man tolerates his alcohol, the more manly he is deemed.”  It appears that the abuse 

of substances is closely linked to males attempting to embody their masculine subject-positions 

as dictated within a given context (Copenhaver, Lash, & Eisler, 2000; Gymnich, Ruhl, & 

Scheunemann, 2010, p. 46; Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). Further to this, men may show increased 

levels of aggression in their behavior (Copenhaver et al., 2000). These actions all create the 

illusion of the hegemonic male in order to make up for what masculinity was lost through 

victimhood (Copenhaver et al., 2000; Lemle & Mishkind, 1989; Mullen, Watson, Swift, & 

Black, 2007). However, these reckless behaviours are also closely associated with perpetrator 

subject-positioning which frames men as abusers (Henderson, 2007). This means that reckless 

behaviors are twofold in that they enable masculine subject-positioning and could enable 

perpetrator subject-positioning.  

 

In order for men to disclose their abuse they need to frame themselves as ‘worthy’ victims of 

CSA (Kramer, 2016). This worthiness is constituted by discourse on damage and trauma – 
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discourse at odds with constructions of masculinity. Further techniques such as the use of 

childhood discourse allow for further conditions of possibility for victim subject-positioning 

(Kramer, 2017). 

 

2.3 Sex Abuse and Childhood 

 

Constructions surrounding children are understood as consistently changing and are malleable 

(Robinson, 2008). The normative construction of the child is described by Kehily, (2008, p.3) 

as, “Not just physiological immaturity but also connotes dependency, powerlessness and 

inferiority.” Childhood in the modern world is thus that of being innocent, helpless, virtuous 

and requiring protection (Nybell, 2001; Robinson, 2008, 2013) . These constructions enable 

children to be portrayed as victims and is largely accepted as ‘truth’ (Robinson, 2008). Children 

are placed in opposition to adults with the child being seen as lacking in knowledge within the 

world thus being seen as naïve (Robinson, 2013, p.86).  The construction of the child may 

differ depending on context and intersectionality within class, gender and race (Gergen, 1985; 

Robinson, 2008, 2013).  

 

Foucault (1995) speaks about the concept of disciplinary power in comprehending the 

production of constructs through discourse. The ability to occupy subject-positioning is 

modulated through the constructed conditions of possibility (Nybell, 2001). Lupton (1999, 

p.86) describes the construction of childhood stating, “Childhood is increasingly being 

constructed as a precious realm under siege from those who would rob children of their 

childhoods…” Discourse surrounding childhood emphasises the need for children to be 

protected and is an example of the exercising of disciplinary power in regulating social bodies 

(Foucault, 1995).  
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The assumption of the child requiring protection is largely associated with the assumption that 

the child is asexual and does not have knowledge relating to sexual acts (Kramer, 2016). Sex 

abuse discourse dictates that children who have been sexually abused require intervention and 

protection (Cowburn, 2005; Fairclough, 1985; Finkelhor, 1987; Naples, 2003). In this manner, 

victim discourse places children in victim subject-positioning and allows children to easily take 

up victimhood (Finkelhor, 1994). It is considered acceptable for children to be victims and this 

means that children are considered to automatically be ‘worthy’ victims of sex abuse (Kramer, 

2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011). This creates a normative victim position which opens 

possibilities for MCSA victims, who are non-normative victims, to take up victim subject-

positioning (Hansen, 2016; Shafer-Landau, 2017, p.206).  

 

The possibility of  MCSA victims subject-positioning is rare where gendered constructs dictate 

that men are prevented from being vulnerable or victims (Davies & Harré, 1990; Fahlgren & 

Sawyer, 2011; Kramer, 2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011). MCSA is considered non-normative 

and is constructed as being an impossibility (Kramer, 2016). However, the child is considered 

to be a conceivable victim of sex abuse (Wilson & O’Brien, 2016). Through the use of 

childhood discourse, conditions of possibility are created which allow men to take up victim 

subject-positioning (Foucault, 1987, 2012). Childhood discourse creates the child as a 

conceivable victim of sex abuse and thus, when MCSA victims relay their experiences of 

abuse, they may take up victim subject-positioning based on childhood discourse which creates 

conditions of possibility for victimhood (Foucault, 1982, 1987, 1991; Hansen, 2016; Robinson, 

2013).  

 

Thus, the use of childhood constructions enables males to take up victim subject-positioning 

as a child who is vulnerable is a conceivable victim (Kramer, 2016). This is where disciplinary 
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power regulates the male social body, allowing for occupation of different subject-positioning 

based on using the appropriate social regulation in order to prove worthiness of victimhood 

(Foucault, 1995). Further to this, the victim subject-positioning is enabled through use of 

psychological discourse in order for the experience of the male victim to be conceivable. This 

intersection is one which is further regulated by the victim in order to prove worthiness of 

victimhood. 

 

2.4 Sex Abuse and Psychological Discourse 

 

 

Trauma discourse is engrained within social life and dictates that in order for one to be a victim 

of CSA one must experience trauma and be ‘damaged’ by the CSA experience (Levett, 1990; 

Matei, 2013 ). Levett (1990, p.43) states that: 

 

There is a sense in which the discourse (reports, talk conferences, interventions units, 

etc.) creates the phenomenon – the impulse as well as the reactions to it… Every aspect 

discussed serves to perpetuate and shape childhood sexual abuse and its repercussions.  

 

Levett (1990) describes the manner in which discourse ‘perpetuates and shapes’ the way that 

CSA is discussed and revealed by victims. Discourse regarding sex abuse dictates that the 

MCSA victim is expected to identify as ‘damaged’ and ‘traumatized’ (Kramer, 2015).  Trauma 

is defined by Barlow and Durand (2015) as, “…exposure to a traumatic event during which an 

individual experiences or witnesses death or threatened death, actual or threatened serious 

injury, or actual or threatened sexual violation.” For the purpose of this study, this definition 

will be referred to when discussing trauma and its damaging effects. 

 

Normative constructions of victimhood dictate that females tend to be the victims of sex abuse 

and males tend to be the perpetrators (Cooper, 2002). This results in male victims requiring 

certain conditions of possibility in order to take up victim subject-positioning (Berns, 2001; 
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Davies & Harré, 1990; Kramer, 2015, 2016). One of the conditions of possibility for occupying 

victim subject-positioning is the use of discourse on sexual trauma  (Kramer, 2016; Litosseliti 

& Sunderland, 2002; Naples, 2003). For male victims, occupying the victim subject-position 

is challenging considering that men are not constructed to be vulnerable and victim positioning 

is constructed around weakness rather than strength (Breslau, 2002). In order to occupy such a 

position, men have to justify their victimhood through proof of being ‘damaged’ by their 

experiences of CSA (Levett, 1990).  The use of sex abuse discourse requires the consistent 

regulation of the self in order to appear ‘traumatized’ and ‘damaged’ by the experience of CSA 

as dictated by normative constructs surrounding CSA (Fahlgren & Sawyer, 2011; Foucault, 

1995; Levett, 1990; Phoenix & Frosh, 2001). 

 

MCSA victims may express their ‘traumatization’ through disclosure to a professional in the 

psychological field (Alaggia, 2005; Kramer, 2015, 2016; Levett, 1990, 2016). This 

professional often suggests what symptoms a victim may feel after experiencing CSA and in 

doing so, incitement to sex abuse discourse occurs (Foucault, 1987, 2012; Foucault et al., 

1988). Incitement to discourse refers to the introduction to certain ways of constituting 

knowledge surrounding sex, sex abuse and trauma and thus how one is expected to act and feel 

when one has experiences sex abuse (Epstein, 2003). Through this process one has incitement 

to discourse as one is exposed to the normative constructs surrounding victimhood (Epstein, 

2003; Kramer, 2017; Mahalik, Burns, & Syzdek, 2007; Matebeni & Msibi, 2015). MCSA 

victims may unconsciously construct their trauma narratives of CSA in order to legitimize their 

claims to victimhood (Diamond & Quinby, 1988). Due to the depiction of females as victims 

rather than males, MCSA victims are unsure of how to occupy victim subject-positioning. It is 

only through an incitement to trauma discourse that descriptions of traumatic and damaging 

experiences are discussed by victims (Briere & Rickards, 2007). In this way, males who have 
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experienced CSA are able to occupy victim subject-positioning (Filipas & Ullman, 2006; 

Finkelhor, 1987; Matei, 2013).  

 

CSA victims have incitement to trauma discourse which allows for appropriate symptoms of 

‘trauma’ to be relayed during disclosure and thus, the male victim subject-positioning is 

legitimized (Epstein, 2003; Levett, 1990). Further to this, disclosure in the presence of a 

psychology professional or in another appropriate context allows for incitement to 

psychological discourse (Kramer, 2017). Psychological discourse describes technical terms 

which are used within a professional psychological contexts which are used by males in order 

to legitimize their worthiness of being a victim of CSA (Kramer, 2017). The use of 

psychological discourse legitimizes the male victims’ experiences of CSA and reflects the 

normative constructions of what a sex abuse victim experiences both during and in the 

aftermath of CSA and the language that should be used in reference to such an experience 

(Berns, 2001; Cowburn, 2005; Matei, 2013; Mayne, 1993). As discussed by Kramer (2017), 

“…Definitions limit and regulate behaviours so that they are consistent with what is socially 

acceptable, socially expected and socially desirable.” In this way psychological discourse 

perpetuates the ‘correct’ way that victims should experience and perceive CSA. Victims’ self-

perceptions of CSA experiences are thus reflective of the regulation of institutionalized 

discourses (Kramer, 2017).  

 

Further to the use of psychological discourse, post-hoc constructions of abuse and trauma are 

unconsciously used by males in order to be perceived as victims in an appropriate manner 

(Davies & Rogers, 2006; Gorris, 2015). Post-hoc construction refers to the construction of a 

memory after the event occurred (Klein, 2001). The memory is constructed based on the 

incitement to discourse that has reshaped the ideas (Klein, 2001; Levett, 1990).  
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Overall, the use of psychological discourse has allowed for conditions of possibility to arise 

for males to occupy victim subject-positioning and as such, psychological discourse is used in 

‘confession’ in order to validate the occupation of victimhood positioning by males (Kramer, 

2017). 

 

2.5 Conclusion - Sexual Abuse, Male Victimhood and South Africa 

 
 

Men have been positioned as dominant and strong whilst women and children are positioned 

as vulnerable (Henderson, 2007). Perpetrators of crime are constructed to be male while 

victims are considered to be women and children (Kramer & Ratele, 2012). In South African 

law, sexual violence is closely associated with women and children and this creates great 

difficulty for males who experience CSA (Banda, 2006). Gendered discourse creates gendered 

subject-positioning which is associated with the binary biological sex of males and females 

within South Africa (Cowburn, 2005; Gymnich, Ruhl, & Scheunemann, 2010; Sunderland, 

2004). Discourses of violence and abuse are related to hegemonic forms of masculinity which 

place males in positions of power rather than vulnerability (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; 

Cowburn, 2005). Thus, the experience of MCSA is non-normative within South Africa. This 

creates male victims who are invisible (Gorris, 2015).  

 

In South Africa, sex abuse is largely considered to be the penetration of a woman or child 

against their will (Banda, 2006; Berns, 2001; Kramer, 2015). South Africa is a patriarchal 

society which constructs normative male behaviour as that of being strong and dominant 

(Henderson, 2007). There are many different cultural groups across South Africa and the 

common denominator of all these groups are that the majority have patriarchal views 

constructing males as the less emotional, stronger and more stoic members of the group 
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(Kramer & Ratele, 2012). In doing this, males are excluded from being vulnerable as they are 

considered to be the protectors of the vulnerable woman and children and this cannot be 

interchangeable. As discussed by Kramer (2015, p.67), “The male sexual violence victim is 

made invisible through various intersecting gendered structures and discourses, despite the 

possibility that the consequences of any form of abuse may transcend gender roles.”  

Through the various discourses surrounding sex abuse, trauma and gender, male victims of 

abuse are able to legitimize their positioning as victims of CSA (Kramer, 2017). Gender gives 

rise to multiple masculinities which creates many different conditions of possibility for men in 

being seen as conceivable victims of sex abuse within South Africa (Davies, 2002; Davies & 

Rogers, 2006; Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2015; Rogers & Davies, 2007).This may occur through 

the resistance of normative constructs of gender which allow for victim subject-positioning to 

occur (Kramer, 2017). 

 

Sex abuse discourse dictates that victims of CSA must identify as traumatized in order to be 

taken seriously as victims (Naples, 2003). Those who experience MCSA feel the need to 

identify as ‘damaged’ in order to occupy victim subject-positioning (Levett, 1990). Further to 

this, psychological discourse dictates that through disclosure, a victim of MCSA must use the 

appropriate terms and show specific symptoms in order to occupy victim subject-positioning . 

Incitement to discourse leads to the use of certain terms and particular language in order to 

legitimize the MCSA victim’s experiences of sex abuse (Epstein, 2003; Foucault, 1987).  

 

Through engaging with the discourses surrounding MCSA there is an allowance for exploration 

of the way invisibility is created, within normative constructions of gender, for male victims 

within South Africa (Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2017). Further to this, understandings related to 

the influence of gender discourse is significant in South Africa where masculinity is 

constructed to be dominant and strong and thus places men in superior positions that do not 
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give rise to vulnerability (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Cooper, 2002; Mahalik et al., 

2007). The conditions of possibility that arise for men to occupy victim subject-positioning are 

influenced by normative discourses within South Africa (Kramer, 2017; Mahalik et al., 2007). 

This leads to the investigation of how male victims of CSA construct their experiences of abuse 

and the influence of gendered discourse on such constructions, particularly those surrounding 

masculinity, within South Africa. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

3.1 Research Design 

This study used a qualitative research design by drawing on semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews lasting approximately 40 to 50 minutes. The purpose of the qualitative design was 

to allow for the analysis and interpretation of the form and content of participants’ narratives 

relating to their experiences of CSA (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). Qualitative research was 

suitable for this study as it allowed for the collection of detailed data and for the extensive 

interpretation of participants’ experiences (Babbie & Mouton, 2001). The study is framed 

within a social constructionist paradigm which allowed for greater understanding of the victim 

subject-positions that the MCSA victims expressed within their narratives (Gergen, 1985).  

 

The research focused on distinguishing the discourse surrounding male victims of CSA and 

exploring the way in which these discourses create invisibility for male victims of CSA within 

normative constructions of gender, particularly masculinity. This was achieved through the use 

of Fairclough's (1989-1995) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)  in order to allow for an 

analysis of the gender, trauma and sex abuse discourses drawn upon by the participants 

(Cowburn, 2005; Naples, 2003). This research forms part of a larger study within the 

University of the Witwatersrand: Cultural conditions for identity disruptions in violence: 

Possible perpetrators and worthy victims? The study aimed to investigate the conditions which 

enable and constrain the occupation of the victim or perpetrator subject-position within South 

Africa and thus, the current research study aligns with the broader study regarding content, 

research design and data collection (Kramer, 2011).  
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3.2 Participants and Sampling Strategy 

This research targeted male participants who were sexually abused as children in South Africa. 

Participants were selected with the use of a purposive non-probability selection process 

(Babbie & Mouton, 2001). Participants were chosen based on the following inclusion criteria: 

males age 18 or older who had experienced contact sex abuse. Ethical approval was obtained 

from the University of the Witwatersrand Medical Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 

under the umbrella study (see Appendix E). The participants were found through approaching 

various support networks such as Matrix Men and South African Males Against Sexual Abuse 

(SAMSOSA). The founders of these organisations allowed for a call for participation to be 

placed on various Whatsapp support groups for survivors of MCSA.   

 

Thereafter, a call for participation was placed on various Facebook support pages and 

Instagram pages for males who have experienced sexual abuse in South Africa. The call for 

participation requested males, over the age of 18 (for ethical reasons), who had experienced 

contact MCSA to participate in an interview about their experiences. The Facebook post, 

calling for participants, was set to keep track of the number of people who viewed the post. 

The post was seen by over 1000 people, of which, seven males responded to the researcher via 

email. The seven male participants were all over the age of 18 and were interviewed based on 

their self-identifications as traumatised victims of CSA. Participants were contacted via email 

and individual interviews were conducted at a place convenient to each participant. Participants 

were verbally informed of the aims of the research and the research process and were given an 

information sheet which gave further insight into the purpose of the research (See Appendix 

A). It was verbally explained to the participants that they would sign informed consent forms 

which meant that their permission was given in full knowledge of any risks or benefits the 
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study may present (Musmade et al., 2013). Participants were briefed on their ethical rights 

within the interview process.  

 

The victim profiles are detailed in the Findings chapter (Chapter 4.1). However, it is important 

to note that the participants all come from a position of high socio-economic status which 

means they have had access to education (Ward et al., 2018). All participants had completed 

matric and six of the seven participants had pursued tertiary education after school. This means 

that those victims of MCSA living in lower socio-economic status (SES) within South Africa 

were not interviewed. The implications of this are that those in a lower SES may have 

constructed their experiences differently as limited access to resources and education would 

have resulted in exposure to discourses that differ from those of the participants who came 

from higher SES areas  within South Africa (Ward et al., 2018).  

 

3.3 Data Collection 

Data was collected over approximately four months. The research drew on semi-structured 

individual interviews (see Appendix D). The informal interviews allowed the participants to 

speak freely about their experiences in a comfortable environment (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). 

The semi-structured interview schedule allowed for the researcher to modify certain questions 

according to participants’ answers (Fu, 2011). This further allowed for the interviews to be 

conversational (Cox, 2012). Interviews took place between June and July 2017 at various 

coffee shops that were convenient for the participants and at office space in Bryanston. 

Interviews took place with participants who had signed informed consent to be audiotaped (see 

Appendix C) and interviewed (see Appendix B). Interviews were recorded using two recording 

devices. Questions were developed in the form of a guided discussion allowing for a 

conversation to occur between the researcher and the participant. The conversational style of 
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the semi-structured interview allowed for the extraction of discourses that gave rise to 

particular conditions which created the possibility of the MCSA victim (Fairclough, 1985; 

McLaren, 2012). The interviews covered information regarding the participants’ experiences 

of sexual abuse, perceptions of their perpetrators and understandings of masculinity within 

South Africa.  

 

The interviews which took place in the coffee shops occurred with implications as it would be 

assumed that discussing a sensitive topic would be best in a private atmosphere. It is possible 

that the participants who discussed their experiences within coffee shops may have been ill at 

ease and thus, may not have constructed their experience the way they normally would have 

had they met in a private space.  Further to this, coffee shops added to the noise of the recording 

creating difficulty in the data transcription process. 

 

The interviews were recorded and the researcher took notes throughout the process regarding  

the details of the perpetrator of the sex abuse, the age at which the participant was abused and 

the details of the sex act that each participant experienced. The recordings were uploaded by 

the researcher  onto a computer and were then uploaded into a password protected cloud-based 

system managed by the Principle Researcher of the larger study. The researcher then 

transcribed the interviews verbatim and the transcripts were also uploaded to the password 

protected cloud-based system. These interviews allowed for insight into the discourses which 

arose regarding gender, sex abuse and trauma. These discourses were drawn on by MCSA 

victims and allowed for analysis of the use of the language embedded within social and 

historical contexts (Foucault, 1982; Foucault et al., 1988).  

 



 28 

3.4 Data Analysis 

Once all of the data had been collected, the interviews were transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher and compiled into transcripts which could be analyzed (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was used in order to identify discursive themes arising 

within the data (Fairclough, 1985). The analysis focused on critically engaging with gender 

subject-positioning, trauma subject-positioning and the victim subject-positions.  

 

CDA was developed by Fairclough (1989-1995) to analyze discursive processes and subject-

positioning. According to Blanche, Blanche, Durrheim and Painter (2006, p.558) CDA 

indicates “the act of showing how certain discourses are deployed to achieve particular effects 

in specific contexts”. The process involves understanding how language is negotiated within 

cultural constructions. Fairclough's (1989-1995) method allows for a demonstration of the 

manner in which discourse allows for or restricts subject-positions within society. Further to 

this, Fairclough’s (1989-1995) CDA demonstrates how discourses construct specific objects of 

knowledge within the context of power. In this study CDA was used to understand the 

negotiation of subject-positioning of ‘victim’ and ‘male’. 

 

The data was subjected to Fairclough's (1989-1995) model for CDA. Parker (1992), another 

critical discourse analysis researcher, states that, “Language is so structured to mirror power 

relations that often we can see no other ways of being, and it structures ideology so that it is 

difficult to speak both in and against it." Thus, CDA was appropriate for this study as language 

was used in a very specific manner, influenced by ideologies, which in turn placed participants’ 

in very specific victim subject-positions (Parker, 2013). This allowed for multiple levels of 

analysis of the data. The first phase is known as ‘textual analysis’ which allows for the 

researcher becoming engrossed within the data (Fairclough, 1985). This occurred through 
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listening to the recordings of the interviews twice before beginning transcription in order to 

become immersed within the various stories. This allowed for the researcher to become more 

familiar with each of the participants’ data but also allowed for the researcher to listen for 

emerging discourses within the participants’ answers. This was crucial to allow for the 

researcher to become more familiar with the content of the interviews. Excerpts from the data 

were selected based on their relevance to the participant’s subject-positioning as a male or a 

victim within South Africa. Discourses were identified within the transcripts and deconstructed 

in order to perceive the conditions of possibility for male victims of CSA.  

 

The second phase is ‘processing analysis’ which occurs at the same time as the ‘textual 

analysis’ level (Fairclough, 1985). This level is the interpretative dimension which allows for 

the understanding of the content of the language produced by the participants and how the 

language has been influenced by discourse (Fairclough, 1985; Parker, 2013). The processing 

and textual analysis together allows for the production or resistance of the subject-positions 

which emerge within the transcripts (Kramer, 2017).   

 

The final level of Fairclough’s (1989-1995) model of CDA is ‘explanation’ where a social 

analysis of the conditions of possibility for MCSA are integrated into the analysis of discourses 

which have emerged within the data (Kramer, 2017; Parker, 2013). This stage is about the 

researcher’s engagement with the data and the literature. ‘Explanation’ allows for the 

researcher to submerge in the data and conceptualize the research findings (Fairclough, 1985). 

This ‘social analysis’ stage forms the foundation to enable  ‘processing’ and ‘textual’ analysis 

to take place (Fairclough, 1985). The ‘explanation’ section of the analysis allows for 

interpretation of data through the appropriate lens (Fairclough, 1985). It is at this point that the 
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surfaced discourses are examined and understood within the social-cultural context within 

which they have appeared (Kramer, 2017).  

 

The researcher’s own opinions and position regarding MCSA may have impacted the interview 

process and the analysis of the data. This means that the findings of this study are open to 

interpretation.   

 

3.5 Self-Reflexivity 

Qualitative research requires the researcher to consistently reflect on the research process 

(Finlay, 2002). It involves the process of exploring oneself as a researcher and the relationship 

between the researcher and the participants in order to allow for as much of an impartial 

analysis of the data as possible (Cox, 2012; Finlay, 2002). This means that the researcher must 

explore their own preconceptions and understand how these ideas may impact on any decisions 

made during the research process, especially relating to the way in which questions are asked 

in interviews and the way in which answers may be perceived by the researcher (Barron, 1999). 

The researcher must understand their relationship to the participants and how this relationship 

may impact on the answers given in the interview (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). In this instance, 

the researcher’s preconceptions about trauma, sex abuse and sexuality may have impacted the 

way in which the data was interpreted (Barron, 1999).  

As research intending to question and critique the formation of knowledge around males and 

victimhood and understand the production of certain subject-positions I had to engage in 

continual and critical self-reflexivity (Mruck & Breuer, 2003). Continued reflexivity was vital 

to avoid maintaining and reproducing the discourses that the research aims to understand and 

critique. This includes the culturally constructed discourse that males cannot be victims of 

MCSA and thus, traumatised subjects (Mruck & Breuer, 2003).  
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I was acutely aware of the way in which I was presenting my gender positioning as a female 

whilst in the presence of males speaking about their sex abuse experiences and caught myself 

at various points thinking about how ‘inappropriate’ certain remarks were in front of a female 

despite my insistence upon having no preconceived ideas about male or female positioning. 

Two of the participants made comments regarding my appearance in a sexual tone which made 

me quite uncomfortable. This confirmed my preconceived ideas around the male subject-

positioning of degrading women without consequence and confirmed the ideas around women 

being subordinated by men. The participants stated, in this regard,  

I couldn’t sit and talk to you, for instance, I mean I would… I would have been staring 

at every bit of you and having fantasties in my head… (P2) 

This is quite good… You made me feel quite comfortable. You’ve got a nice smile for 

this.” (P3)  

This indicated to me that I too have been influenced by social constructs and discourse around 

how men and women ‘should’ interact. It appeared that both participants felt in order to interact 

with me, as a female researcher - whilst telling me about their abusive subject-postioning, they 

had to occupy their masculine subject-positioning and comment about a female in a sexual 

manner to emphasize their masculinity. It is vital to take note of the manner in which I 

interacted with my subjects and the implications this has on the research interpretations when 

my own opinions are also influenced by the very discourses I aim to critique.  

It was important for me to remain aware and question my manner of thinking while continuing 

with the research process. I remained aware of the role I played in the construction of 

knowledge and truth within the context of being the ‘researcher’. To this end I made sure to 

debrief with colleagues and discuss my own understandings and perspectives regarding my 

role in being influenced by certain discourses within cultural contexts. Existing victim 
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discourse within my own ideology was discussed in order for critical engagement to occur with 

my data analysis. Preconceived ideas around victimhood - such as sex abuse only occurring in 

lower SES areas – was challenged when debriefing with colleagues and my role of being 

influenced by such discourse was discussed (Ward et al., 2018). It appeared that I was 

challenged by the fact that none of my participants came from low SES areas, thus debunking 

my previous ideologies. These ideologies were all created through the influence of discourse 

within a specific context.  By continuing with this reflexive process, I was able to critically 

engage with my own analytical inclinations and this meant I could continuously question and 

reflect on discourses which were reproduced by me during this research period. 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

 

Due to the sensitive nature of this research, it was important to consider the ethical implications 

of working with such a vulnerable population (Barron, 1999). Sex abuse leaves marked trauma 

in a person and the sensitivity of speaking about such a traumatic event must be taken into 

account (Chu, 2011). Ethics clearance for this project was obtained from the University of the 

Witwatersrand Non-Medical Research Ethics Committee (Protocol Number: H12/11/11) (See 

Appendix E). Each participant was given a letter informing them of what the study entailed 

(see Appendix A) and what was expected of them within the interview (Fisher, 2012). This 

letter informed the participant of the aims of the study, the contact details of the researcher, the 

procedures used in gathering data and information regarding the participant’s right to withdraw 

from the study at any time and right to refuse answering questions during the interview process 

(See Appendix B). The participant then had the choice to sign the forms consenting to the 

interview and to the recording of the conversation (See Appendix C). The participants were 

then informed that the interview would be recorded but that only the researcher and the research 

supervisor would have access to this recording. The recordings were uploaded on to a computer 

and then saved in a password protected cloud-based system. The participants were informed 
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that the recordings from the interviews will be saved on a secure device in a password-protected 

file. None of the participants expressed concern regarding being audio-recorded and consent 

was given freely by all seven participants. 

During transcription, all participant names were changed to provide anonymity for the 

participants. This was achieved by using pseudonyms such as P1, P2 and so forth as well as 

through the removal of any identifiable information that was given within the interview such 

as names of others or specific places that could identify the person. It is important to note that 

anonymity is not always possible to ensure (Fisher, 2012). If the participant had previously 

shared their story with the media prior to participation, then the interview details may be easily 

identifiable and link to the participant (Fisher, 2012). This was verbally discussed with 

participants when they were given the informed consent sheet and information page. All 

participants felt that they understood this risk and were all willing to continue with the 

interview. 

Participation in this research project had no direct benefits for the participants. It was explained 

that the research would serve as a contribution towards a larger body of growing research in 

the field of MCSA. The participants were informed that the transcripts of the interviews may 

be used in such studies in the future and that it was understood that due to the sensitive nature 

of what was shared, anonymity would be taken very seriously. 

The participants were further informed that it was possible that, due to the sensitive nature of 

the interviews, some of them may have felt distressed during or after the interviews (Barron, 

1999; Fisher, 2012). Participants were informed of their rights to counselling post-research and 

were told that if they felt distressed they needed to inform the researcher who would in turn 

give them the contact details of a student psychologist for such counselling to occur. None of 

the participants felt the need for post-interview counselling. Most participants had sought 
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counselling prior to the study and wished to remain with their own counsellor. 

With regards to the research outcomes, a summary of the results of the study will be available 

for participants if they request the results. The contact details of the researcher was left with 

each participant should they wish to follow up regarding the results of the study.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion 

This research aimed to critically explore and distinguish the discourse surrounding male 

victims of CSA and aimed to examine how these emerging discourses created positions of 

invisibility within normative constructions of gender in South Africa. A further sub-aim was 

also investigated which focused on examining how MCSA experiences were influenced by 

gender discourse surrounding masculinity within South Africa (Connell & Messerschmidt, 

2005; Finkelhor et al., 1990; Hey, 2006). 

 

This was achieved through the application of Fairclough’s (1989-1995) Critical Discourse 

Analysis to seven interview transcripts conducted with South African men who had been 

sexually abused as children. The analysis focused on examining the way participants navigated 

their experiences within gendered discourse (Berns, 2001; Helliwell, 2018). There was specific 

focus on the discourse which enabled the participants to occupy or resist specific subject-

positions (Foucault, 1982). This examination allowed for analysis of the way discourses were 

reproduced by participants. This aligned with Foucault’s (1982) theory of the resistance and 

occupation of subject-positioning. Participants resisted their victim subject-positioning and felt 

they had to be positioned as ‘traumatized’ and ‘damaged’ in order to be taken seriously in 

South Africa (Goktan & Gupta, 2015; Kramer, 2016; Levett, 1990; Morrell et al., 2012; 

Sunderland, 2004b).  

 

Four overarching themes emerged in this study: Resisting Victimhood, Incitement to 

Discourses of Damage, Reclaiming Masculinity and Childhood Vulnerability. Sub-themes 

emerged within each of the over-arching themes which helped in constructing particular 

subject-positions. Discourses concerning gender, sex abuse and trauma were all evident within 

the narratives of the participants. Thus, these discourses were taken into consideration within 
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the identified themes and sub-themes of the study. The findings of the study are presented 

thematically and summarized within Table 1 below.  

 Table 1: Overarching Discursive Themes 

 

4.1 Victim Profiles 

 

Participants who took part in the study were males who had all experienced sex abuse in their 

childhood. Victimhood was constructed based on exposure to certain discourses which shaped 

perceptions of participant experiences (Foucault, 1982, 2012; Levett, 1990). Participants used 

discourses of gender, sex abuse and trauma in order to allow for occupation of victim subject-

positioning within South Africa. Victim discourse was used in conjunction with other 

discourses in order to construct a fathomable male victim subject-position in a patriarchal 

Overarching Discursive Themes Discursive Subthemes 

Resisting Victimhood Victim Discourse 

 Blame, Shame and Guilt 

  

Incitement to Discourses of Damage Access to Psychological Support 

 Psychological Language  

 Post-Hoc Constructions of Trauma 

  

Reclaiming Masculinity Survivor Discourse 

 Substance Abuse 

 Sexual Behaviours and Interests 

  

Childhood Vulnerability Childhood Naivete 

 Minimising Language 
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landscape such as South Africa. The MCSA victim was discussed as a condition which was 

created from the ‘inconceivable’ victim and as a result the interviews allowed for analysis of 

the discourses which provided possibilities for identification as a victim of MCSA. 

 

The participants in this research consisted of seven self-identified victims of MCSA. All 

participants were South African males. These males were able to identify as victims despite 

gendered constructions of masculinity dictating that male victimhood is inconceivable 

(Fahlgren & Sawyer, 2011; Foucault, 2012; Kramer, 2015). This indicated that there were 

particular conditions which made identification as a victim of MCSA possible. The 

participants’ individual characteristics are discussed below and further summarized in Table 2. 

 

Participant 1 (P1) is a white homosexual male in his mid-60s with a BEd degree. P1 is a victim 

of repeated sexual abuse. This interview is the first time P1 has disclosed regarding his abuse. 

He was abused by his neighbour at the boarding house he lived in when he was 10 years old 

and later repeatedly raped by a priest within the Roman Catholic church at which he and his 

family were congregants. P1 positions his narrative on his homosexuality and the implications 

this has on his identification as a victim. 

 

Participant 2 (P2) is a white heterosexual male in his mid-50s with a matric certificate 

education. He was victim of repeated sexual and physical abuse. P2 was sexually abused 

between the ages of 6 and 10 by his mother who later continued to abuse him physically. P2’s 

family friend raped him when he was a child and he was then raped again by a youth pastor at 

his Methodist church.  
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Participant 3 (P3) is a heterosexual white male in his mid-30s with a BCom degree. P3 was 

sexually abused by his father’s business partner when he was 11. P3 is the only participant in 

this study who reported the abuse to a prosecuting authority.  

 

Participant 4 (P4) is a white heterosexual male in his mid-40s with a Bachelor’s Degree. P4 

was sexually abused between the ages of 6 and 10 by his older brother.  

 

Participant 5 (P5) is a white heterosexual male in his mid-40s with a Bachelor’s Degree. P5 

disclosed his abuse for the first time in this study’s interview. He was sexually abused and 

raped while he was on a holiday camp when he was 10 by his boss at the time.   

 

Participant 6 (P6) is a white heterosexual male aged 40 with a BCom Degree. P6 was sexually 

abused at 10 years old by his teacher.  

 

Participant 7 (P7) is a black 23-year-old heterosexual male studying towards a Bachelor’s 

Degree. P7 was sexually abused by his uncle and later by a family friend.  

 

Victim ID Age (years) Race Age of Abuse Abuser 

P1 60-70 White Between the ages 

of 10 and 16 

Neighbour; Priest 

P2 50-60 White Between the ages 

of 6 and 18 

Mother; Family Friend; 

Youth Pastor 

P3 30-40 White 11 Family Friend 

P4 40-50 White Between the ages 

of 6 and 10 

Brother 
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P5 40-50 White 10 Boss/Camp Leader 

P6 40-50 White 10 Teacher 

P7 23 Black Between the ages 

of 6 and16 

Uncle; Family Friend 

Table 2: Victim Profiles 

 

4.2 Resisting Victimhood 

 

Gendered discourse is entrenched within cultural constructions which legitimize gender 

binaries (Berns, 2001; Cowburn, 2005; Gergen, 1985). Gendered subject-positioning is largely 

influenced by gender binary and dictates that positioning should match one’s biological sex 

(Berns, 2001; Cooper, 2002; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). The creation of such positioning 

means that females are more easily accepted in victim subject-positions whilst discourse 

surrounding sex abuse often excludes men from occupying victimhood subject-positioning in 

South Africa (Fahlgren & Sawyer, 2011).  

 

All of the participants’ had formed their own understandings of what it meant to be a victim 

whilst simultaneously wrestling with their masculinities. The participants all grappled with the 

improbability of being a victim in South Africa where there are very few subject-positions 

which allow for the simultaneous occupation of masculinity (Alaggia, 2005; Alaggia & 

Millington, 2008; Kramer, 2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011). The emergent victimhood 

discourses were indicative of engrained social constructions that imply that only females can 

express and experience victimhood (Davies & Rogers, 2006; Gergen, 1985; Kramer, 2016; 

Lorber, 1990).  

 

All seven participants drew on discourse which justified, and grappled with, their victim 

subject-positioning (Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003). All participants wrestled with occupying 
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victim subject-positioning as males which was indicatory of the presence of gendered 

constructions of masculinity (Berns, 2001; Cowburn, 2005; Gergen, 1985; Sunderland, 2004). 

This placed men in a position of being ‘unworthy’ victims in the context of South Africa that, 

to a large extent, only enables females to occupy victim subject-positions. In order to occupy 

victim subject-positioning participants negotiated conditions of possibility through discourse 

(Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2016; Kramer & Bowman, 2011). The discourse used by the 

participants were learnt from macro-level discourse (Foucault, 1982, 1987, 2012). In particular, 

discourse surrounding survival was drawn upon and was regarded as being more masculine. 

This allowed participants to resist their victim subject-positioning. The use of discourse that 

empowered participants, rather than that which made them appear weaker, indicated that these 

participants were wrestling with their occupation of victitmhood in a largely patriachal 

landscape. Further discussions around guilt and self-blame further allowed for resistance of 

victim subject-positioning and indicated the influence of victim-blaming within South Africa. 

 

4.2.1 Victim Discourse 

 

Victimhood is connotated with weakness, vulnerability and fragility (Brickell, 2005). All of 

the participants in this study relied on the ‘impossibility’ of the male victim in order to produce 

narratives that distanced themselves from this victim positioning (Kramer, 2016). Participants’ 

productions of victim discourse relied on these men inherently believing that they do not belong 

in the male-victim subject-position (Alaggia, 2005; Alaggia & Millington, 2008; Berns, 2001; 

Cowburn, 2005; Gergen, 1985; Sunderland, 2004). Participants resisted the possibility of male-

victimhood and described how they did not think of themselves as victims at the time of the 

abuse and struggled to acknowledge their male-victim status.  
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The occupation of victim subject-positioning was not immediately evident to participants 

during childhood. The realization of their victim subject-positioning only occurred through 

their introduction to a particular way of thinking about their victimhood known as incitement 

to victim discourse (Foucault, 2012). As discussed by Epstein (2003, p.490), incitement to 

discourse is powerful in that it organizes discourses surrounding sex such that sexual meanings 

are sculpted around cultural understandings. Incitement to discourse can occur at any age but, 

in this instance, participants were informed of ways of constituting knowledge when they 

became adults and were slowly introduced to adult ways of thinking (Epstein, 2003; Foucault, 

1987, 2012).  

 

I basically took 30 plus years to acknowledge it myself… Last year was basically the 

first time I acknowledged what happened and openly talked about it um, and ja, so it’s 

since then that I actually realized that I was a victim… (P4) 

 

Incitement to victim discourse has made P4 aware that he is a victim of sex abuse (Epstein, 

2003). Prior to this exposure to discourse, P4 does not ‘realize’ he is a victim of sex abuse 

because he has never been subjected to sex abuse and the meanings and consequences behind 

it. Further to this, the unlikelihood of male victimhood is so entrenched in normative 

constructions of what victimhood should look like that P4 grapples with, and resists, his 

occupation of the victim subject-positioning through his struggle to ‘acknowledge’ his 

victimhood for more than 30 years (Cooper, 2002; Hansen, 2016; Kramer, 2016).  The 

construction of victimhood as something which occurs to females results in male victimhood 

not being culturally acknowledged (Cooper, 2002; Herek, 1986; Kramer, 2015). This is then 

reflected by P4 as he cannot ‘acknowledge’ his victimhood as he further reinforces what he has 

learnt through normative constructions of victimhood. Male victims are not ‘acknowledged’ in 

normative constructions of sex abuse and within victim discourse.  
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I'm thinking to myself, it’s only me, it’s only happening to me, I'm going to keep quiet. 

(P1) 

It was interesting because my parent's had never spoken about sex but… it still felt 

wrong because why did he [stop] when my brother started coming closer… That was 

only when I realized but this isn't proper… (P3) 

I take part of the responsibility there. For a long time, I did take responsibility I led 

him on, it was my fault... Maybe it was me… (P6) 

 

Participants expressed disbelief at their victim subject-positioning and insisted upon some 

responsibility which reveals their own lack of belief in their worthiness as victims of abuse 

(Allen, 2002; Fahlgren & Sawyer, 2011; Kramer, 2015; Kramer & Bowman, 2011). P3 

describes not knowing that this behaviour was inappropriate and expresses that he only knew 

this behaviour was unacceptable because the perpetrator stopped when P3’s brother walked in 

on the act. P3 states he felt ‘it was wrong’ and yet, he would not have known it was wrong until 

incitement to discourse dictated that sex between an adult and a minor was wrong (Epstein, 

2003; Foucault, 1987, 2012). Prior to the incitement to sex abuse discourse participants may 

not have regarded their experiences as traumatic (Levett, 1990). It is only through introduction 

to ‘damaging’ discourses that the participants framed their experiences as traumatic (Kramer, 

2017; Levett, 1990).  

 

4.2.2 Blame, Shame and Guilt 

 

Participation in non-normative sex violates social norms and is thus considered culturally 

unacceptable (Kramer, 2015). Normative constructions of victimhood dictate that it is females 

and not males who experience sex abuse. As a result, when a male does experience sex abuse 

it is considered to be abnormal and the victim takes on the responsibility of the action leading 

to self-blame, guilt and shame. The shame that is associated with male victimhood is closely 

associated to the normative construction of sex abuse victims being female and not male. The 

shame is thus due to violating the normative constructions of masculinity by experiencing sex 

abuse that is largely associated with females.  



 43 

 

For many years I didn’t think I was a victim, I thought I was the problem… (P1) 

 

Victim does have like a… A bad connotation to it you know? (P7) 

 

P1’s narrative implies that one is a ‘problem’ if one has been abused and this thinking is 

indicative of the normative constructions of gender discourse. This implies that males who defy 

normative constuctions of sex abuse, by becoming victims, must be a ‘problem’ as they are 

placed in a subject-position that is not associated with masculinity. P7 states that being a victim 

has a ‘bad connotation’ to it reflecting the negativity and unfathomability surrounding male 

victimhood but also the stigma of shame that is associated with being a victim in a patriachal 

landscape such as South Africa. It is evident that male victimhood has been constituted as 

‘unlikely’ and places participants in a circumstance whereby their experience of non-normative 

sex abuse is constituted as a ‘problem’. The shame and guilt associated with male victimhood 

is thus created through this gendered discourse. 

 

And all the time it was happening I didn’t see it as abuse because I was gay. (P1) 

 

Further guilt and blame was placed on P1 because of his sexuality. Homosexuality is not 

heteronormative and so the experience of sex abuse was attributed to being gay. In blaming his 

sexuality P1 takes responsibility away from the perpetrator and places it upon himself. By 

doing this he associates his abuse with his sexuality and blames himself for the sex abuse 

because of his homosexuality. P1 further states that he, ‘…Liked the sex’ which adds to the 

growing sense of shame and guilt and the participant places himself in a position which makes 

him responsible for the act and positions himself as the ‘problem’. In doing so the participant 

makes himself the ‘problem’ in his narrative reflecting his own influence of normative 

constructions of sex abuse. In associating his sexuality to the abuse, P1 resists his occupation 
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of the victim subject-positioning as homosexuality and victimhood are not associated with one 

another. 

And the thing that was most confusing to me was that I actually asked for it. So I actually 

turned around to her and I said, ‘Teach me how to make love’. (P2) 

 

P2 frames his narrative such that he takes on guilt for allowing the sex abuse to occur. This 

demonstrates how P2 feels guilty because of his inability to stop the sex abuse and this is 

complicated further by the perpetrator being a female family friend. Abuse from a woman is 

considered more shameful because the inability to stop a woman reflects negatively on 

normative constructs of masculinity. Normative contructs of masculinity indicate that men are 

powerful and dominant over women and not the opposite way around. Thus, P2 takes 

responsibility for his compliance in the sex abuse and is confused because of the non-normative 

sex abuse and the loss of masculinity through being abused by a female – a concept which is 

unfathomable because men, and not women, are portrayed as perpetrators within South Africa. 

In this manner P2 resists his victim subject-positioning. 

 

I had IQ tests done and stuff and I did the whole MENSA thing and, and actually it 

makes you feel a bit guilty if you told how clever you are and… Because you amounted 

to so little in your life. You’ve got so little to show for your life and you feel a bit guilty. 

If I’m really this bloody clever – why haven’t I been able to do so much more with my 

life? And I don’t know how much of it I can blame on one guy and a couple of incidents 

of which one was overtly sexual… (P3) 

 

P2 discusses his guilt of not achieving what he percieves to be expected from a person with a 

high intelligence quotient (IQ) (Baudson, 2016). MENSA is an organization which deals with 

those who have a higher IQ than most people. It consists of only those with abnormally high 

intellectual capabilities (Baudson, 2016). P3 feels he, “…amounted to so little,” and questions 

if his lack of success is attributed to the MCSA experience. However, P3 resists victim subject-

positioning through blaming himself for his failures in life and down-playing the impact of his 

experience with MCSA by saying, “I don’t know how much of it I can blame on one guy and a 
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couple of incidents of which one was overtly sexual…” P3 resists victimhood through his self-

blame and the downplaying of the sex abuse through indicating that a few encounters with sex 

abuse could not have impacted his life so severely. However, the resistance of the victim 

subject-position further indicates the disbelief of the male participant of the possibility of being 

a male victim of CSA (Kramer, 2015). The encompassing of self-blame and guilt gives rise to 

conditions of possibility allowing for the resistance and denial of the existence of MCSA and 

the occupation of victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2015).  

 

In allowing for self-blame, guilt and shame relating to the experience of MCSA, participants 

have resisted their subject-positioning as victims. However, in comparison, the occupation of 

the victim subject-position is much more challenging for male victims. Further to this, it 

appears that participants were in denial of their sex abuse - further indicating that male 

victimhood is unfathomable and thus, the invisibility of the male victim is reinterated. It is only 

through incitement to certain discourses that participants are able to create worthy narratives 

that allow for male victimhood to exist and be fathomable. 

 

4.3 Incitement to Discourses of Damage 

 

Discourse concerning sexual abuse implies that in order for one to occupy the subject-position 

of sexual abuse victim, one must be traumatized and thus draw on discourses of damage 

(Kramer, 2017; Levett, 1990). Levett (1990) argues that the construction of sex abuse creates 

an expectation that the experience ‘must be’ traumatic known as incitement to discourses of 

damage. These discourses of damage create subject-positioning that implies that all victims 

must express that they have been traumatized in order to be taken seriously as victims of sex 

abuse and thus occupy the victim subject-position (Allen, 2002; Foucault, 1987; Kramer, 2015; 

Levett, 1990). Participants in this study constructed trauma as a necessary consequence of 



 46 

abuse. This necessary construction meant that participants needed to use unconsciously learnt 

discourses in order to legitimize their victim subject-positioning.  

 

4.3.1 Access to Psychological Support  
 

Psychological language is used in order to legitimize one’s claim to victimhood and trauma 

(Anderson et al., 2001; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). Participants who expressed that they 

had access to psychological support, such as a psychologist or support group, had access to 

specific language which was used to frame their narratives in a particular manner (Alaggia, 

2005; Kramer, 2015, 2016; Levett, 1990, 2016). The psychological support that participants 

had access to incited discourses of trauma and victimhood which meant that participants could 

frame their experiences in order for their positioning as victims to be taken seriously (Chaudoir 

& Fisher, 2010; Martin & Silverstone, 2013; Martin & Powell, 1994). Participants expressed 

that they had access to psychological support stating: 

That’s when my mom and them took me to see a doctor then the doctor said I need to 

see a… psychologist. (P1) 

I've been to many psychologists. I've been for lots of counselling (P2) 

I had to go from psychologist to psychologist some afternoons (P3) 

I see my counsellor um, once every three weeks um, I've got my accountability partner 

um, then I've got one or two other men um, we've got a very strong men's group at 

church (P4) 

I went to see a family GP who wasn't really helpful who told me to go see a psychiatrist, 

the psychiatrist said it was because of the drugs (laughs). Uh, crazy. Ja. Crazy. And 

um, then I ended up seeing a psychologist who didn't really help at that point in time 

(P6) 

I'm much better now cause I've been seeing a psychologist (P7) 

 

This is indicative that of the seven participants, six had access to psychological help. This 

means that these participants were exposed to psychological discourse which means that 
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incitement to psychological discourse would have occurred. The use of psychological language 

would thus lead to new discourse that allows for a much easier occupation of the victim subject-

positioning. This gives explanatory power to the victim narratives. Furthermore, the ability to 

speak to someone in a professional capacity acts as a ‘confession’ in allowing the victims to 

‘confess’ their sex abuse.  

4.3.2 Psychological Language 

 

Levett (1990) speaks about the framing of experiences as traumatic and ‘damaging’ in order 

for a victim to occupy victim subject-positioning. Levett (1990) discusses that, whilst the 

experience may have been inherently traumatic, the way it is described to others uses specific 

discourses of damage in order to create a fathomable narrative of sex abuse. Psychological 

illustrations of sex abuse and trauma framed participants’ narratives in very specific ways and, 

through the unconscious use of language, participants were able to legitimize their claims to 

occupy victim positioning within South Africa. 

 

The first ten years of my life is a blank. I don’t remember much; I don’t even know if I 

was abused. I would say a lot of my memories are repressed. (P1) 

 

I’ll never forget. Never forget the very first time. I had a complete out of body 

experience. A complete dissociation, very first time it ever happened, and I found myself 

looking at myself from the ceiling, completely detached from my body… (P6) 

 

These...these very fragmented flashbacks, memories that you can’t place and so I can 

trace it kind of back to that age, but I can’t tell you...’  (P4) 

 

‘Repression’, ‘dissociation’ and ‘fragmented flashbacks’ are psychological concepts which are 

considered to be symptoms of sex abuse and trauma according to trauma discourse (Chu, 2011).  

These ‘symptoms’ are considered to be ‘damaging’ to the victim and thus, legitimizes 

participants’ occupation of victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017; Levett, 1990). The use 

of psychological language further reads as a type of ‘self-diagnosis’. P1, P4 and P6 have had 

access to psychological support which has allowed for incitement to sex abuse and trauma 
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discourse (Epstein, 2003). The incitement to discourse has unconsciously allowed participants 

to frame their experiences as ‘traumatic’ and this allowed for victim subject-positioning to be 

enabled. Thus, discourse has been unconsciously used to further reinforce worthiness of 

victimhood. Failure to describe one’s experience in this manner and frame it within 

psychological discourse results in the failure of victim subject-positioning. 

 

4.3.3 Post-Hoc Constructions of Trauma 

 

The construction of sex abuse as ‘traumatic’ occurs in the period after the sex abuse when the 

participant is exposed to discourse that prescribes that being a victim of sex abuse must imply 

that one is ‘damaged’ (Levett, 1990; Sunderland, 2004). ‘Damaged’ is a term which, for the 

purpose of this study, refers to a person who has experienced trauma and as a result has 

sustained psychological distress. Trauma as a socially constructed concept implies that sex 

abuse is not inherently traumatic but is constructed as traumatic when exposed to trauma 

discourses such as the definition as given by Barlow and Durand (2015) which discusses that 

trauma may emerge when experiencing or witnessing a threatening event which can lead to 

psychological distress (Berns, 2001; Levett, 2016; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). Symptoms 

such as experiencing intrusive flashbacks, thoughts, memories may only emerge when the 

victim makes the connection between their experience and the symptoms attributed with 

trauma (Mayne, 1993). The post-hoc construction of trauma suggests that, at the time of the 

incident, the sex abuse was not inherently traumatic however, the attribution of trauma 

occurred after the event (Mayne, 1993).  

 

  I only realized that now…because... I didn’t even know it was wrong.  (P1) 

 

The way he was talking I wasn’t aware of what he was talking about… (P5) 

 

I think afterwards I just you know, put it at the back of my mind and tried never think 

about it again... I was too young to understand anything, so I just carried on with my 
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life… So um, obviously, at that point in time I didn’t feel like a victim because I didn’t 

know what I was doing… (P7) 

 

Participants only constructed the sex abuse experience was ‘wrong’ based on their exposure to 

sex abuse discourses later in life. P7 did not ‘understand’ what occurred because he was only 

exposed to discourses regarding sex abuse later in life. The construction of sex abuse as 

‘traumatic’ only occurs post-abuse (Levett, 1990; Mayne, 1993; Sunderland, 2004). P7 

suggests that he was, ‘too young to understand anything’ indicative of his vulnerability as a 

child. This childhood vulnerability allows for the construction of victimhood and is thus a 

condition of possibility for creating male victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017; Robinson, 

2013). Through the use of trauma discourse P7 is able to construct his experience as traumatic 

and thus occupy victim subject-positioning. P1 did not realize sex abuse between a minor and 

an adult was ‘wrong’ because he was only exposed to such discourse later in life and those 

constructed his understandings of what the sex abuse meant post-abuse. Participants’ expressed 

their resistance, as children, in identifying as victims of sex abuse. This was attributed to the 

construction of their experiences as abuse only occurring in adulthood after incitement to 

trauma discourse had occurred.  

Strange, I remember his name and his surname till today (P1) 

 

P1 describes his ability to remember his perpetrator’s name as ‘strange’. This is because P1 

has been exposed to discourse which dictates that one should have certain symptoms when one 

has experienced sex abuse. One of these symptoms is memory loss which is anticipated in a 

child victim (Chu, 2011; Taylor, Asmundson, & Carleton, 2006). Thus, trauma discourse has 

dictated that in order to be damaged one must not recall the name of the perpetrator of the crime 

(Matei, 2013). P1 describes this as ‘strange’ only because he has constructed it around the 

trauma discourse presented to him as an adult.  
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The use of discourse has allowed for the occupation of victim subject-positioning. However, 

despite many MCSA victims wanting to be acknowledged as victims, discourse surrounding 

masculinity continues to prevail (Brickell, 2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This leaves 

the victims feeling the need to reclaim their masculinity whilst still occupying the victim 

subject-positioning. This means that gender discourse comes into play allowing for men to 

reclaim the masculinity that sex abuse has taken from them.  

 

4.4 Reclaiming Masculinity 

Sex abuse is demasculinizing and impacts on a man’s ability to feel and act masculine 

(Ganzevoort & Sremac, 2016). Constructions of masculinity imply that men are, at all times, 

stoic and domineering which directly contradicts what it means to be a victim (Brickell, 2005; 

Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Weiss, 2010). For the participants, engaging in ‘masculine’ 

acts such as substance abuse and sexual behaviours were rationalized as acts occurring in order 

to reclaim the masculinity that was taken from them in the act of sex abuse (Gymnich, Ruhl, 

& Scheunemann, 2010, p. 46; Mullen, Watson, Swift, & Black, 2007). However, this also 

indicated that the particpants used reckless behaviours as a way to indicate that they were 

‘damaged’ by the abuse which allows for victim subject-positioning to be occupied more 

easily. 

4.4.1 Survivor Discourse 

 

Participants in this study drew on normative constructions of victimhood. Through the use of 

discourse, participants maintained their masculinity whilst occupying victim subject-

positioning. This occurred through the use of survivor discourse. Survivor is a term that implies 

courage, perseverance and heroism (Maercker & Müller, 2004). The use of the term ‘survivor’ 

is more easily orientated with masculinity discourse (Berns, 2001; Figley, 2013; Jordan, 2013; 
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Maercker & Müller, 2004). Through the use of survivor discourse, participants were able to 

reclaim their masculinity which may have been ‘lost’ in their experience of CSA as this 

experience does not align with masculinity discourse (Javaid, 2017).  

 

Survivor discourse was used as a rationalizing mechanism in providing the participants with a 

manner of reassuring themselves of their masculinity. Participants continued to have masculine 

qualities of a survivor, which is largely associated with strength, rather than the label of a 

‘victim’ which is largely associated with weakness (Figley, 2013, p. 399; Gavranidou & 

Rosner, 2003; Jordan, 2013). The subject-positioning of men as ‘survivors’ relies on the 

likelihood of females being the ‘victims’ of sex abuse in South Africa and thus occupying a 

‘weaker’ and less desirable role (Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003). Weiss (2010, p.277) discusses 

that men who are victimized, “…contradict hegemonic definitions of male sexuality that 

require men to be sexually potent, dominant, and in control.” This is indicative of the loss of 

masculinity and social power that comes with males who have experienced sex abuse (Weiss, 

2010). 

 

In order to reclaim masculinity the use of more powerful, strengthening and dominant discourse 

is used. The use of ‘survivor’ has implications of strength, triumph, heroism and power which 

align with masculine discourse (Brickell, 2005; Connell, 2014). Participants felt the need to 

reassure themselves of their survivor, rather than victim, subject-positioning. 

 

Survivor is possibly a… a stronger, better word for myself as opposed to someone that’s 

suffered from something… I prefer to look at it and feel it from a… position of strength 

as opposed to a, a position of weakness. (P6) 

 

Victim does have like a… A bad connotation to it you know? (P7) 
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P6 insists upon being referred to as a ‘survivor’ rather than a ‘victim’. P6 implicitly describes 

how survivor implies strength while victim denotes weakness. P6 opposes strength versus 

weakness and in doing so, opposes survivor and victimhood. This opposition is indicatory of 

the normative constructions of gender which create specific subject-positions for males and for 

females (Cooper, 2002; Mahalik, Burns, & Syzdek, 2007). The idea of the ‘masculine’ male 

implies and relies on the construct of the female as being the more worthy victim (Kramer, 

2016). P6 maintains his position of dominance and masculinity through the resistance of the 

victim subject-positioning. P6 uses the words ‘suffered’ and ‘weakness’ in association with the 

word ‘victim’. Both of these terms are associated with negative connotations (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005; Gavranidou & Rosner, 2003; Jordan, 2013; Maercker & Müller, 2004). 

Furthermore, P6 is reclaiming his masculinity in this extract as he associates his experience of 

CSA as something he was a ‘survivor’ of rather than a ‘victim’. In doing this, P6 resists 

victimhood and the ‘weak’ connotations it holds and aligns himself with strength and triumph 

which align with normative constructions of masculinity which aligns with Figley’s (2013, 

p.399) understandings of a ‘survivor’ being perceived as, ‘a source of strength’ and a victim 

as, ‘immobilized’ . In this manner, P6 reclaims his masculinity and distances himself from the 

‘weak’ and ‘immobilized’ victim subject-positioning (Figley, 2013, p. 399). 

 

P3 speaks about the survivor subject-positioning further stating, “Survivor I think is somebody 

whose moved on from it… Survivor is when you've come through it.” P2 relies on the normative 

gender constructions which indicate that being male is a position of strength while being female 

is a position of weakness (Cooper, 2002; Hansen, 2016; Mahalik et al., 2007). Through the use 

of survivor discourse, P3 reclaims his masculinity and resists occupying victim subject-

positioning (Annis & Merron, 2014). P2 relies on the implied vulnerability of a victim to 
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support his subject-positioning as a survivor and thus, aligns himself with masculine discourse 

(Naples, 2003). 

 

P2 focuses on the concept of ‘moving on’ as an indicator of strength and perseverance. He 

negates his abuse and victim status through the reliance on the implied vulnerability and 

weakness associated with being unable to move forward after abuse (Gavranidou & Rosner, 

2003). He associates the ability to move forward and persevere with traits of strength, 

perseverance, courage, triumph and heroism. In doing this P2 constructs his experience of CSA 

within masculine norms which place him as a ‘survivor’ in a heroic position (Anderson, 

Beattie, & Spencer, 2001; Hansen, 2016; Jordan, 2013). P3 negates his positioning as a victim 

as this is a non-normative construction of masculinity  (Brickell, 2005).  

 

P6 questions this subject-positioning stating: “I was sexually abused so… Is one… in that case 

a victim of it?” Both P6 and P3 resist the acknowledgment, and subject-positioning, of male 

victimhood. P6 attempts to negate his victim subject-positioning through rhetorically 

questioning if he is ‘worthy’ of occupying victim subject-positioning. Normative constructions 

of sex abuse dictate that females are largely associated with sex abuse and victimhood (Cooper, 

2002). This makes it difficult for males who have been sexually abused to occupy victim 

positioning. P6 questions his victimhood because he has been influenced by gendered 

constructions of masculinity which indicates that a male victim of CSA is inconceivable and 

unfathomable (Kramer, 2016). 

 

P1 expressed his own confusion regarding his non-normative experience stating, “For many 

years I didn't think I was a victim, I thought I was the problem.” The word ‘problem’ has 

negative connotations to it and P1 opposes this term with the word with ‘victim’. Gendered 
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constructions of masculinity have dictated that victim subject-positioning is only occupied by 

females. Any non-normative experience of sex abuse and victimhood is considered a ‘problem’ 

as it challenged the norms which have been culturally enforced. P1 resists the occupation of 

victim subject-positioning because of normative constructions which indicate that being a 

‘victim’ and a ‘male’ are inconceivable.  

 

The use of the survivor discourse is an attempt to reduce the risk of being labelled as a male 

victim and reinforces the power of hegemonic masculinity within South Africa as those traits 

of dominance and strength associated with survival, and thus masculinity, are glorified 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Cowburn, 2005; Figley, 2013; Javaid, 2017). Participants 

had to negotiate their subject-positioning as victims and used discursive strategies in order to 

resist occupying victim subject-positioning (Foucault, 1987). 

 

4.4.2 Substance Abuse 

 

The abuse of substances such as alcohol and drugs was central to many of the participants’ 

narratives and was indicative of the reclaiming of masculine roles after being emasculated 

through victim subject-positioning (Crossley, 1996; Foucault, 1982; Perrone & Goldfrank, 

1995, p. 10). Amidst social constructions, which imply the impossibility of the male victim, 

participants’ engaged in reckless behaviours to reclaim their masculine subject-positioning 

(Davies & Rogers, 2006; Kramer, 2016; Wilsnack et al., 1997). This pattern of coping with the 

loss of masculinity, as per social norms, emerged in all of the  participants’ talk which 

expressed that participants had practised some form of substance abuse involving either alcohol 

abuse, drug abuse or both. 
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P6 discusses his abuse of alcohol by stating that he, “started to try and find various ways of 

releasing it [the trauma].” The use of alcohol as a mechanism to ‘release’ the trauma is a 

‘masculine’ coping mechanism which occurs in response to the loss of masculinity through sex 

abuse and is a form of resistance to the victim subject-position. This is in line with Lemle and 

Mishkind (1989) who proposed that, ‘drinking reaffirms a male’s masculinity.’  

 

The drugs were wonderful because it blocked out a lot of pain. Emotional and 

physical… I loved drugs. Anything and everything, which led to stealing because I 

needed money for drugs…I was a total fuck up. I was in a mental institute… I was really 

fucked hey. I was stealing, I was doing drugs, I wasn't using my degree. I was fucked 

up hey… I tell you I was - I was injecting heroine in my toes so that my parole officer 

wouldn't see tracks… (P1) 

 

A bottle a day alcoholic… I drank a lot… (P2) 

 

…You start to act out at a very young age, experimenting with alcohol and um, 

ja, just, just, really becoming naughty if you like?[And] It was a case of taking 

drugs because it made me feel uh, as if I belonged… (P6) 

 

I think maybe drinking a lot um, drinking a shitload actually um, and there was 

also a phase where I was very into drugs as well… (P7) 

 

The extracts indicate that they needed to cope with the ‘damage’ of the sex abuse (Levett, 

1990). This coping occurred through the use of alcohol and drugs (Perrone & Goldfrank, 1995; 

Sanders, 2011). While the use of substances may be attributed to the need to cope with the 

trauma of the event, the use of substance abuse is also indicative of the need to enable 

masculine subject-positioning and resist victim subject-positioning (Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). 

The patriarchal context of South Africa has implied that substance abuse is ‘masculine’ and 

thus, must be embedded within men in order for them to be categorized as masculine. However, 

this also indicates that participants associate their substance abuse with being ‘damaged’ from 

the sex abuse which is indicative of incitement to trauma discourse that dictates that one must 

cope using substances and behave recklessly in order for victim subject-positioning to occur 

(Epstein, 2003; Levett, 1990).  
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Participants engaged with substance abuse in order to reclaim masculinity but also to resist 

victim subject-positioning (Lemle & Mishkind, 1989). This occurs because MCSA is non-

normative and thus, the participants engage in reckless behaviours such as substance abuse, 

sexual behaviours and other actions in order to reclaim what they have lost through victimhood. 

 

4.4.3 Sexual Behaviours and Interests 

 

Four of the seven participants expressed an interest, and later an addiction, to pornography 

which began after the incident of sex abuse occurred and followed them into adulthood (Martin 

& Silverstone, 2013). All of these participants expressed that they felt pornography was 

fascinating and enabled them to learn about sexual acts. In particular, participants reflected on 

the fact that they thought that the  CSA impacted on their thoughts about sex and greatly 

influenced them to have non-normative sexual thoughts (Berns, 2001; Cowburn, 2005). It 

appears that heteronormative ideas around sex are largely accepted by the victims of sex abuse 

whilst anything that deviates from the heteronormative discourse is not accepted (Tadele, 

2011). There was also a sense amongst the participants that pornography addiction worked in 

a manner to allow for non-heteronormative sexual thoughts to be released (Tadele, 2011).  

 

For example, P5 states that, “So that was a escape part for me was pornography”. Here P5 

uses ‘escape’ similarly to the use of the word ‘release’ in the previous sections. The 

pornography is seen as an escape from the reality of heteronormative sex ideas and allows for 

non-heteronormative ideas and fetishes to be explored. Some of these ideas included interests 

such as the act of anal sex and pornography depicting abusive sexual behaviours which are 

largely considered non-heteronormative in the modern depiction of sex abuse.   
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Already my mind was going into directions which I had - to which I hadn't been 

exposed before… I suppose through the pornography and so on, anal sex did 

become a bit of a fascination. (P6) 

 

Once you start watching pornography then that also then shapes you in its own 

way so how much is from the original act? (P6) 

 

After both of those incidences and now I mean, very recently, now I think my 

sexuality has um, like, started to um, like fuck with me… (P7) 

 

 

P6 speaks about the fascination he had with anal sex which he felt was non-normative. The 

association of anal sex to a non-normative act further entrenches the idea that heterosexual sex 

is constructed as normative and anything deviating from it is non-normative (Dean, 2013; 

Lugones, 2007; Matebeni & Msibi, 2015; Tadele, 2011).  P6 further questions ‘the original 

act,’ which here refers to his experience of CSA. He grapples with whether his experience of 

CSA influenced the type of pornography he was interested in watching. Sex abuse discourse 

dictates that one must be ‘damaged’ in order to be a victim of abuse (Levett, 1990). P6 equates 

his watching of non-normative pornography to his experience of CSA. In this manner, he 

describes his behaviour as ‘damaged’ through his deviation from normative pornographic 

content (Levett, 1990; Javaid, 2017). This allows for conditions of possibility to arise that allow 

for the occupation of victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017).  

 

I think I still think that the …. normal pornography or the normal sex doesn't intrigue 

me anymore so I'd always like tend to do… like these crazy sex positions or like… these 

fetishes you know… I think definitely after the second one [incident of abuse] I started 

being into more like… extreme type of porn you know? (P7) 

 

 

P7 opposes normal and non-normal sex through the use of the terms, ‘normal pornography’ 

and ‘normal sex’ . Through opposing the two types of pornography, P7 reinforces the binary 

between sexualities. He emphasizes the differences between heteronormative and non-

heteronormative sexualities which reinforces the binary between the two (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005; Cowburn, 2005; Figley, 2013; Javaid, 2017). Through opposing the two 
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types of pornography, P7 constructs his own behaviour as ‘abnormal’ and attributes this to 

being ‘damaged’ by sex abuse (Levett, 1990). 

 

[I] very quickly got addicted to pornography because of… something in you remember 

the feeling… you actually feel better if this happens… (P7) 

 

Here pornography acts as a reminder of the feeling which occurred during sexual abuse which 

challenges the idea that sexual abuse may only be experienced as traumatic. This reflects Levett 

(1990)’s claims that children’s understanding of sexual abuse at the time of the incident may 

not adhere to the strict - and expected – trauma outcomes which have been socially constructed. 

These interviews indicate that there may have been a pleasurable aspect to the sexual abuse 

that remains with the victim long after the abuse occurred but may not be spoken about due to 

societal norms which dictate how a trauma victim ‘should’ behave and ‘should’ be feeling 

(Dutton & Painter, 1993; Levett, 1990, 2016). As a result, is appears that the victims self-

diagnose how they should feel regarding the sex abuse. In doing so participants created their 

own conditions of possibility for occupying victim subject-positions. 

 

The engagement with reckless behaviours and survivor discourse is discursively linked to 

masculinity and the need to reclaim masculinity lost through the experience of CSA (Cooper, 

2002; Miller, 2014). The compensation for experiencing CSA is engaging in reckless 

behaviours to reclaim what abuse has taken from the males. In order to find other avenues of 

occupying victimhood subject-positions more easily, participants made use of childhood 

discourse in order to place themselves in a  subject-position which emphasized childhood 

vulnerability and innocence (Robinson, 2008).  
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4.5 Childhood Vulnerability 

 

Childhood is considered to be a time of innocence and naivety (Aries, 1965; Robinson, 2008). 

Normative constructions of childhood place children in a vulnerable subject-positioning which 

constructs childhood as a time of ‘specialness’ (Lupton, 1999, p. 86). The sex abuse 

experiences occurred when participants were children allowing for a condition of possibility 

which allows for occupation of the victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017). The older a 

victim becomes, the harder it becomes to occupy male victim subject-positioning however, 

childhood constructions of innocence allow for the victim subject-position to be occupied more 

easily (Kramer, 2017). Sex abuse is constructed to be immoral and thus, victims of sex abuse 

feel guilt, shame and blame (Dorahy & Clearwater, 2012; Finkelhor & Browne, 1985). 

However, blame is alleviated through the use of discourse surrounding childhood vulnerability 

and male victimhood is more easily accessible (Anderson, Beattie, & Spencer, 2001; Epstein, 

2003).  

 

4.5.1 Childhood Naivete  

 
Children are constructed as vulnerable because they lack knowledge. In particular, children are 

constructed as lacking in understanding regarding sexual behaviours (Lupton, 1999, p. 87). The 

child is thus considered to be blameless in the act of sex abuse due to their naivete (Finkelhor, 

1994). This lack of knowledge results in conditions of possibility which allow for the 

occupation of victim subject-positioning as adults (Kramer, 2017). 

 

Here's this trusted individual that is sharing all this with me… so not only am I special 

because I get attention and, and all the rest of it, I'm special because (sharp intake of 

breath) they, he's telling me and showing me all these things too… (P6) 

 

I liked it, I liked attention. (P1) 
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P1 and P6 describe feeling ‘special’ and getting ‘attention’ which are child-like concepts. 

These feelings indicate the naivete of the child and the trust the child has in the perpetrator, 

and other adults, during childhood (Finkelhor, 1994). This constructs the child as innocent and 

in doing so removes guilt and blame from the child and allows for the occupation of victim 

subject-positioning for the participant as an adult (Kramer, 2017). Further to this, the idea that 

the child is so trusting indicates the child’s vulnerability which gives rise to conditions of 

possibility under which male victimhood is made plausible.  

 

P1 speaks about his bond with his perpetrator and the loss of the attention, stating: 

And it was like a big... loss for me… That I'd met this guy that was good for me, good 

to me and kind to me (P1) 

 

My whole life I thought he was my first love… (P1) 

 

 

P1 speaks of parting with his abuser with a sense of loss rather than, as expected, a sense of 

relief . He does not seem to acknowledge this perpetrator as an abuser but rather seems to see 

him in a loving manner which is later emphasized when he states, “I loved the first one if that's 

possible to say I loved him?” He also describes the end of the sex abuse as a ‘loss’ for him as 

a child. Normative constructs of sex abuse have dictated that one must have feelings of anger 

and fear towards the perpetrator (Middleton, Sachs, & Dorahy, 2017). Levett (1990) discusses 

that due to childhood innocence and naivety sex abuse is not necessarily perceived as 

‘traumatic’. It is only through incitement to trauma discourse that the sex abuse is constructed 

as ‘damaging’ (Epstein, 2013; Foucault, 1987; Levett, 1990). This suggests that children are 

not traumatized by the sex abuse incident itself but rather, are ‘damaged’ by the exposure to 

trauma discourse in adulthood long after the incident occured (Jennings & Deming, 2015; 

Levett, 1990; Rogers & Davies, 2007; Ullman, 2007).  
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P1 further states that he thought the first perpetrator was his, “first love,” indicative of the fact 

that as a child, a lack of exposure to sex abuse discourse resulted in P1 seeing his abuser as a 

lover instead of a perpetrator of abuse (Kiser et al., 2014; Middleton, Sachs, & Dorahy, 2017). 

He was only aware of the experience being abusive when he was exposed to trauma discourse. 

The participant views this perpetrator as his ‘first love’ which is unacceptable within social 

norms and places P1 in a ‘damaged’ subject-positioning creating easy access to victim subject-

positioning (Middleton et al., 2017).  

 

These participants indicated that in order to be a sex abuse victim one must use discourses of 

‘damage’ in order for one to easily occupy victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017; Levett, 

1990). The use of discourses of ‘damage’ allow for a much easier transition into victimhood 

(Kramer, 2017; Levett, 1990). Further discourses of childhood innocence such as the use of 

minimizing language allowed for participants to further engage with their victimhood and 

occupy victim subject-positioning.  

 

4.5.2 Minimising Language 

Participants discussed their experiences occurring in childhood using language that presented 

themselves as vulnerable and ‘young’. The construction of age was drawn upon in order to 

reinforce their experience occurring in the childhood stage of their life (Lupton, 1999, p. 87). 

Minimising language was used in order to over-emphasize youth in order to reinforce 

childhood innocence and vulnerability. Childhood innocence and vulnerability allow for the 

male victims to easily occupy victimhood as construction of the victim in association with the 

child provides a condition of possibility for victim subject-positioning. 

 

It... it affected me at eleven years quite badly. (P1) 
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I mean fuck, I’m 12 years old, what do I know? (P1) 

 

 

Basically [it] started when I was 6 years old… I think due to the age both of us might 

just not have been strong enough at that stage… Because he was just 5 years older than 

me…  (P4) 

 

The use of the participant’s age, ‘eleven years’ is indicative of the innocence associated with 

the child at such a young age. P1 draws on the construction of age in order to further emphasises 

childhood vulnerability (Lupton, 1999, p. 88). The occupation of victimhood subject-

positioning is enabled through the emphasis of youth (Kramer, 2017).  

 

I mean bear in mind at a very young age like that you don’t really have control over 

your emotion or, or, or feelings… (P2) 

 

I suppose as a child I was always wanting to please people um, and look, I didn’t um, 

exactly know what he was talking about… (P5) 

 

I didn’t have a concept of his age, being only 10. (P5) 

 

I was too young to make a decision of my own. (P5) 

 

I'm not, I'm not sure but I think what, what, what does tend to happen is you almost 

become desensitized to it and then, in your little mind it becomes a case of its not such 

a big deal… (P6) 

 

The first incident happened when I was a very young child like uh, I think in uh, primary 

school… Um, yoh… [I was] extremely young… You know cause I mean, I’m young, I 

didn’t… I didn’t know what I was doing and um, I think when someone older tells you 

to do something you do it regardless no questions asked…(P7) 

 

The participants draw on minimising language with terms such as ‘little mind’, ‘…a very young 

child’, ‘I was too young’. The use of this language depicts the child as being very small and 

emphasizes the lack of knowledge regarding sex abuse. This reinforces childhood innocence 

which allows for the participant to more-easily occupy the victim subject-positioning 

(Robinson, 2008, 2013). It further reinforces that the participants were very young at the time 
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of the abuse which allows for easy occupation of victim subject-positioning as a child is a 

fathomable victim whilst a male is not. Use of the child victim subject-positioning allows for 

the particpants to easily make claims upon victimhood. 

 

It would have been games where we build a hide out somewhere in the garden and that 

would have been our, um, we called it our ‘ruimte mannertjie’ – our space man game 

– and so it will always be either a spaceship somewhere or um, a hidden bunker on the 

moon or something like that that we will play and that’s where it happened. (P4)  

 

P4 drew on childhood innocence in a different way, recalling a game he would play with his 

brother. In describing this game, P4 positions himself as a child victim and easily occupies 

victim subject-positioning through his innocent and naïve story which over-emphasises his 

childhood innocence. In doing this he shifts the blame to his perpetrator and places himself in 

a child-like subject positioning which makes his victimhood believable. 

 

Participants drew on childhood constructions in order to construct their sex abuse experience 

as fathomable and possible (Finkelhor, 1985; Levett, 1990). Through the use of childhood this 

is made possible as a child victim is much more believable than a male victim and thus, the use 

of childhood discourse allows for traction and further emphasizes vulunerability in childhood 

(Kramer, 2017). This allows for males to occupy victimhood easily and allow for their 

experiences to gain visibility. 

 

4.6 Critical Reflections of Key Findings 

 

This research explores the discourses surrounding male victims of CSA and investigates the 

way in which these discourses create invisibility for male victims of CSA within normative 

constructions of gender (Kramer, 2017). Further to this, the research explores how the 

described experiences of CSA are influenced by gender discourse and its focus on masculinity 

in South Africa (Brickell, 2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Weiss, 2010). The construct 
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of trauma as a necessary component of identifying as a ‘victim’ enabled participants to occupy  

a  ‘damaged’ victim subject-positioning (Levett, 1990) . This was evident in the participants’ 

narratives as the reproduction of ‘damaged’ discourses enabled participants to occupy victim 

subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017; Levett, 1990). Participants drew on discourses of trauma, 

sex abuse and gender in order to enable their positioning as male victims of CSA. In addition, 

the participants relied on the inherent vulnerability of the ‘child’ in order to further validate 

their worthiness as male victims of CSA ( Epstein, 2013; Foucault, 1987; Lupton, 1999). 

 

The participants drew on normative constructions of gender (Cooper, 2002; Mahalik, Burns, 

& Syzdek, 2007). Whilst participants engaged with discourses of damage they also grappled 

with the fathomability of male victimhood in the patriarchal context of South Africa (Kramer, 

2016). Participants reclaimed their masculinity through the use of substances and sexual 

behaviours in order to align themselves with social constructs of what it means to be 

‘masculine’ (Gymnich, Ruhl, & Scheunemann, 2010; Mullen, Watson, Swift, & Black, 2007). 

Overall, participants felt the need to validate their worthiness as a male victim of CSA within 

South Africa through positioning themselves as ‘traumatized’ and especially child, male 

victims of sex abuse (Levett, 1990).  
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Chapter 5: Implications, Limitations, Recommendations and Conclusion 
 

5.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

 

 

The objective of this research was to distinguish the discourses which emerged in male victims 

of CSA and how these discourses produce positions of invisibility for male victims of CSA 

(Davies & Rogers, 2006; Gorris, 2015; Kramer, 2017; van Niekerk et al., 2015). Further to 

this, the research aimed to examine how the narratives of MCSA victims were influenced by 

gender discourse, particularly masculinity, within South Africa (Anderson, Beattie, & Spencer, 

2001; Berns, 2001; Foucault, 1987; Kramer, 2015, 2017; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). This 

was achieved through critical examination of the narratives of males who had been sexually 

abused as children. Key findings were examined through a Faircloughian (1989-1995) Critical 

Discourse Analysis, within a Foucauldian framework, which allowed for the examination of 

the way in which participants used discourse to either validate their occupation, or resistance, 

of victim subject-positioning (Kramer, 2017).  

 

The study aimed to exemplify that normative discourses allow for the male victim of CSA to 

become fathomable (Cooper, 2002; Gergen, 1985; Hansen, 2016; Kramer, 2015; Matebeni & 

Msibi, 2015). Through the use of the theoretical tools mentioned above, and by observing how 

participants drew on normative constructions of sex abuse, gender and trauma, one implication 

from the study is that male victimhood is indeed possible. A second implication is that 

discourses of damage, such as those described by Levett (1990), are a necessary condition in 

order for participants to identify as male victims of CSA. This has further implications for how 

trauma, and sex abuse, is perceived and the expectations that are placed on victims’ narratives 

in order for their experiences to be believed (Matei, 2013). The participants had to frame their 

CSA experience as one which was ‘damaging’ in order for them to occupy victim subject-
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positioning which implies that narratives that are not framed according to normative 

constructions of sex abuse are not considered to be unfathomable (Levett, 1990). Despite there 

being acknowledgement of victims of sex abuse, the acknowledgment only occurs if normative 

constructs are present in the narrative of the victim (Cooper, 2002; Levett, 1990; Mahalik, 

Burns, & Syzdek, 2007; Matebeni & Msibi, 2015). 

 

This reveals how there are particular ways of constituting knowledge based on context. In 

South Africa, masculinity is considered to be associated with strength while femininity is 

considered to be associated with weakness and thus, victimhood is associated with femininity 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Kramer & Bowman, 2011; van Niekerk et al., 2015). This 

means that male victimhood is difficult to occupy within South Africa as the patriarchal society 

relies on men being in a position of strength. However, discourses of damage reveal a 

‘weakness’ in men that makes it difficult to disclose regarding CSA but also makes their stories 

unfathomable in the patriarchal landscape (Levett, 1990).  

 

One of the practical implications following from this study is thus that is necessary to create 

awareness of the way in which knowledge regarding sex abuse and trauma is constituted as 

well as the way in which masculinity is framed in South Africa and the difficulties male victims 

face by disclosing in a patriarchal landscape. Significantly, this study contributes practically to 

the growing literature on MCSA and discourses of damage. 

 

5.2 Study Limitations 

 

The participants in this study consisted of male victims of child sexual abuse. One limitation 

is that this study examined the narratives of only those 7 participants. This is a small group of 

participants and thus limits the data that was collected in the study. A second limitation is the 
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recruitment process itself because the call for participation was largely through social media  

thus excluding many victims without access to the internet. The greater population of South 

Africa comes from a low socio-economic status (SES) and so, these results may not be an 

accurate portrayal of the trauma experienced by others within poorer regions of South Africa 

(Ataguba, Akazili, & McIntyre, 2011; Mayer & Barnard, 2015). This is necessary to consider 

as the participant narratives may differ from those who have lived in different cultural contexts 

characterised by limited resources. In particular, discourse would differ greatly depending on 

the social context. 

 

In a low SES area, most inhabitants would not have exposure to psychological discourse and 

as such, their understandings of trauma would not be informed by psychological language. This 

means that the discourse influencing lower SES communities would differ greatly from the 

discourse that a community of higher SES would have been exposed to and thus the various 

narratives depend on different discursive mechanisms. Further to this, participants in this study 

had the opportunity to attend higher education institutions which means that they were able to 

have tertiary education should they have wished to do so (Visser, Juan, & Feza, 2015). This 

means that all participants were highly educated which would have further added to the way in 

which they framed their narratives (Visser et al., 2015).  

 

Lower SES communities are at greater risk for violence (Dubow, Huesmann, Boxer, & Smith, 

2016). This means that there would be higher incidences of sex abuse within these communities 

and greater incidences of violence which would change the data (Jewkes & Morrell, 2018; 

Zuze et al., 2016). This means that the perpetrator of the abuse and the level of violence 

involved in the sex abuse would be very different compared to the sex abuse within the middle-

class to upper-class income bracket where violence is not as rampant. Furthermore, majority 
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of South Africa consists of black people, 76.4% as of 2011 (Statistics South Africa, 2011), and 

this study only interviewed one black male in contrast to six white males (Westermann, 2018). 

The fact that other racial groups are not represented in the study suggests that some victims of 

MCSA are more visible than others in South Africa.  

 

5.3 Future Recommendations 

 

Sex abuse is rampant worldwide however, South Africa is the rape capital of the world (Jewkes 

& Morrell, 2018). In light of this, this study has global relevance as it adds to the growing 

literature of sex abuse worldwide but also allows for more knowledge to be gained regarding 

South Africa and the sex abuse occuring here as compared to that occuring globally. This will 

allow for comparisons to be drawn regarding sex abuse and understandings of violence in 

context and its influence on sex abuse statistics. 

 

In terms of the study limitations outlined above, it is recommended that future research targets 

populations that present with more varied racial, economic and cultural backgrounds within 

South Africa in order to explore the way trauma emerges in the narratives of male victims who 

have experienced CSA and to focus particularly on how constructions of masculinity, trauma 

and sex abuse shape these narratives and emerge differently across these contexts. A more 

varied participant pool would allow us to determine if trauma and MCSA presents differently 

at the intersections of race, culture and economy (Glaeser, Kahn, & Rappaport, 2008). 

 

It is further recommended that the research is viewed in a global context of sex abuse incidents 

to understand the impact of a violent landscape as compared to sex abuse in less violent 

contexts. Lastly, future research efforts should examine the vulnerabilities of male children 

within South Africa and investigate a way of implementing interventions at a childhood level. 
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Lastly, future research efforts should examine the vulnerabilities of male children within South 

Africa and investigate various ways of intervening at a childhood level.  

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 

The aim of this research was to distinguish the discourse surrounding male victims of CSA and 

explore the way in which these discourses create invisibility for male victims of CSA within 

normative constructions of gender (Kramer, 2017). The research further aimed to assess how 

the narratives of MCSA victims were manipulated by gender discourse, particularly 

masculinity, within South Africa (Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002). This was achieved through 

examining the discourses used by the participants during their interviews. The interviews were 

then subjected to Fairclough’s (1989-1995) Critical Discourse Analysis. This allowed for 

examination of the manner in which normative constructions of sex abuse, trauma and gender 

influenced the way participants framed their sex abuse narratives (Hansen, 2016; Mahalik et 

al., 2007). The research illustrated that discourses of damage are a necessary condition for the 

occupation of victim subject-positioning and thus, allow for male victims of CSA to become 

visible (Levett, 1990).  

 

Participants both occupied and resisted victim subject-positioning. Subject-positioning allowed 

for the participants to justify and resist victimhood as, in their minds, their abuse can only be 

attributed to their own actions. This was indicative of the difficulty of being both a victim and 

a male in a patriarchal landscape that glorifies male strength and views victimhood as a 

weakness (Kramer, 2017). As such, the various participant narratives reflected that victim 

subject-postioning was challenging for males as constructions of masculinity in South Africa 

created a strong and stoic man and thus, did not allow for male vulnerability (Henderson, 2007). 

Thus, occupation of victim subject-positioning was only made possible through the use of 
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discourses of damage and the use of narratives reflecting childhood innocence (Levett, 1990; 

Robinson, 2013). Childhood innocence allowed for participants to create post-hoc 

constructions of their abuse which allowed for them to further occupy victim subject-

positioning (Robinson, 2013).  

 

This study falls within the social constructionist paradigm which highlights the normative 

constructions of sex abuse, trauma and gender (Gergen, 1985). It illustrated how males are 

consistently viewed in a position of strength and that victimhood is considered a weak position 

which cannot be associated with masculinity (Henderson, 2007; Kramer, 2017). The study has 

thus revealed that occupation of victim subject-positioning is only possible for males who have 

been sexually abused as children if discourses of damage are used. This revealed that trauma 

is a necessary result of sex abuse and it is thus used as a tool to occupy victim subject-

positioning (Levett, 1990). This allows for male victims to become visible and fathomable. 

This study thus provides an understanding of the discourses which are used by male victims in 

order to allow for visibility in their sex abuse narratives.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Sir, 

 

My name is Chloé Heylen, and I am a researcher in the field of Psychology at the University 

of the Witwatersrand. The aim of my research is to interpret the understandings male victims 

of child sex abuse have of their own experiences. Usual understandings of violence focus on 

female child victims. This research will therefore give male victims of child sex abuse an 

opportunity to tell their story in their own words. The results of the study will allow for a 

greater understanding of the experiences of male victims of child sex abuse and will also 

provide a foundation for future research in the area. I would like to invite you to participate in 

this study. 

 

Participation in this research is voluntary. You may choose to leave the study at any point and 

you have the right to refuse to respond to any questions that you do not wish to answer during 

the interview. Participation in this research will involve being interviewed by myself, at a time 

and place that is convenient for you. The interview will last approximately one hour. With your 

permission this interview will be recorded so that what you tell me can be analysed correctly. 

All of your responses will be kept confidential, and no information that could identify you will 

be included in the final research reports and publication outputs. However, if at any point your 

story was public knowledge or appeared in the media, you may be identifiable as anonymity 

Private Bag 3, Wits, 2050  •  Tel: 011 717 4541  •  Fax: 011 717 4559  •  E-mail: psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za 
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cannot be assured. This possible breach of privacy may or may not bring about negative 

consequences. This said, I will do whatever I can to make sure that it remains unlikely that the 

results in the final reports point toward your identification. Additionally, the interview 

questions and study procedure attempt to present minimal risk to you as a participant. The 

questions asked during your time with the researcher may sometimes be difficult to answer or 

you may find that your discussions with the researcher may upset you and remind you of hard 

times. If you feel sad or troubled after the interview, you will be offered counselling or 

psychological services by a student psychologist who will be on standby, free of charge. 

Further counselling is offered at the Emthonjeni Centre and CCDU at the University of the 

Witwatersrand campus. You may also find that the discussions with the researcher help you to 

understand your situation better and allow you to know more about trauma and your experience 

as a child.  

 

The interview material (audio files and transcripts) will not be seen or heard by any person 

within the University of the Witwatersrand at any time and will only be seen and studied by 

myself and my research supervisor. All audio recordings will be destroyed immediately after 

they have been transcribed and these anonymous transcriptions will be kept in a secure place 

by the researcher throughout the study. You may refuse to answer any questions you would 

prefer not to, and you may choose to withdraw from the study at any point.   

 

If you choose to participate in the study, please fill in your details on the form below. For any 

further information I can be contacted via e-mail at . The chairperson of the Human Research 

Ethics Committee (non-medical), Tommasso Milani, can be contacted telephonically on (011) 

7174262 should you want to discuss anything with him. 
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This research will contribute both to a larger body of knowledge on the experiences of male 

child sex abuse victims and it is hoped that there will be the possibility of this study adding to 

your own understanding of your circumstances. A one-page summary of the research results 

will be made available on request. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Chloé Heylen 

 

I have read and understood the Information Sheet 

 

Signed _______________                                                                     Date_________________ 
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Appendix B: Consent to be Interviewed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informed consent to be interviewed  

 

I_____________________________ hereby consent to being interviewed by Chloé Heylen for 

her study on the experiences of male victims of child sex abuse. 

 

I understand that: 

 

- Participation in this interview is voluntary. 

- I may refuse to answer any questions I would prefer not to. 

- I may withdraw from the study at any time. 

- No information that may identify me will be included in the research report, and my 

responses will remain confidential. 

- Direct quotes from this interview may be used in the research report. 

- There are no direct risks or benefits involved in my participation. 

 

Signed________________________ 

Date__________________________ 
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Appendix C: Consent to be Audiotaped 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informed consent to be audio-recorded  

 

I__________________________________ hereby consent to my interview with Chloé Heylen 

for her study on the experiences of victims of male child sex abuse. 

 

I understand that: 

 

- The audio recordings and transcripts will not be seen or heard by any person in this 

organisation at any time and will only be processed by the researcher. 

- All audio recordings will be destroyed after the research is complete. 

- No identifying information will be used in the transcripts or the research report. 

- The transcriptions will be kept in a safe place throughout the research process. 

- Direct quotes from the interview may be used in the research report. 

Signed____________________ 

Date______________________ 
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule 

 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE: MALE VICTIMS OF CHILD SEX ABUSE 

INTRODUCTION 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. The main aim of this interview process is 

to allow for you to share your thoughts and feelings about your experience and how it 

affected you. We will talk about your experience and how you have dealt with it. 

Additionally, there will be questions concerning any effects that the sexual abuse experience 

has had on your life. Finally, we will cover your current life, relationships and your own 

understandings and ideas about sexual abuse. 

 

I would also like to assure you that all of the information that you give me during the 

interview will be kept confidential and your identity will remain anonymous. When I 

transcribe this interview, no identifying details concerning you, your family or others 

involved in your story will appear in the document. As soon as I have completed the 

transcription, the digital recordings will be deleted. Do you understand this? 

 

If you are happy to proceed, please read the consent forms for your participation as well as 

for the digital recording and then sign them as an indication that you both understand these 

forms and accept what is written on them. Please feel free to ask me anything concerning 

these forms, the information sheet and your interview. 

 

I know that some of the questions I am going to ask you may be difficult for you to answer. 

Please take your time and feel free to indicate any discomfort that you may have. You are 

also free to refuse to answer any of my questions. I assure you that I will conduct the 
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interviews with respect for both you and your circumstances and I will attempt to make you 

feel as relaxed as possible. Should you feel that you would like to speak to a counsellor after 

the interview, I will make provision for that. At the end of the interview I will ask you if you 

need a counsellor and we can set up a meeting for you if need be. You will be offered 

counselling services by a student psychologist who will be on standby, free of charge. I will 

now switch on the recorder. 

 

QUESTIONS* 

• Would you describe yourself as a victim of sex abuse? Explain your answer. 

• Let’s start with some background history. Tell me about the events leading up to the 

perpetration, what your life was like and what you were doing. If you were a child 

before the perpetration happened, tell me about your childhood and your family. If you 

were an adolescent, describe who you lived with and the people you had relationships 

with? If you are comfortable enough, please also describe your sexuality, your sex life 

and what you understood about sex before the abuse occurred). 

• Did you know your perpetrator? If no, how did he/she find you? If yes, please describe 

your relationship to him/her.  

• Detail your perceptions of the person that perpetrated against you - how would you 

describe him/her as a person? 

• Please explain the perpetration to me in as much detail as you can remember. Tell me 

how it started, how many times it occurred and what your perpetrator did to you. I 

realise how difficult it must be to talk about this so please take as long as you need in 

answering this question. 

• How did you feel during the incident? 

• How did you feel after the incident? 
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• How do you feel about the incident now? 

• How has your life changed since the incident? Think back to the things that you told 

me about your life before the perpetration when you answer this question.  

• How did your attitude towards sex change after the incident? 

• What were your feelings around the person that perpetrated against you? Tell me 

specifically about your feelings around being abused by a man/woman. 

• Have you ever reported the perpetration? If not, why? If so, to whom? 

• Have you ever spoken to a friend, family member, religious figure, social worker, 

counsellor, psychologist or any other person about the perpetration? If so, what was 

their reaction to the fact that you were perpetrated against? 

• How have you personally dealt with the perpetration? 

• Throughout this interview I have used the term, ‘perpetration’. Do you feel that this 

accurately describes your experience? Explain your answer. 

 

TERMINATION 

Thank you for sharing your story with me. I really appreciate your honesty and the fact that 

you trusted me enough to talk to me. I know how difficult it must have been to talk about 

this. Is there anything else you would like to share with me? How did you feel during the 

interview? How do you feel now that we have come to the end of the interview? Do you feel 

that you require counselling as a result of the interview process? 

 

* The questions in this schedule are to be treated as  guidelines and the order and 

content do not necessarily need to be followed rigidly. Some of the questions can simply 

be used as prompt questions where the respondent has left out detail. The questions 

outlined in the schedule serve as ideal points to be covered in the interview 
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