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Jackson Mathabane – Not a Good Guy


Living in apartheid South Africa was not an easy thing to do.  However, throughout the fight to dismantle it, many people, such as Nelson Mandela and the other leaders of the African National Congress, rose above those hardships and fought for the eventual end of apartheid.  These people possessed tremendous wisdom and strength of character.  Jackson Mathabane, father of Johannes in the auto-biography Kaffir Boy by Mark Mathabane, was not one of these people.  He was, by all accounts, a terrible father and husband.  He often resorted to violence in order to maintain control of his household.  He also showed no sense of responsibility, often gambling his paychecks away while his family struggled to survive.  Mr. Mathabane, in doing these things, contributed to the worsening of apartheid.  His behavior was exactly the kind of behavior the whites had in mind when they implemented the system.  He lacked the wisdom to realize the and contributed nothing to bettering the situation for him and his family.  Was he a victim of a terrible system? Absolutely.  This, however does not excuse him from he horrific behavior as a father and husband.

Jackson Mathabane was an abusive father, both physically and mentally.  Early in the book we learn of his use of violence for discipline.  He is so stuck in his tribal ways, that when Johannes breaks a tribal rule at dinner, his father whips him unmercifully despite his mother’s pleas for mercy (32).  After the beating, Johannes said that he, “hated him (Jackson) and promised her (Mrs. Mathabane) that I would kill him when I grew up.” (33).  This quote is staggering.  His behavior is so aggressive that his own son wishes for his death.  Johannes later evaluates his father saying that he, “lived for the moment,” (207).  Jackson Mathabane seldom thought about what was best for his family, but instead acted on emotions and made poor short term decisions, such as the abuse of his family.


Another awful characteristic of Mr. Mathabane was his addiction to gambling.  Money was extremely tight in the Mathabane household, but he would often take his paychecks and lose them playing dice.  This was extremely irresponsible when he had children to feed.  Mr. Mathabane also wants to irresponsibly invest not only his money, but his wife’s  money in illegal beer business.  This was money that Mrs. Mathabane had wanted to be used solely for schooling (174).  However, Jackson was persistent saying that he would quit gambling and visiting other shebeens.  He says he would sacrifice these things (177), making it sound as if he should be expected to do anything but come home with his full pay to support his family.  His misuse of the children’s school money is something no responsible father should do.

Finally, in his actions Mr. Mathabane served his role perfectly in the apartheid system.  The goal of the system was to turn black against black.  It aimed to pit them against each other instead of against the minority whites.  In his mistreatment of his family and lack of restraint, Mr. Mathabane showed that he was not strong enough to overcome the system.  In fact, he fueled the fire of apartheid to even greater heights.  He pitted his family against him, so they not only had to worry about apartheid rule outside, but their fathers rule in their own home.  Johannes even realized that he was letting the white man “define his manhood” (207). He is “baffled by why the world, his wife, his children, we seemingly turned against him.” (208)  If Mr. Mathabane were wise he would realize that he was falling unwisely to a harsh system and that only he was responsible for the problems in his own household.  In a time when his family needed support and care, he added more hatred and fear to their world.

Was Jackson Mathabane a victim of apartheid society? Yes, as were all the blacks living in the ghettos of South Africa.  Yet, his inability to assess the problem and adequately deal with it is what made him a failure as a father and husband.  He routinely beat his wife and children, squandered their money, and, in doing so, fueled the apartheid system.  If all blacks during apartheid had lacked character the same way Jackson did, the system may have never fallen. Some, however, had the strength to rise up and fight it.  Jackson Mathabane never was, and could never be, one of these men.
