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ABSTRACT

In 1991, South African women’s organisations formed the Women's National Coalition
(WNC) to identify and advocate for women's primary needs in the post-apartheid
Constitution. The outcome of this advocacy was South Africa’s adoption, in 1996, of one
of the most comprehensive protections of gender and sexuality rights of any national
constitution. I argue that the WNC became a key actor in the development of the
Constitution by drawing from a tradition of women’s organising in South Africa that
emphasised women’s legitimacy in and value to public politics. The WNC rejected
masculinist framings of politics and instead demanded that political structures change to
be inclusive of and sensitive to women’s needs.
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INTRODUCTION

“We shall teach the men that they cannot hope to liberate themselves from the evils of
discrimination and prejudice as long as they fail to extend to women complete and
unqualified equality in law and in practice.”

- Women’s Charter. Federation of South African Women. 1954

South Africa’s adoption of a new Constitution in 1996 marked a radical
transformation of the state’s core values and governing principles. In this historic
moment, South Africa broke from centuries of brutally oppressive policies under
colonialism and apartheid to ratify a Constitution that, among other things, provides one
of the most comprehensive protections of gender and sexuality rights of any national
constitution.'? This constitution established non-sexism and non-racialism as two of the
democracy’s foundational principles. To promote a society where all people have “full

and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms,”

the constitution guarantees protection
against discrimination on the bases of gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, and sexual
orientation.

Between the collapse of the apartheid regime in the late 1980s and the first
democratic elections in 1994, leaders from parties across South Africa’s political

spectrum engaged in a series of negotiations to determine the structure and nature of the

country’s new democracy and Constitution. This period of negotiations presented a

'"The golden thread of women's emancipation." African National Congress: South Africa's National
Liberation Movement.
http://www.anc.org.za/show.php?doc=ancdocs/pubs/umrabulo/umrabulo25/golden.html (accessed February
1,2010).

*South Africa’s interim Constitution of 1993 replaced apartheid policies. This interim Constitution was
replaced in 1996 by the current Constitution.

? Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. 1996.



unique moment of possibility and the opportunity to shape the values and priorities of a
new political order. In this historic moment was the chance for women to (re)define their
position in South African public and private life and to challenge systems, structures and
practices that subordinated women at all levels of society. Seizing this unprecedented
opportunity, women’s organisations from throughout the country organised under a
single umbrella organisation, the Women’s National Coalition (WNC), to create a visible
platform from which to demand their rights and pursue gender equality in the new
political dispensation.

The WNC was launched in early 1991 following the South African government’s
unbanning of the African National Congress (ANC) and its structures in 1990, at which
time the ANC Women's League lobbied all women's organisations in South Africa to set
up a coalition tasked with researching, co-ordinating, and drawing up a women's charter
based on the priorities and concerns of South African women from all walks of life. Upon
its establishment, the WNC started work on one of its chief objectives, developing the
Women's Charter.* This Charter set out to identify protections and guarantees necessary
for women to have the opportunity to realise freedom and equality in the new political
dispensation, and to position women to gain leverage in influencing the Constitution to
guarantee these protections.

The WNC overcame many challenges to become an effective agent in furthering
women’s equality in the development of South Africa’s Constitution, starting from the
time of its inception through to the development of the Women’s Charter and women’s

involvement in the national political negotiations. First, the WNC united women whose

* Letsebe, Anne. "The Women's National Coalition and the Charter for Effective Equality: Republic of
South Africa." Proceedings of The Democratic Republic of Congo/ South African Women's Peace Forum.
March 2003.



racial, class and ideological differences, among others, had been reinforced and
manipulated by the apartheid regime to create divisions and hostility. Second, the WNC
created a space where women’s contributions to, and vulnerabilities in, society were not
only publicly acknowledged but also addressed after centuries of marginalisation had
rendered these invisible. Third, women fought for a place at the negotiating table where
they could represent themselves and ensure that women’s voices were heard and
incorporated in the foundational text of the new democracy. In 1994 the WNC completed
The Women’s Charter for Effective Equality and handed it to Nelson Mandela in
Parliament that same year.’ In 1996, the Republic of South Africa adopted its new
Constitution®, which contains one the most extensive and comprehensive guarantees of
gender and sexuality rights of any Constitution in the world.”

The pioneering gains in gender and sexuality rights detailed in the South African
Constitution illustrate the WNC’s success in influencing South Africa’s political
negotiations and the development of the Constitution to be inclusive of, and sensitive to,
women’s needs and roles in society. The WNC’s active participation in the writing of the
Constitution ensured that women were not sidelined as passive observers, but rather
engaged in the process as active political agents. In this active role, women were able to
establish non-sexism as a cornerstone of the South African democracy and gain political
recognition of gender inequalities that prevent women from enjoying the full benefits of

citizenship. The WNC'’s ability to influence the development of the Constitution in such a

> Hassim, Shireen. "'A Conspiracy of Women': The Women's Movement in South Africa's Transition to
Democracy." Social Research 69.3 (2002): 693-732.

% Between 1994 and 1996 South Africa’s Interim Constitution was in place as the final provisions of the
Constitution were decided.

7 "Constitutional Court of South Africa - The Court." Home - Constitutional Court of South Africa.
http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/site/thecourt/thebuilding.htm (accessed January 14, 2010).



revolutionary way presents the two main questions around which this paper is focused.
First, how did the WNC succeed in negotiating power at the national political stage to
emerge as a key actor in the development of the Constitution? Second, how did the WNC
develop a list of substantive demands that so meaningfully spoke to and addressed
women’s realities of inequality and subjugation in society?

I argue that that the WNC gained influence in the national political negotiations
through three primary factors: its framing of women’s rights as human rights; its
initiation of alliances with key male figures in the ANC; and most importantly through its
broad base of women’s grassroots networks that supported the WNC and its political
platform. These methods and strategies of negotiating power were effective and
meaningful, however, because of the WNC’s larger framework of articulating and
fighting for women’s rights from women’s perspectives and experiences. This
overarching framework enriched the three factors by ensuring that the WNC was
representative of and accountable to the diversity of South African women. By basing its
goals and objectives on women’s experiences and needs, the WNC rejected dominant
masculinist framings of politics and affirmed the importance of women’s epistemological
privilege in democracy formation. I prove that women reconceptualised politics and
political participation to make it accommodating, responsive, and accountable to women
by demonstrating that the WNC drew from a long tradition of women’s organising in
South Africa that emphasised women’s legitimacy in and value to public politics. It then
directed the momentum and lessons from this tradition to mobilise a movement that used

women’s collective experiences of exclusion to develop an ethos of inclusion under



which women from all backgrounds organised to challenge masculine dominance in
democracy and to fight for the protection of their rights in the Constitution.

The WNC was able to substantively advance women’s agenda in the Constitution
because it discussed national politics from women’s perspectives, which reflected the
realities of women’s multiple and intersecting identities, roles and vulnerabilities in
society. The WNC acknowledged that public politics were a masculine dominated field,
however, it did not change to represent itself in more masculine terms or to argue for
women’s ability to perform masculinity in the same way as men. Instead, it demanded
that the political process change to include women and to recognise the value and
importance of women’s perspectives and contributions. This position of women working
to protect and advance women’s rights, and not of women proving that they could be like
men, enabled the WNC to reconceptualise discussions about equality and gender in the
development of the Constitution, proving that women and men experience society
differently and therefore need different protections to be able to realise equality. The
WNC’s members’ refusal to give up their identities as women to participate in the
political process changed the way that gender equality was framed and understood in
political debate. These women used their experiences and perspectives as women to
enrich political discussion and to produce substantive equality that affirms human dignity

and freedom by recognising different layers of inequality and working to address these.

Significance

Throughout the world, structural, political, social, and cultural barriers prevent women

from fully enjoying the freedoms of and equal protection under democracy.® Few

¥ Bazilli, Susan, ed. Putting Women on the Agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan, 1991.



constitutions and democracies recognise gender as a crucial factor that influences the
ways that citizens experience society. This neglect of gender as a driving social force has
led to assumptions about equality and neutrality among sexes under democracy that have
worked to significantly disadvantage and oppress women in democratic state structures.’
The South African Constitution is one of the few in the world that meaningfully
addresses and engages with issues of gender and sex oppression, and that outlines non-
sexism as a cornerstone of its democracy. The commitment to gender equality outlined in
the Constitution creates the foundation on which women in South Africa can challenge
the democracy to meet their specific needs and make possible the realisation of equality.
This paper explores how women were able to secure such advances and to challenge
global historic political norms that establish patriarchy as the norm under which rights,
citizenship and equality are conceptualised and applied. Understanding what South
African women did- how they organised, how the identified and articulated their
demands, how they lobbied, how they formed alliances amongst themselves and with
men, and how they gained enough power to influence the Constitution- will help
illuminate ways that women have been able to make substantive advances in politics and
the conceptualisation of democracy.

Exploring the Constitution’s developments in gender rights helps in identifying
best practices established by women in South Africa that might also inform movements
in other states to affect and impact other democracies to recognise and protect gender and
sexuality rights. South African women drew from the best practices and lesson learned
from women’s liberation movements throughout the world, incorporating these into their

strategies and also adapting new methods and practices to fit their unique situation. The

? Phillips, Anne. Engendering democracy. University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991.



South African movement therefore represents a wealth of best practices, borrowed and
newly developed, that scholars can use to better understand gendered relationships in
politics and democracy, as well as ways that patriarchal norms can be undermined to
further equality.

By using a single case study of the WNC, I provide in-depth analysis of the South
African women’s movement for formalised rights and protections from the state. This
analysis of the key trends, methods, and tools employed in the South African movement
also highlights broader understandings of women’s organising and lobbying for rights,
prompting (re)conceptualisations of the role of gender in politics. By examining the
WNC’s success in breaking from dominant trends of women’s marginalisation in national
legislation, I highlight the value of women claiming a right to political involvement,
representation and protection. I demonstrate that the WNC was able to do this by
demanding a re-imagining of national politics to represent gendered vulnerabilities and
inequalities. This demonstration of the feasibility of substantively addressing barriers to
women’s political equality opens doors for other countries to draw from this case and
similarly challenge norms of gender misrepresentation and exclusion.

The WNC is an important case to study because South Africa was one of the first,
if not the first, country to so thoroughly and substantively tackle gender inequalities in
the national constitution. Although my paper is specific to South Africa, generalisations
from this case can be drawn to provide concrete lessons, methodologies and tools for
women in other movements seeking to increase gender sensitivity in legislation. The

WNC’s successes demonstrate the productivity and importance of rethinking gender in



politics and create a space for interrogating opportunities for the re-articulation of
women’s relationships with and to politics in other country contexts.

The WNC’s success ensured that non-sexism is a foundational pillar of South
Africa’s democracy. This achievement meant that gender relationships and women’s
rights were not only included in the Constitution, but made fore in the democracy’s
objectives. This legislatively secured a position for women that could not easily be
overturned or ignored and effectively reconceptualised democratic norms to include
women as citizens entitled to the full protection of the law. In addition to providing a
wealth of knowledge on organising, reconceptualising and challenging gendered power
relationships, and establishing best practices in advancing women’s rights, I believe that
the experiences and achievements of the WNC are deeply motivating and inspiring for
the possibilities of meaningfully affecting change. The WNC’s success illustrates the
possibilities for reconceptualising norms in ways that are inclusive of and empowering to
women and sexual minorities, and can challenge other states to also afford all its citizens

the full benefits and protections of democracy.

Methodology

This paper is a single case study of the WNC examining the role that it played in
the development of the South African Constitution and analysing the factors that made it
such a powerful actor during this period. I draw on a variety of mediums, including print,
film and interviews to gain a historical perspective of the women’s roles in the anti-
apartheid struggle and the development of a post-apartheid democracy. In analysing the
WNC’s methods of organising, mobilising and consciousness raising I primarily draw on

feminist and postcolonial theories that examine how historical loci of power and



oppression can be challenged to re-imagine and rearticulate society under different
assumptions. Using these texts, I rely heavily on concepts of epistemological privilege,
intersectionalty and coalition building.

The majority of my research is based on scholarly books and articles about the
anti-apartheid struggle, women’s history and the WNC. Many of these scholarly texts
focus specifically on the negotiations over the Constitution and on records from different
meetings and conferences in the anti-apartheid and women’s struggles. These texts form
the basis of my historical overview and provide the skeletal framework of this paper. I
supplement these academic texts with autobiographical texts and key personal interviews
with women involved in women’s movements, the WNC, and the negotiations to gain
more nuanced understandings of the many dynamics and conditions influencing the

different movements and their political outcomes.

Paper Overview

This paper is divided into four parts. In Chapter 1, I begin by reviewing literature
on gendered constructions of democracy, citizenship, and political participation to
examine how and why women have overwhelmingly been marginalised, if not excluded,
in transitions to democracy, state formation, and participation in senior political offices.
This review examines theoretical frameworks of state and political structures to see how
literature in this field explains women’s relationships to normative democratic structures
and systems. Here, I primarily draw on feminist theorists and literature that ground
analyses on understandings of patriarchy as a hegemonic force that oppresses women and
that needs to be challenged for women to gain rights and equality in society. I use these

theories as a lens through which to understand how gendered constructions of politics and



democracy influence the ways that women are able to participate in these structures. For
more concrete illustrations of these frameworks, I also review literature that demonstrates
the application of these theories to specific country cases to reveal the barriers that
women in different places have faced in participating in and being protected by
democracy.

This literature review helps to contextualise the WNC’s role in developing the
South African Constitution by revealing ways that it drew from the knowledges produced
by past women’s movements. Through these examinations, the WNC recognised the
masculinist underpinnings of normative democratic structures and practices and gained
leverage to demand that these be reformed to become responsive to women’s needs in
South Africa. My contribution to the existing literature is a formal linking of feminist
theories and methodology to the strategies and frameworks employed by the WNC. The
WNC’s work illustrates the practice of gendered analysis and deconstruction of
patriarchal political and social norms that oppress and exploit women. I link this practice
to theory and use feminist theoretical frameworks to understand the conceptual
foundations of what the WNC did, how it challenged established powers, and why this is
important to the ways that women live their daily lives and experience society. This use
of feminist theory helps to highlight ways that subjugated knowledges are valuable to
democratic processes and explicitly discusses ways that women are repeatedly silenced
by dominant political structures. My linking of the WNC’s work to feminist theory makes
central the understanding that ‘politics as usual’ marginalise and oppress women, and
makes clear the gender inequalities that necessitated that the WNC redefine political

norms to make equality possible for women.
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In Chapter 2, I provide a historical overview of major events in the anti-apartheid
struggle and the ways that women were affected by, and responded to, the governments
incrementally repressive policies and practices. I start this overview in 1956 with one of
the first large-scale multi-racial women’s marches in South Africa and end in the early
1990s with the build up to the formation of the WNC. This historical framing shows the
rich legacy and tradition of women’s organising in South Africa into which the WNC was
borne. It contextualises women’s organising in South Africa within the broader picture of
the anti-apartheid struggle and highlights some of the major challenges that women’s
organising faced and ways that they addressed and overcame these challenges to advance
women’s rights and push for national liberation.

This historical contextualisation is important to my central argument because it
illustrates the wealth of experience, knowledge, and political awareness among South
African women produced by earlier movements that the WNC later drew on in its
formation and the execution of its tasks leading to the writing of the Constitution. This
chapter illustrates that South African women had been organising amongst themselves for
decades before the WNC and had gained tremendous political experience fighting in the
liberation struggle. This experience was invaluable to the WNC as many women already
had identities as political actors, understood their contributions to the struggle as integral
to its success, and were aware that as women they bore unique burdens in society that
provided them with the insights to make contributions to democracy formation that a
person without a woman’s experiences could not make. This history of organising created
an understanding that did not essentialise women, but rather acknowledged a shared

struggle amongst them against patriarchy. This understanding became a fundamental

11



premise of the WNC. This chapter lays the foundations of my argument that the history
of women’s organising in South Africa influenced much of the WNC’s later strategies,
values, and methods of outreach and mobilising.

In Chapter 3, I analyse the internal organisation of the WNC, specifically
examining factors that enabled the Coalition to succeed in uniting women across such
diverse and disparate backgrounds. I focus on the writing of the Women’s Charter to
highlight ways that the WNC employed gender sensitive methods in reaching out to
women, soliciting input on all women’s experiences and conscientising women about
their rights and the need to ratify these rights in the new Constitution. This chapter
examines the internal workings of the WNC as well as its efforts in grass roots
mobilisation through which it gained a broad base of support for its campaign to “put

women on the agenda”'’

in the new democracy.

This chapter supports my central argument that the WNC’s effectiveness and
meaningfulness were directly linked to their articulation of women’s demands based on
women’s perspectives and experiences, by illustrating how the WNC used gender
sensitive approaches to their internal organising, their grassroots consciousness raising
and mobilisation, and the writing of the Women’s Charter. This chapter concretely
demonstrates that in practical and fundamental ways, the WNC reconceptualised modes
and methods of political participation to make them accessible and relevant to women.
This feminised historically masculine systems and practices to ensure that they were
representative of and accountable to women.

In the final chapter, Chapter 4, I analyse women’s organising from 1990, during

early stages of the negotiations and the beginning of widely circulated conversations

1" Bazilli, Susan, ed. Putting women on the agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991.
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about the creation of a women’s coalition, through to 1996 when the Constitution was
adopted. This is the central chapter of the paper where I outline and analyse the growth of
the WNC, both internally in terms of membership and participation, and externally in
terms of gaining power in the national negotiations. This chapter shows how the WNC
drew on past experiences of women’s organising to develop strategies of organising and
mobilising and how it also reconceptualised ideas of political participation to adapt them
to the specific climate and conditions of its time. In this chapter I analyse the WNC’s
internal challenges and the strategies that it developed to overcome these obstacles and
build an inclusive and effective body to champion women’s rights. This internal analysis
includes examining the WNC’s logistical and organisational obstacles as well as steps it
took to meet its goal of reflecting South African women’s diverse experiences and needs.
I also analyse the WNC’s relationship to major political parties engaged in the
negotiations, especially the ANC, to understand how it influenced these parties to include
women in the negotiations and to incorporate women’s inputs in the Constitution.

In this chapter I demonstrate how the development of the tools, knowledges and
experiences highlighted in the preceding three chapters culminated during the
negotiations where the WNC continued with its woman-focused approach to use a human
rights framing of women’s rights, key male alliances and its broad base of grassroots
support to guarantee a central place for women in the Constitution. This chapter
illustrates the WNC’s application of many of the theories and frameworks explored in
earlier chapters, and demonstrates that its unwillingness to succumb to dominant

masculinist framing of politics, rights and legitimacy enabled its members to transform

13



the ways that equality is legislatively framed and understood, making it inclusive of the

provisions necessary for equality to be a realisable goal for women.

14



CHAPTER 1

Why the rights of man do not protect women: Literature Review

“It’s not that silences exist. It’s that silences are produced”

- Peter Rachleff

Throughout the world, women have played an essential role in national liberation
movements, resisting authoritarian regimes and working under nationalist frameworks to
promote democracy and the expansion and protection of rights by the state. In the
consolidation of power through the establishment of democracies, few such movements
have acknowledged women’s roles in liberation struggles, either in terms of women’s
representation in senior government positions or in terms of legislation that provides for
comprehensive protections of women’s rights. Transitional governments’ failures to
promote gender equality in society illustrate the ways in which women are easily and
often overlooked in democracy formation. The marginalisation of women in democracy
formation, and in the majority of democratic states and governments,'' reveal that
traditional models of democracy that ignore gender difference disadvantage women and
deny them many of the protections and privileges afforded to men.

Recognising historic trends of women’s marginalisation in the development of
democracies, South African women, working under the WNC, took active measures to
ensure that South Africa’s post-apartheid democracy affirmed a commitment to
protecting women’s rights and advancing non-sexism.'> This movement for the

incorporation of non-sexism as a core feature of South Africa’s democracy came as an

" Bazilli, Susan, ed. Putting Women on the Agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan, 1991.
'2 Razavi, Shahra. "Women in Contemporary Democratization." International Journal of Politics, Culture,
and Society 15,n0. 1 (2001): 201-24.
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acknowledgement by women that national political transformation did not equate to
improved women’s rights or the furthering of women’s interests in society. Instead, a
democracy’s commitment to the advancement of gender equality depended upon
persistent, strategic, and at times forceful measures by women and men to challenge
existing orders. This was a challenge to which South African women effectively
responded, demanding and securing recognition and protection for women’s rights in
South Africa.

This chapter reviews literature on the relationships between women’s rights,
democracy formation, and gendered conceptualisations of the state and citizenship, to
examine the ways in which transitions to democracy have affected women and their
access to protections and benefits of citizenship promised under democracy. I begin by
exploring the meanings and implications of gendered power relations and different ways
that gender is complicated by other identity categories such as race and class. I discuss
the relationships between these different identities in theories of intersectionality that
explore ways that individuals’ different identities interact with each other and are read in
society. I then interrogate dominant constructions and articulations of democracy to
examine how gender is incorporated in or excluded from this category, and what the
implications of gendered understandings of democracy are for women by examining
ways that ideas of citizenship and duty differ between men and women. I then discuss
how gendered understanding of political actors and political participation influence the
ways that women engage in politics. I use these theories to contextualize some of the

struggles that the WNC encountered and to illustrate ways that the South African
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situation drew from the experiences and knowledges of past movements, but also how it
developed its own strategies to suit the unique context.

Although some of the authors whose texts are discussed in this chapter disagree
about how gendered analysis should be used to lessen gender inequalities, they all agree
that there is a need to recognise the gendered perceptions in society that influence
relationships between different groups and influence individuals’ access to political
opportunities. These authors’ texts illustrate how patriarchal political structures play a
pivotal role in the formation of many women’s roles and identities in society. The
marginalisation, and in many instances exclusion, of women from formal political
structures and processes has resulted in women’s unequal, and inferior, treatment under
democracy.

Given the complexity and wide range of women’s participation in pro-democracy
movements, [ will not attempt to draw concrete conclusions about all democratisation
movements and women’s organizations. Instead, I examine trends between different
movements that highlight commonalities in experiences, obstacles, and opportunities for
women in different national democratisation movements. The WNC’s successes in
influencing the Constitution to be sensitive to gender add to the body of knowledge on
women’s experiences in transitions to democracy by illustrating how women can gain
protections and advance equality by demanding a reconceptualisation of understandings
of equality. By highlighting the ways that women are disadvantaged in society because of
social, cultural, economic and political expectations and responsibilities of women, the
WNC was able to prove that traditionally purported neutrality under democracy in fact

disadvantages women and privileges men. The WNC proved that in order to meet the
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needs of all citizens, democracies have to recognise the lived realities of inequality
between sexes and work to ensure that differences between the sexes are not used to
negatively discriminate against individuals and groups. In part, the WNC was able to
articulate this position because the experiences of women in other transitional states
taught that the failure to specifically protect against gender abuses resulted in the
affirmation of patriarchy.

Gender

Gender is used to describe the dichotomous relationship between femininity and
masculinity, as well as the varying roles and identities associated with femininity and
masculinity. Gender affects all levels of social, political and economic interactions
between groups, shaping the manner in which different groups are treated and interact,
based on gendered social expectations. Although gender is a social construct and is not
biological, the general association of femininity with women and masculinity with men
often results in the unequal treatment of men and women in social, economic and
political spheres."’

Gender identities are typically associated with opposing roles and social positions,
usually privileging masculinity over femininity. The characteristics of authority, strength,
rationality and bravery commonly associated with masculinity are contrasted by
submissiveness, weakness, irrationality and cowardice associated with femininity.'*
These gender ideologies materialise through their manifestation into social hierarchies

and the institutionalisation of masculine dominance in society. These hierarchies are

" Peterson, Spike V. "Feminist Theories Within, Invisible to, and Beyond IR." Brown Journal of World
Affairs 10, no. 2 (2004): 35-46.

' Hooper, Charlotte. Manly states: masculinities, international relations, and gender politics. New York:
Columbia University Press, 2001.
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expressed through systems and structures of patriarchy which normalise gender
inequalities and present them as the natural order.'” The naturalisation of gender roles and
inequalities has made gender invisible in many situations, allowing it to serve as a
“primary (mode) of signifying relationships of power.”'° Gendered analyses of
democracies are therefore crucial because they work to expose normalised inequalities
and injustices that prevent equal access to and protection from democracy for both men
and women citizens.

Identity and Epistemological Privilege

Individuals and groups who have experienced life through specific identities are
able to identify and express the internal and external factors that shape life through these
identities, and based on this experience have a specific knowledge that individuals
outside that group cannot as readily access. This location of knowing from ‘the inside’ as
opposed to examining from the ‘outside’ describes epistemological privilege, or situated
knowledge. Epistemological privilege identifies “locations for knowledge production
from which to analyze the structure of oppression and domination that constitute
patriarchal... thought”.!” Women’s epistemological privilege explains that because of
their varying experiences of subordination under patriarchical systems and structures,
women are able to better view and understand the impacts of gender oppression than men

whose views of these relations are obscured by their privilege. These principles of

epistemological privilege can also be applied in a variety of unequal power relationships,

'* Peterson, Spike V. "Feminist Theories Within, Invisible to, and Beyond IR." Brown Journal of World
Affairs 10, no. 2 (2004): 35-46.

' Beneria, Lourdes. Gender, development, and globalization: economics as if people mattered. New York:
Routledge, 2003: 40.

" Kolmar, Wendy K., and Frances Bartkowski. Feminist Theory: a Reader. Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher
Education, 2005.
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such as the epistemological privilege that people of colour have in racial relations and
that working class people have in classed relations.

Discussing the impacts of women’s situated knowledge, Nancy Hartsock argues
that it does not create a dualism between those who understand and those who do not, but
rather that it “posits a duality of levels of reality, of which the deeper level or essence
both includes and explains the ‘surface’ or appearance, and indicates the logic by means
of which the appearance inverts and distorts the deeper reality.”'® Drawing on the
understandings produced through localised knowledge presents unique opportunities to
develop strategies that meaningfully address the complexities of inequality and
oppression. Examining systems and structures of oppression through the perspectives of
people who are disadvantaged by them provides new ways of understanding their impacts

and measures necessary for overcoming them.

Intersectionality

The diversity of women’s experiences, identities and ideological frameworks call
into question the idea that there is an essential expression or experience of womanhood.
Within the category of women, there are divisions in terms of race, class, ethnicity and
sexual orientation, to name a few, that alter the ways that women experience, and are
viewed by, society. These distinct categories then overlap with each other in different
ways, providing nuanced identity groups and social categories.

This multiplicity of identities simultaneously create numerous similarities and

differences, which in turn provide opportunities for fragmentation and opposition

'8 Hartsock, Nancy. "The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the Ground for a Specifically Feminist
Historical Materialism." Edited by Sandra G. Harding. In Feminism and methodology: social science
issues. Bloomington u.a.: Indiana Univ. Pr. u.a., 1987: 160 .
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between women or alliance and coalition building around shared identities and
experiences between individuals. Discussing the differences between women, bell hooks
comments, “it radically calls into question the notion of a fundamentally common female
experience which has been seen as the prerequisite for our coming together, for political
unity. Recognition of the inter-connectedness of sex, race, and class highlights the
diversity of experience, compelling redefinition of terms for unity. If women do not share
‘common oppression,” what then can serve as a basis for our coming together?”" This
question serves as a critical point for all women’s organising, requiring that women
define objectives and a common purpose in uniting. The tremendous diversity between
and among women creates very sensitive dynamics and situations where complicated
power relationships need to be negotiated, so as to recognise inequalities and differences
without being paralysed by them, but instead drawing on common objectives and visions

to use identities as a catalyst for collective reform and improvement.

Gender and Democracy

Feminist scholars writing on democracy have challenged assumptions that
democracy is neutral, impartial and provides equal opportunity and protection to all
citizens. Instead, they, especially postcolonial feminist scholars, argue that democracy is
inevitably informed by existing gendered power relationships in which constructions of
femininity and masculinity shape the roles, positions, and opportunities of citizens.”’ In

writing on the relationship between gender and democracy, Anne Phillips argues that the

' hooks, bell. Talking back: thinking feminist, thinking black. Boston, MA: South End Press, 1989.

%% Ranchod-Nilsson, Sita. ""This, Too, Is a Way of Fighting': Rural Women's Participation in Zimbabwe's
Liberation War." Edited by Mary Ann Tétreault. In Women and revolution in Africa, Asia, and the New
World. Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 1994..; Hooper, Charlotte. Manly states:
masculinities, international relations, and gender politics. New York: Columbia University Press, 2001.
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discussion of rights within a universalistic framework has created assumptions and
expectations that all citizens are treated equally within democracy because they are bound
to the same laws and offered the same protections. Pointing to economic, social and
political disparities between men and women, Phillips argues that assumptions of
neutrality fail to account for the pervasive inequalities in society that provide access and
privilege to hegemonic masculinity and men and disadvantage femininity and women.
She argues that without addressing these inequalities it is not possible to realize equality
and many of democracy’s promises that are premised on ideas of equality.

Philips’ argument reveals that assumptions of neutrality ignore the institutional
barriers and social and cultural expectations that force women into specific roles and
positions and that bar access to many sites of political, economic, and social power.
Factors such as pregnancy and childcare, domestic work, lower wages for equal work,
and historically embedded power dynamics that privilege masculinity in the work force,
disproportionately affect women and are not factored into dominant ideas of equality and
equal opportunity. Because patriarchy is so pervasive, if gender inequalities are not
named and addressed then they constantly reproduce themselves and assumptions persist
that all people benefit from masculinist systems, structures and policies. Effectively, in
democracies assumptions of neutrality work to mask gender oppressions and uphold
patriarchal norms.

Georgina Ashworth also argues for the need to incorporate gendered analyses of
democracy, highlighting the ways that women’s invisibility in and/or absence from
political forums is read and understood as consent to masculinist structures. Ashworth

supports Phillips’ problematisation of democracy as a gender neutral system, insisting

77



also that the different ways that men and women experience society necessitates a
consideration of their different positionalities. She explains,

There is a presumed commonality of interest between women and men by

which governance decisions and actions are taken in the name of women

but without consultation with them. But most women, if asked, have

different priorities than most men. The legitimacy of existing governance

structures and processes must be questioned when the interests and voices

of over half the population are not reflected in the decisions that are

made.”’
Ashworth describes how women are silenced in democratic systems and structures, and
this silence is then assumed to mean support of policies and systems that subordinate
women. Even before entering national governing bodies, women must navigate internal
party politics where “boys’ club” cultures are dismissive of their concerns and quieten
their voices through “the coercion to conform to the central interests of the parties, the
timing of meetings and sessions, the pervasiveness of patronage, (and) the distance of
politics from daily realities”.** Ashworth’s argument proves that while the ‘rights of man’
are assumed to mean the ‘rights of all people’, they are still at the end ‘the rights of man’
and as long as woman is excluded from the conceptualisation of these rights she will not
be protected by them.

Mary Maboreke approaches the relationship between gender and democracy from
the perspective of permissive power, stating that what is not forbidden is implicitly

permitted.”® She argues that laws that do not explicitly prohibit against gender-based

discrimination by default allow such discrimination and deny its victims necessary

*! Ashworth, Georgina. "GENDERED GOVERNANCE." National Institute Of Rural Development.
http://nird.ap.nic.in/clic/rrd1100.html (accessed March 07, 2010).

** Ashworth, Georgina. "GENDERED GOVERNANCE." National Institute Of Rural Development.
http://nird.ap.nic.in/clic/rrd1100.html (accessed March 07, 2010).

> Maboreke, Mary. "Women and Law in Post-independence Zimbabwe." In Putting women on the agenda,
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recourse to challenge their oppression. Examining the impact of the exclusion of gender
in the articulation of Zimbabwe’s Constitutional rights as it transitioned to being an
independent democratic state, Maboreke argues that women were made vulnerable by not
having their rights explicitly enumerated, but instead became subject to the interpretation
of the judiciary and legislative bodies. This, she argues, provides little consistent
protection to women, leaving them constantly at the mercy of subjective interpretations
that could either enhance or detract from their status. Maboreke explains,

The constitution forbids discrimination on all other grounds except sex.

And one must assume that what is not expressly forbidden is implicitly

permitted. So in Zimbabwe it is quite constitutional to discriminate against

women for no other reason than that they are women.”*
Maboreke’s argument illustrates that unlike other rights of citizenship which democracy
makes a commitment to advancing, women’s rights are left ambiguous and vulnerable to
abuse when they are not explicitly protected like other rights. Women are therefore
sometimes afforded the full protections of the state as their male counterparts are, and
other times denied these protections. This means that women’s citizenship rights are
variable, dependent on the whims and goodwill of the patriarchal state.

In line with rejections of democracy’s gender neutrality, Kate Nash argues that
the dominant conception of the citizen, the primary actor within democracy, is based on
masculinist expectations, roles and identities. Without a reconceptualisation of
understandings and expectations of citizenship, women cannot be afforded the full

benefits and protections of the state, and similarly cannot participate in state structures as

full citizens. Nash explains,

** Maboreke, Mary. "Women and Law in Post-independence Zimbabwe." In Putting women on the agenda,
by Susan Bazilli. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991.: 218.
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To demand that citizenship, as it now exists, should be fully extended to

women accepts the patriarchal mean of ‘citizen’, which is constructed

from men’s attributes, capacities and activities. Women cannot be full

citizens in the present meaning of the term; at best, citizenship can be

extended to women only as lesser men.*

Nash’s argument illustrates that under traditional articulations of citizenship, women are
understood as extensions of men, having the same needs, facing the same challenges and
requiring the same protections as men. Because women do have different needs than men
and experience society differently than men, they are read as not being able to adequately
perform the expectations of citizenship, and therefore existing as lesser citizens. It can be
deduced that as lesser citizens women participate in state structures to a lesser extent than
men, enjoy less access to state systems, and receive fewer benefits and protections from
the democratic state.

One of the key challenges that women face in transitional periods is negotiating
power in a “context and citizenship model that excludes and marginalizes women and
their concerns”.*® If they are not able to secure substantive changes in the structure of
their democracy, women often find themselves working within masculinist systems to try
to advance their rights. In such situations, it is difficult for women to secure the power
necessary to affect policies that substantively improve women’s lives. Sita Ranchod-
Nilsson argues that

In case after case women appeared to be losers because they were

politically marginalized during periods of state consolidation following

successful nationalist movements. Whether consigned to under-funded
ministries or ghettoized in separate party organizations, ‘women’s

interests’ never remained central to nationalist movements after those
movements gained control of state power... Women who were active in

* Nash, Kate. Contemporary political sociology: globalization, politics, and power. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell Publishers, 2000: 253.

*% Franceschet, Susan. "Women in politics in post-transitional democracies." International Feminist Journal
of Politics 3,no. 2 (2001): 207-36.
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nationalist organizations on ‘equal’ terms with men became less than full
citizens after the attainment of state power.”’

Once transition begins and informal resistance politics, often dominated by women, are
institutionalised into formal politics, political parties become increasingly dominated by
men and representative of men’s interests. This physical exclusion of women often
results in women’s interests and demands becoming an after thought as more
‘mainstream’ issues come to the forefront. Here, the choices for women’s groups are
often to integrate into the larger system and risk having demands diluted or ignored or
remain autonomous and separate from formal institutions.”® Responding to these deeply
inscribed inequalities that have been internalised by democracies around the world, Anne
Phillips argues, “politics has to be reconceptualised without the blind spots of gender and
democracy rethought with both sexes written in. Old concepts must be fashioned
anew”.”” This trend in women being sidelined during transitions to democracy illustrates
that playing a significant role in the liberation struggle leading to democracy does not
guarantee a significant role in the subsequent democratic structure. To make substantive

change in women’s rights from democracies, the foundational understandings of

democracies need to be interrogated and rearticulated in more gender inclusive ways.

Consolidation of Power in Transition: Where Do All the Women Go?

Transitions to democracy present a window of opportunity where states can

decide the nature, form and values of their democracies, including what responsibilities

%7 Ranchod-Nilsson, Sita. "Struggles for the Nation: Power, Agency, and Representation in Zimbabwe."
Edited by Sita Ranchod-Nilsson and Mary Ann Tétreault. In Women, states, and nationalism: at home in
the nation? London: Routledge, 2000: 168.

*¥ Razavi, Shahra. "Women in Contemporary Democratization." International Journal of Politics, Culture,
and Society 15,n0. 1 (2001): 218.

** Phillips, Anne. Engendering democracy. University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1991: 3.
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citizens owe to the state and their society and what protections and guarantees they can
expect from the state. Given the gendered inequalities present in traditional
understandings of democracy, transitions to democracy from authoritarian regimes
present unique periods when women can be included in the central constructions of
citizenship and citizen rights, instead of being treated as secondary to men as is often the
case. Shahra Razavi supports the recognition of transitions to democracy as an important
period in the formation of rights explaining, “democratic transitions, however restricted,
represent propitious moments for making interventions into the state, because the state is
potentially more fluid during such transformations than at other times”.”” The gains or
losses established for women during periods of democratisation can have significant
influence over the culture of the democracy and dictate the opportunities available to
women. Periods of democratization are therefore important to study to understand the
ways that gender norms are challenged and subverted or reinforced in democracy.
Important lessons for future women’s movements can be drawn from the experiences of
past movements, both from ways that patriarchal norms have been upheld in transitions
and ways that they have been challenged.

The patriarchal systems that dominate many authoritarian regimes do not
automatically disappear with the emergence of democracy, but as many authors illustrate,
are often reproduced in democratic systems to marginalise, exploit and oppress women
within these democracies. Linda Zama notes this trend in Southern Africa explaining,
“millions of women played and are still playing an active and supportive part in the

process of decolonization. However, a general survey of the position of women in

%% Razavi, Shahra. Women in contemporary democratization. Geneva: United Nations Research Institute for
Social Development, 2000.
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31 Zama argues that

independent states in Southern Africa gives a depressing picture.
because women have not participated in the political structures governing the states and
societies in which they live, they have been unable to positively change their lives to
secure their rights and develop infrastructure and legislation that protects their interests.
Her analysis illustrates that although participating in anti-colonial systems works to
dismantle many inequalities and oppressions associated with the colonial state, many
other oppressions persist and leave women unable to enjoy the full benefits of
independence and equality.

Elisabeth Friedman argues that despite their active involvement in, and
contributions to, liberation struggles, women have systematically been marginalised or
excluded from political processes during periods of transition and democratisation.*”
During the last four decades of the twentieth century, a series of states throughout the
developing world underwent transitions from authoritarian and/or colonial regimes to
democracies. At the fore of many of these democratisation movements were women, who
organised at community and grassroots levels to challenge authoritarianism and demand
rights for themselves and for their families.”> Explaining women’s exclusion in
democracy formations, Friedman states, “the institutionalization of politics during the
transition impedes the forms of organization that women developed under the previous

regimes and their subsequent political incorporation into democracy”.>* Friedman writes

specifically about Venezuela, explaining that the formalisation of politics in this country

I "Theories of Equality: Some thoughts for South Africa." In Putting women on the agenda, edited by
Susan Bazilli, by Linda Zama, 57-61. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991.

*? Friedman, Elisabeth J. "Paradoxes of Gendered Political Opportunity in the Venezuelan Transition to
Democracy." Latin American Research Review 33,no. 3 (1998): 87-135.

*3 Razavi, Shahra. "Women in Contemporary Democratization." International Journal of Politics, Culture,
and Society 15,n0. 1 (2001): 201-24.

** Friedman, Elisabeth J. "Paradoxes of Gendered Political Opportunity in the Venezuelan Transition to
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introduced a series of systems and practices tailored to men’s political participation that
crippled the vibrant women’s movement that was instrumental in advancing democracy.
Although she focuses her analysis on Venezuela, Friedman argues that this trend of
women being marginalised in politics because its institutionalisation during
democratisation has been noted throughout Latin America. Many authors have made
similar observations to Friendman’s about the ways that the formalisation of political
structures and practices exclude women, noting these trends in Zimbabwe, Namibia,
Argentina, Brazil and Chile, among others.”

In many cases when women succeed in participating in the political processes
during democratisation, they are marginalised within political structures, minimising their
ability to substantively advance women’s rights. This method of marginalising women
can be more difficult to clearly address and overcome, because women still participate in
the political structure. However, within this structure they are ghettoised and few, if any,
women hold senior decision making positions from which to influence significant
change.”® Focusing on Brazil’s transition to democracy, Sonia Alvarez argues that state
powers have succeeded in ‘“harnessing women’s political activity into ‘auxiliary’
women’s organisations, co-opting women’s movement organizations and/or
appropriating their political discourses, acquiescing to limited demands through public

policy making, or suppressing women’s movement demands altogether”.”’ Alvarez’s

33 Bazilli, Susan, ed. Putting women on the agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991.; Alvarez, Sonia E.
Engendering democracy in Brazil: women's movements in transition politics. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1990. ; Friedman, Elisabeth J. "Paradoxes of Gendered Political Opportunity in the
Venezuelan Transition to Democracy." Latin American Research Review 33, no. 3 (1998): 87-135.; Razavi,
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argument illustrates how women’s interests have consistently been underrepresented or
excluded in the formation of democracies, failing to reflect women’s contributions to
political liberation.

The ghettoisation and co-optation of women’s movements in formal political
structures again highlight the ways that democratic structures are conceptualised in
masculine terms. This generally means that when women are included in democratic
structures, they are either sidelined and made invisible or their voices are co-opted to
reflect masculine interests. This representation in formal politics differs from feminine
focused priorities and interests generally represented in informal political organisations
before institutionalisation during democratisation. Alvarez’s observations illustrate that
without a reconceptualisation of democratic systems and structures that are inclusive of
women, even when women do gain participatory roles in democracies, these roles do not
allow for substantive advances in women’s interests. This literature shows that
democracy that is conceptually masculine forces women to either conform to masculine
norms and standards or to work in the peripheries.

Politics of the House: The Politics of Apolitical Actors
Many feminist theorists developing the relationships between gender, nationalism

and the state draw connections between familial structures in the home and ideas of
citizenship under democracy and the state.”® Men serve as leaders and protectors, who are
obeyed, given loyalty, and respected. Men are served by their families and by the state
because of their positions as patriarchs. Women nurture and care for their families and

the state, their loyalty and priorities are self-sacrificial and they are revered in their ability

*¥ Ranchod-Nilsson, Sita. ""This, Too, Is a Way of Fighting': Rural Women's Participation in Zimbabwe's
Liberation War." Edited by Mary Ann Tétreault. In Women and revolution in Africa, Asia, and the New
World. Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 1994.
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to help and provide for other people. Dominant patriarchal thought portrays the mind and
politics as distinct from the body and culture. The former are generally privileged as
masculine and associated with rationality and dominance while the later are constructed
as feminine and primal, necessitating control and ownership over.”” In this paradigm,
women serve their families and the state through of their positions as the physical
markers of culture and their ability, and expectation, to bear and raise dutiful and
responsible citizens.

A trend that has been widely documented in studies of democracies throughout
the world is of women being sidelined in democracies’ political structures because of the
assumption that women belong in the domestic sphere, which is separate from and
inferior to the public political sphere.** Associated with this assumption is one that
women’s interests, rights and needs are also domestic matters, that should be negotiated
within familial structures and not by the state. Women working to gain participation in
formal political structures and processes have therefore had to struggle to prove their
capability to serve as political actors and the legitimacy of their interests as state interests.
Elisabeth Friedman argues that the traditional understanding of the public realm as a
masculine space where men challenge different ideas to decide the organisational and
governing principles of society has both impeded women’s ability to enter into public
politics and for the few women who are able make it in, to command the influence and

legitimacy to substantively advocate for and advance women’s interests.*' The gender
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constructions of masculinity as rational and controlling, and therefore relevant and
important in public spaces, has meant that women are treated as ‘unnatural’ political
actors who can, and should govern the home, but are incapable of governance beyond this
sphere. The gendered binary between masculinity and femininity constructs masculinity
as public, dominant and powerful, and therefore better suited to political power.

Women entering political spaces often have to find ways to counter associations
of femininity with domesticity, passivity, and unreliability, either by legitimising and
showing the value of feminine characteristics in the political sphere, or more commonly
by performing and associating themselves with masculine characteristics. For women
entering politics, gender is often an issue that they have to negotiate carefully, balancing
typically masculine traits and characteristics with feminine ones. Referencing the ways
that gendered understandings influence access to public political structures R. W. Connell
argues “public politics on almost any definition is men’s politics... The few women who
do break through, such as Indira Gandhi and Margaret Thatcher, do so by their

. 42
exceptional use of men’s networks, not women’s”.

Dominant patriarchal thought
assumes that men are naturally suited for politics because of their masculinity. Women,
on the other hand, need to demonstrate that despite the weakness and irrationality
associated with their femininity they are also capable political actors. Connell’s analysis
reveals the dilemma of representing women’s interests in public politics when the
dominant expectations are that women perform and value masculinity. Embedded in

Connell’s analysis is the conflict between women as agents able to represent and advance

women’s rights and interests in politics and women as actors expected to conform to

42 W., Connell, R. Masculinities. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995: 205.
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masculinist expectations, norms and values to participate in public politics. Connell’s

argument reveals that while the latter is upheld the former is not possible.

Conclusion

The texts discussed in this chapter all reveal the necessity of applying gendered
analyses to democratic systems, structures and practices. Related to this, they also all
demonstrate the threat of further exploitation and oppression of women if such analyses
are ignored. The authors of these texts stress the importance of acknowledging the ways
that gendered identity constructions influence women’s access to political systems and
structures and how a failure to acknowledge these factors limits the ability to address
inequalities and to improve women’s condition in society. The gendered constructions of
the state and citizenship under democracy reviewed in this chapter illuminate many of the
challenges that women’s groups have faced in gaining rights in the establishment of
national democracies. The knowledges produced through women’s experiences in past
democratisation movements identify best practices, but also reveal barriers and structural
limitations that have prevented women from fully realising equality through citizenship
and democracy. These lessons prove that women cannot gain substantive equality while
working under the constraints of patriarchal reasoning and framings of rights and political
participation. They prove that for women to participate in, contribute to, and benefit from
democracy equally, understandings of democracy, citizenship, and rights need to change
to include women.

In the early 1990s when the WNC was formed, women in South Africa had the

benefit of drawing from past women’s movement’s experiences, and taking from them
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key lessons on how to avoid the marginalisation experienced in other states.”
Understandings of the ways that gender norms are used to politically disenfranchise
women empowered the WNC to work to subvert oppressive gendered norms as applied to
democracy and equality. The contextualisation of gender and democracy in this chapter
illustrates why the WNC needed to reconceptualise the relationship between women, the
state and political participation. This review highlights the norms and dominant
frameworks in democracy formation, and the invisibility of women’s rights within this
framework. This nuanced understanding of gender in politics illustrates conceptual and
practical reforms that the WNC needed to secure to serve as a key actor in the
development of the Constitution and to advance substantive demands that meaningfully

reflected women’s realities of inequality and subjugation in society.

* Manzini, Mavivi. "Keynote Address." In Women and Power: Implications for Development. Proceedings
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CHAPTER 2
“Now you have touched the women... you will be crushed!” : Women’s History

1956-1990

“Success in negotiating the world dominated by males also depends on the
extent to which one succeeds in changing the way the system works”

- Mamphela Ramphele

Beginning in 1948, the National Party, the ruling party of South African, began an
intensified process of racial segregation and exploitation, called apartheid, aimed at
cementing racial hierarchies through the systematic exploitation and dehumanisation of
Coloured, Indian and, especially, Black populations. The apartheid policies, designed
along racial lines, regulated daily life from housing to education and employment
opportunities to individuals’ movement. These policies employed restrictions,
intimidation and brutal force to establish power inequalities and to debilitate
communities, creating power for the apartheid regime.** In addition to constructing and
promoting an ideology of the inferiority of Black, Indian and Coloured people, the
apartheid government also advocated for the traditional roles of women in society,
encouraging institutions, policies and practices that violated women’s rights. These
violations essentially excluded women from national decision making positions,
rendering women, their needs, and their experiences, ‘invisible’ in the national narrative.

From the early years of the apartheid regime, groups organised to protest and

destabilise the regime’s inhumane policies and practices; protests which over the course

* Britton, Hannah Evelyn. Women in the South African Parliament from resistance to governance. Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2005.
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of decades led to a state that was essentially ungovernable and economically crippled.”
These conditions left the government with little alternative than to dismantle the

apartheid system.*

The decades leading up to the collapse of apartheid and the
subsequent transition to democracy and formation of the WNC all marked different
periods in women’s organising in South Africa, as women’s groups and movements
adapted to respond to the changing needs and demands of their societies. As national
conditions changed, different elements influenced how women were able to organise,
challenges to which organisations sometimes met with success but which other times
proved too overwhelming or restrictive to overcome. From these experiences the WNC
drew a wealth of information, experience and skills, building on past successes and
learning from failed efforts. The WNC continued to articulate a gender sensitive
perspective in the development of the Constitution, building on goals established earlier
by women’s liberation organisations’ constitutions and objectives.

The historical contextualisation provided in this chapter is important to my central
argument because it illustrates the wealth of experience, knowledge, and political
awareness among South African women produced by earlier movements that the WNC
later drew on in its formation and the execution of its tasks leading to the writing of the
Constitution. Although the WNC made many significant advances of its own, it was
created in a political culture where women had long been fighting for their rights, for the
recognition of their contributions to society, and for their place in public political life and

decision-making structures. This culture of women’s organising and active political

* See Appendix II
* International disinvestment from South Africa and sanctions against the government also significantly
contributed to the collapse of apartheid, however this is beyond the scope of this paper.
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participation served as a key strength in the Coalition successfully articulating and
realising an agenda for women’s formal equality in South Africa.

In this chapter, I analyse major events and movements between 1956 and the early
1990s that shaped the course of the anti-apartheid struggle and the social and political
climates in which women’s organising and political participation matured to become an
integral part of the liberation struggle. I begin with a theoretical review of the
constructions and relationships between racial and gender identity groups under
apartheid. This theoretical analysis provides a conceptual overview of the social,
economic and political power relationships among and between different groups that
defined the landscape of South African society and rigidly dictated the positions of
specific groups and individuals within this society.

I start the historic review in 1956 with the first large-scale multi-racial, national
women’s march against apartheid policies. This event highlights some of the core issues
around which women organised and some of the early themes that united women from
across the economic, racial and social spectrums to challenge established political power.
I continue with broad reviews and analyses of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, examining
how the major events of these decades shaped the course of the liberation struggle.
Specifically, I focus on what roles women played in this movement, how and around
which issues women organised, and the types of strategies that they employed in
responding to the consistent escalation of apartheid’s restrictive and repressive policies. |
conclude this chapter with an overview and analysis of some of the major events leading
up to the development of the WNC between 1988 and 1992 when the WNC was formally

launched.
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This part of the chapter discusses the impact and importance of several notable
exchanges between women in South Africa, women in exile, and women from other
countries who had experienced exclusion and marginalisation of their interests in the
formalisation of democracy in the context of their national liberation struggles. These
formal and informal exchanges between women at different levels are important in
contextualising the discussions between women about their expectations from and
demands of the new political order, influences from outside the country about other
women’s experiences that would shape how South African women proceeded in securing
their rights, and ways that South African women were beginning to conceptualise their
role in the development of the new South Africa. This chapter lays the foundation of my
argument that the history of women’s organising in South Africa influenced much of the
WNC'’s later strategies, values, and methods of outreach and mobilising. I demonstrate
that the struggles and successes of women’s organising during the periods reviewed in
this chapter provided crucial lessons and insights for the WNC and significantly

influenced the shape, content and methods of the Coalition.

Race and Gender Under Apartheid

Apartheid’s economic and social organisation worked to destabilise Black family
units, separating spouses and family members as men were forced to migrate to
metropolitan areas around which economic opportunities were concentrated. In addition
to a lack of protection and recognition from the state, many women in rural areas faced
the challenges of raising families by themselves as husbands and fathers were forced into

urban areas to seek employment opportunities, and restricted from moving as family units
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by apartheid policies.”” Women in these situations served as both mother and father, a
position that placed a significant burden on women but that also provided measures of
independence and opportunities for women to take community leadership roles. Many of
these experiences as primary caretakers and leaders enabled women to lead some of the
most successful mobilisation efforts in resistance to apartheid. While mobilising and
actively resisting the regime, South African women also began to recognise the
opportunity not only to gain national liberation, but also through which to further
women’s rights and visibility on the local and national levels. Through these steps
women’s involvement in the anti-apartheid struggle also served as a site for the women’s
movement.

Examinations of different women’s liberation organisations provide insights into
women’s expressions of power in the face of patriarchal and racial oppressions
implemented by the apartheid regime. These explorations of expressions of agency and
insubordination by South African women reveal how despite the dehumanisation and
societal disjunction caused by apartheid policies, they were able to draw strength from
their different experiences and identities. Many of these conditions, in fact, propelled
women to unify around shared oppressions and mobilised women across racial, class and
party boundaries to resist oppressive forces. As illustrated by the WNC, and several other
women’s organisations predating the WNC, instead of succumbing to the forces exerting
power to repress their voices, many South African women translated their suffering as a
common cause around which to form social and political alliances and to struggle for

women’s and national liberation. Furthermore, these explorations reveal how women’s

7 Britton, Hannah Evelyn. Women in the South African Parliament from resistance to governance. Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2005.
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mass organisation around their rights significantly altered their relationship to the state by
challenging the infallibility of the apartheid regime’s (and masculinist, more generally)
knowledge, weakening apartheid systems of governance and providing an opportunity for
women of colour to express power and agency by resisting apartheid impositions.

The apartheid government promoted traditional expressions of gender roles in
society, with men as powerful heads of households and primary providers and women as
dutiful and obedient wives confined to domestic realms. Above all, apartheid furthered
the idea of women as subordinate to men, separate from decision-making outside the
home and largely dependent on men.* Apartheid legislation and policies, however,
largely prevented these gender roles and relationships from being realistically extended to
the majority of black South Africans.

White masculinity also constructed itself as superior to black masculinity through
the functioning of the state. The apartheid regime’s control over all parts of black
people’s public, and to a significant extent private, lives worked to infantilise black men
in the public sphere. With white, male figures as the primary decision making authorities
in society, black men were forced to act within the confines dictated by the government,
represented by white patriarchy. Apartheid was therefore able to construct black men as
emasculate, or having deviant masculinity, because they did not fit the models of
exclusive breadwinner and head of household or autonomous social and political actor
that apartheid provided for white men.

The organisation of the apartheid regime’s economy that forced black women to
be heads of household and economic providers in rural areas and primary wage earners in

urban areas, left the majority of black men largely unable to fulfil apartheid constructions

* Kuzwayo, Ellen. Call me woman. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1991.
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of masculinity. This construction of masculinity framed men as protectors of and
providers for their families, and was constructed in contrast to female domesticity and
submissiveness. The brutal restriction of the regime that limited black men’s ability to
fulfil these expectations created a situation where white power structures were able to
construct black masculinity as inferior to white masculinity.

Apartheid also heavily associated masculinity with the ability to exert control
over others, especially through violence. As a regime underpinned by, and embodying,
violence apartheid was able to exert its masculinity over black men on a constant basis.*’
Connected to this, violence became one way that black men were also able to exert
masculinity and power, especially in relation to women. The apartheid regime’s
constructions of masculinity, emphasising dominance, control and brutality, forged the
connection between sexuality and violence, endangering women in exertions of state,
institutional and individual masculinity. While black men suffered under white
masculinity, black women suffered under white and black masculinity, experiencing both
gender and race oppression. Although white women enjoyed the privileges and
protections whiteness afforded under apartheid, they also experienced the oppressions of
white patriarchy that among many things limited their economic and political

L . 50
participation, and constructed them as lesser citizens who had to answer to men.

1956 March
On August 9 1956, approximately 20,000 women marched together in an
unprecedented show of public opposition to and protest the apartheid government’s

increasingly restrictive and oppressive laws against African populations. Following the

* Kuzwayo, Ellen. Call me woman. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1991.
Bazilli, Susan, ed. Putting women on the agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991.
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government’s announcement of its plan to introduce amendments to the Urban Areas Act
of 1950, intended to "tighten up control of movement of African women to town,
registration of their service contracts, and a compulsory medical examination for all
African women town-dwellers™' women began organising throughout the country to
illustrate their collective strength and shared resistance to these measures. A key
component of this Act was a requirement that black women carry pass books, identity
books stating where a person could live and move between, a measure which had
previously only applied to men. At the Union Buildings, the buildings housing the
official seat of the South African government, these women left bundles of petitions
containing more than 100,000 signatures at Prime Minister J.G. Strijdom’s office door as
neither he nor any of his senior staff was there to see the women.”> Before leaving the
Buildings, the impressive crowd of women stood in silence for thirty minutes with their
hands raised in “the Congress salute,” making their presence felt and their persistence
known.”

As a strong response to these government efforts, the march succeeded in
bringing together women from diverse races and class backgrounds and from throughout
the country to the doors of the administrative centre of the regime to make their voice
heard and their faces seen, effectively confronting the apartheid’s power by

demonstrating women’s collective power.

*I'Walker, Cherryl. Women and resistance in South Africa. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1991: 129.
> See Appendix IIT

33 Schmidt, Elizabeth S. "Now You Have Touched the Women: African Women's Resistance to the Pass
Laws in South Africa 1950-1960." African National Congress Home Page.
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As they left the Union Buildings, the women sang freedom songs such as ‘Nkosi sikeleli
Afrika', but the song most associated with the march, and one written specifically for the
occasion clearly conveys women’s message to the apartheid powers:

Wathint" abafazi, Strijdom!

Wathint " imbokodo uzo kufa!

Now you have touched the women, Strijdom!

You have struck a rock

(You have dislodged a boulder!)

You will be crushed!
For decades after the 1956 march the phrase “Wathint ™ abafazi, Wathint™ imbokodo” was
(and is often still) used to evoke this moment of solidarity and power to represent
women’s courage and strength. The meaning of this phrase also goes far in challenging
gender norms, which confine women to the domestic realm and label them as dependent
and apolitical. It shows women’s ability and courage to stand up to the highest authorities
in the country and claim all spaces as their own. Through their actions, these women
were literally claiming their right to different spaces by rejecting the passbooks and the
restrictions they imposed, and also symbolically claiming space by demonstrating
themselves as political actors to a regime that out rightly rejected women in formal
political space. These women also claimed both their identities as women and as political
agents, illustrating their ability to exercise a political voice without turning to masculine

references. In this action the women at the march claimed femininity as political,

rejecting narrowly defined categories of womanhood and femininity.
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Dora Tamana, a member of the ANC Women's League and later a founding
member of the Federation of South African Women illustrates the impact of passbooks
on black women’s lives when she expressed,

We women will never carry these passes. This is something that touches

my heart. I appeal to you young Africans to come forward and fight.

These passes make the road even narrower for us. We have seen

unemployment, lack of accommodation and families broken because of

passes. We have seen it with our men. Who will look after our children
when we go to jail for a small technical offence - not having a pass?>*

These expressions of women’s experiences illustrate some of the challenges that women
faced, and the factors that brought women together from different backgrounds and
different parts of the country. Tamana’s address also reveals some of the key
characteristics of shared oppression under patriarchy, which worked to unite women
across races and classes and to demand recognition of women’s rights and place in

society.

Women’s Organising in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s

Nineteen sixty was a turning point in the liberation struggle against apartheid as
protest mounted and a government desperate to retain power became increasingly
aggressive and repressive.”> On 21 March 1960, approximately 5,000 to 7,000 people
gathered in Sharpville, a black township, to protest pass laws, which now applied to all
Black South Africans. This non-violent protest was organised by the Pan African
Congress (PAC) and consisted of the crowd marching to the local police station to offer

themselves for arrest for not carrying their passes. No evidence indicates that anyone in

411956 - The Women's March: Pretoria, 9 August." South African History Online - Homepage.
http://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/womens-struggle/struggle5 1.htm (accessed
November 16, 2009).
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the crowd was armed. After refusing to leave, the police began shooting at the crowd,
which consisted of men, women and children. In this attack, 69 people were killed and
180 people were injured. Most people were shot in the back.”

In the aftermath of the Sharpville massacre, South Africa faced intense
international pressure as foreign investors began disinvesting from South Africa and the
United Nations Security Council and governments worldwide condemned the regime’s
brutality and oppressive policies. The South African government tried to quell fears in the
white community and with remaining investors by claiming that there were no significant
threats to apartheid, but on 30 March 1960 the government declared a state of emergency.
Mass arrests began and almost all African leaders were imprisoned, but public protests
against the regime continued. In April 1960, the ANC and PAC were both banned by the
government. In 1961 ANC and PAC leaders decided that non-violent methods of
resistance were proving ineffective and both organisations established military wings.
This new turn focused on using violence to hurt the economy and to assert the
organisations’ presence despite being banned. In 1969, Umkhonto we Sizwe officially
became open to women, and women took up arms alongside men.”’

The apartheid government’s banning of the ANC changed the resistance
movement’s landscape, destabilising the support base for many groups, forcing others
underground, and also creating a vacuum for new organisations to fill in terms of
organising resistance on the ground. The impact of the ANC’s banning was felt

concretely on women’s resistance organising through the Federation of South African

> "The sharpeville massacre 1960 | South African History Online." Remember Sharpeville.
http://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/sharpeville/menu.htm (accessed December 9,
2009).
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Women (FSAW), which developed the 1954 Women’s Charter and was the major
multiracial women’s organisation at the time.”® The FSAW’s constitution outlined a
commitment to uniting South African women to “secure full equality of opportunity for
all women, regardless of race, colour or creed; to remove social and legal and economic
disabilities; to work for the protection of the women and children”.” Although FSAW
had not been banned, many of its members and allies were driven underground with the
banning of the ANC. Following this setback, FSAW’s immediate goal was to try to
regroup, despite its most prominent leaders being detained or exiled. Despite these
efforts, many of FSAW’s structures were no longer in place limiting its effectiveness as a
national site of resistance and organising. In 1961 FSAW decided that regional organisers
should manage resistance at the ground level, moving responsibility from FSAW to more
localised levels.

By the mid-1960s the FSAW had lost its former prominence at the national stage
and much of its influence as an organising and mobilising body. This did not signal an
end to women’s organising, however, as Cherryl Walker explains, “after a period of
apparent dormancy in the late 1960s — the result of the massive crackdown of the
previous years — women began to regroup in the 1970s”.° FSAW, and as a result
women’s resistance organising throughout the country, took a direct hit from the banning
of the ANC. However the networks of women’s support and communication groups had
been built throughout the country over decades and were not extinguished during the

1960s. The FSAW established foundations for women’s multiracial national organisation

% See Appendix I

Y "FEDSAW - The Federation of South African Women." IMBOKODO - Women's Struggle in South
Africa | South African History Online. http://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/womens-
struggle/orgs-fedsaw.htm (accessed January 05, 2010).

9 Walker, Cherryl. Women and resistance in South Africa. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1991: 275.

46



through the articulation of women’s needs in the Women’s Charter, and in coming
decades other organisations and movements built on these developments.

FSAW’s development of a Women’s Charter was important in producing a
concrete set of priorities and demands around which women could organise. It
represented a tangible articulation of women’s collective political stance and set
standards that women expected political organisations and the state to meet with regard to
women’s rights. FSAW’s Women’s Charter laid the foundations of the WNC’s later
Women’s Charter. It demonstrated the importance of a clearly defined agenda and set of
goals in terms of presenting women’s political demands and in mobilising and uniting
women at the grassroots. It also created a tradition of women voicing their experiences
and articulating their needs in society based on their identities as women. This tradition
supports the paper’s overall argument that the WNC drew from the experiences of
women’s past experiences of organising in South Africa to articulate a position that
emphasised women’s legitimacy in and value to public politics. The Women’s Charters
show the WNC building on intellectual traditions of earlier movements that brought
together women from all walks of life and organised them to challenge masculine
dominance in politics and to fight for the protection of their rights in society.®!

The 1970s were marked by a rise in student demonstrations against apartheid and
as the government brutally repressed these demonstrations, a period began where young
people played a strong role in apartheid resistance.®” This was a period of intense
violence and instability throughout the country that saw thousands of people killed,

forced into exile and detained by the government. Even under these harsh conditions

%' See Appendixes I and IV
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women emerged as a powerful and visible force against apartheid. In 1973, women in the
province of Natal formed a federation of black women. This federation grew from
monthly meetings to a body offering resources to member organisations. In 1975, women
in Natal the Transvaal province formed a national federation, the Black Women’s
Federation (BWF). At its founding conference, BWF adopted a constitution and resolved
to deal with issues related to education, housing, labour, rural development, and
detentions.”> The BWF brought together 41 women’s organizations and located itself
within the Black Consciousness movement, focusing on the experiences of black women.
Within fives months of its formation, most of the BWF’s leadership had been banned or
detained by the government. Within this time frame the BWF was also banned from
holding rallies or political gatherings, and finally in 1977 after its second conference the
BWF was officially banned.**

On June 16 1976, a crowd of between 3,000 and 10,000 students, the majority of
them in high school, marched from their schools to Orlando Stadium in Soweto in protest
against apartheid’s Bantu Education that dictated that black children receive significantly
inferior education to white children and new legislation that required that Black students
be taught in Afrikaans. The students planned a peaceful protest to illustrate the
overwhelming opposition to Bantu Education and express the political will and agency of
Black students. When the students arrived at a police blockade some students started

throwing stones at the police tanks, to which the police responded by opening fire on the

3 "IMBOKODO - Women's Struggle in South Africa | South African History Online." Black Women's
Federation. http://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/womens-struggle/orgs-bwf.htm
(accessed December 5, 2009).
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students killing more than 500 students and wounding over 1,000.> Again, intense
violence gripped the country as the government introduced constant surveillance and
intimidation of Black townships with police presence, including low flying helicopters
circling these areas. Police during this time responded with increased aggression and
brutality, while the ranks of the ANC and PAC grew significantly as Black students
actively joined the liberation movement fleeing into exile and moving underground.

As young people became increasingly involved in the struggle, both as agents and
as government targets, parents also became important actors in the resistance to
apartheid. In 1976, following the student uprisings, Winnie Mandela helped to found the
Black Parents Association (BPA) urging the parents of protesting children to organize
under the organisation. Winnie Mandela used motherhood as a symbolic identity around
which to organise and she drew from her own identity as a mother to justify her ascension
to leadership and power. At the founding meeting of the BPA, Winnie Mandela delivered
a speech in which she called for unity around black pride and liberation, and in this
speech specifically located women’s crucial role in liberation. Speaking about the need
for an organisation of black parents, she explained,

When such a body has been established it might be an idea to form a

‘Soweto Mothers’ League’, which would be part of the parent body. The

role of women in such a body would be vital. There are problems that

require women as women. .. °°

Mandela’s address highlights the ways that womenhood, specifically motherhood, were

politicised to both encourage women to enter the liberation struggle and to legitimise

65 A frican History: 16 June 1976 Student Uprising in Soweto." African History.
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their role in political spaces and bodies. Traditional gendered understandings of mothers
as caregivers and often self-sacrificial familial protectors and providers, provided a
popular framework through which to appeal to women and men and through which to
support women’s participation in this black consciousness organisation. The
government’s attacks against children worked to politicise parental identities and
propelled many women into action in defence of their children.®’

Winnie Mandela’s address also highlights the idea that women are important to
the liberation struggle, and to politics more generally, because of the insights they
provide from their experiences as women. The call for “women as women” reveals an
acknowledgement that women’s gendered positionalities give them access to specific
perspectives and knowledges in society that make them key actors in dismantling
oppression. This expression of self-aware womanhood described by Mandela ties to my
larger argument in this paper that there was a foundation in South Africa of women
engaging in national politics from women’s perspectives. This perspective reflected the
realities of women’s multiple and intersecting identities, roles and vulnerabilities in
society. I draw a connection between the call for women’s input and participation in
politics during this period and the WNC’s call for women’s contribution to the
development of the Constitution. Both of these movements argue for the value of
“women as women” in politics, and urge for their participation in the political process. I
argue that the WNC’s success in developing a movement that affirmed the necessity of
women’s voices and participation in politics built on gains of earlier women’s

movements that articulated women’s political empowerment.
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The mounting internal and external pressure against the apartheid regime in the
1980s created strong backlash from the government as it increased state violence,
extended repressive laws, and banned more organisations in desperate attempts to retain
power.”® The government increased its control over Black communities and banned the
few remaining resistance organisations. Between 1985 and 1987 the government
announced back-to-back State of Emergencies, effectively turning the country into a
police state.”” The power of the state was severely weakened after United Nations
Security Council passed Resolution 418 in 1977 that imposed a mandatory arms embargo
against South Africa.”’ By the 1980s the South African economy was left devastated
after the international pressure against apartheid resulted in governments and firms
disinvesting in South Africa and imposing strict sanctions. Meanwhile, the ANC sent a
clear message to its supporters to “make South Africa ungovernable,” a sentiment to
which unions, women’s organisations, student organisations and a range of other groups
reacted actively as the country erupted in mass protests and organising.”’

Following the mobilisation of parents around the country during and after the
1976 uprisings, some former members of FSAW in the province of the Western Cape
formed the United Women’s Congress (UWCO) in 1981. UWCO organised around

issues of protecting children from police brutality, the provision of childcare, economic
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inequalities and housing.”> UWCO was one of the few organisations that existed at the
time, and it spearheaded the formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF).

The UDF was launched in 1983 when about 600 delegates from more than 230
organisations and a crowd of about 13 000 people converged for the founding of the
organisation. Delegates represented a wide range of organisations from women, students,
workers, and religious groups, among others. This gathering was the largest anti-
apartheid grouping since the 1950s. Within a few years, the UDF was the leading anti-
apartheid political movement within the country, after others had been driven
underground, with more than 1.5 million supporters. Although the UDF was not aligned
with any specific party, most of its leaders were either members of the underground ANC
or sympathetic to it. UDF suffered significant losses in leadership during the 1986 State
of Emergency when much of its leadership was detained or banned by the government.
Its broad membership helped in this situation, however, as leadership from affiliate
organisations stepped in to fill these vacuums. "

In 1987, the UDF’s Women’s Congress was established. At its launch, 100
delegates from the major non-racial women’s organisations in the country committed to
uphold FSAW’s Women's Charter and the principles of non-racialism, non-sexism and
democracy.’* Writing in the 1980s in South Africa, Leila Patel describes the connections

between the UDF Women’s Congress and FSAW explaining,
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Many women who were trained by their experience in the FSAW are playing a
part in these new organisations. Many others, too young for such experiences, are
nevertheless inspired by their precursors’ actions. To these women the Federation

was not a failure. Indeed, it was an important part of their pre-history- an

important ‘root’.”

Throughout the history of women’s organising for their rights in South Africa, women’s
organisations have built on the gains of other organisations and movements before them
to continue making advances. Although the government’s political repression and
violence had limited women’s ability to organise and forced groups into obscurity, later
when other groups were formed they did not start from the beginning in conceptualising
and articulating their demands but they drew from the work and lessons of earlier groups
pushing to advance those demands further than groups in the past.

The UDF Women’s Congress was made up of all women's organisations that
were affiliated with the UDF, which made it a broad group in terms of its representation
of women. One of the UDF Women’s Organisation’s primary Commitments was to the
development of grassroots organisation. Women from different regions took on this task
in variedly, organising in ways that best responded to the needs and conditions of their
area.”® This was a strategy also employed by the WNC, which gave regional bodies
flexibility in the ways that they organised and mobilising. Realising that rigid
frameworks do not allow for the variance in regional contexts, this flexibility was
designed to ensure that the regional bodies were best able to meet and represent the needs

of women in their specific contexts.
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The UDF Women’s Congress “aimed to teach men and women in the UDF about
women's oppression and to increase women's skills”.”” As an organisation with a broad
base of membership and a commitment to opposing gender discrimination, the UDF
Women’s Congress became a forum for discussing women’s diverse experiences of
oppression and needs for empowerment, and began articulating a comprehensive
understanding of women’s needs in South Africa.”® By forming as a national body, the
UDF Women’s Congress aimed to also propel regional women’s organisations by
“asserting women’s leadership and women’s issues in a more forceful way within the
UDF to ensure that the idea that women’s struggle is an integral part of the political
struggle is fully realised”.” This goal and political commitment illustrated women’s self-
awareness as political agents and as crucial participants in national liberation. I argue that
less than a decade later when the WNC was formed, it relied heavily on women’s self-
awareness as crucial political actors and used this to develop a platform on which women
demanded a role in the negotiation of the Constitution.

In 1983, Natal Organisation of Women (NOW) was formed and was an affiliate
of the UDF. NOW’s main objective was “to fight for the upliftment of women” to
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formulate a constitution to safeguard women's rights”.” Women were trained and

encouraged to take up leadership positions in various fields. The establishment of NOW
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was a major factor in the increased role of women in political and civic organizations and
in the establishment of the rights of women in the struggle and all spheres of society.

In 1984, about 200 women from across the former province of the Transvaal organised to
form the Federation of Transvaal Women (FEDTRAW), which was founded on the same
principles as FSAW in commemoration of the 1956 march. FEDTRAW adopted FSAW’s
1954 Women’s Charter as its working document, and found women’s demands outlined
there to be the same as their demands in the 1980s.*'

By the late 1980s, South Africa reached a point where it was ungovernable. The
apartheid government was forced to its knees, and the end of the regime became the only
option other than outright war. In 1989, South African president P.W. Botha suffered a
stroke, leaving FW de Klerk as the country’s new president. De Klerk began
communication between the government and ANC leaders, marking a new phase in
South African history.*”

Women fought alongside men at all levels of resistance to apartheid and in this
capacity affirmed their identities as women and comrades in the struggle. While
participating in traditionally masculine spaces and roles in the resistance struggle, women
still upheld their gendered identities as mothers, wives, sisters and daughters, and often
used these identities as a support for their participation in masculine spaces and systems.
Women illustrated their commitment, strength and bravery by standing up to the regime

and risking violence, detention and even death by doing so. Women did not allow
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gendered expectations to be a limiting factor but rather used them as empowering ones.
This is the tradition into which the WNC was borne: A tradition that recognised the
possibility for tackling multiple oppressions and that recognised women’s needs as
liberators in the struggle and as citizens under democracy.

The WNC continued to articulate a gender sensitive perspective in the
development of the Constitution, building on goals established in FSAW’s Women’s
Charter and other women’s liberation organisations’ constitutions and objectives. Though
the WNC made many significant advances of its own, it was created in a political culture
where women had long been fighting for their rights, for the recognition of their
contributions to society, and for their place in public political life and decision-making

structures.

Period Leading to the Formation of the Women’s National Coalition

Before the unbanning of the ANC in February 1990, women in the ANC Women’s
League (ANCWL) and other organisations began discussing the roles that women would
play and the status that they would occupy in the next phase of national liberation. This
was first explicitly expressed in a public forum at the Malibongwe Conference held in
January 1990 in Amsterdam. The conference’s theme was “Women united for a unitary,
non-racial, democratic South Africa,” and it succeeded in bringing together women
activists based within South Africa, those in exile, and those from different countries to
debate the status of women in South Africa’s future.*

In this space women discussed the relationships between national liberation and

gender equality, particularly how to ensure that women were not excluded from the

%3 "Malibongwe Conference - Programme of Action." ANC.org.za.
http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/women/pr900118.html (accessed December 2, 2009).
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agenda in the new dispensation. Speaking about this period, Thenjiwe Mtintso recalls,
“the central question was - What kind of new democratic SA did the women want? The
response to such a question would elaborate the notions of non-sexism, substantive
equality and real democracy for women”.** An active participant in the articulation of
women’s demands in the early 1990s and a representative of the South African
Communist in the negotiations over the Constitution, Mtintso highlights the central
question motivating women’s organisation during this period and some of the broad
answers developed in response to this question. This question about the kind of
democratic South Africa women wanted reveals women’s underpinning assumptions
about the protections and benefits owed to them under democracy, and the centrality of
their role in ensuring that the democracy commits to meeting their needs. The answers to
this question highlights that women saw themselves as central to the development of the
democracy and understood one of the democracy’s key functions as being responsive to
women’s needs and adapting protections that adequately represent the unique challenges,
responsibilities and vulnerabilities that women face in society.

At the Malibongwe Conference women were not framed as a monolithic whole
but it was discussed how different positionalities arising from race, class, and gender
oppressions affect women in different parts of the country. Underlying these discussions
was the growing affirmation of the need for women to organise themselves into collective
bodies to further their different material needs. There was also a growing awareness of

the need to recognise and address issues specific to women, and gender equality more

% Mtintso, Thenjiwe. "Umrabluo Series on Building the South African Women's Movement Part 1: The
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broadly.8586 Following Malibongwe, the idea of a national women's organization
embracing women from outside the ANC was raised in several forums inside the
country.87

In the same month as the Malibongwe Conference, South Africa’s Cosmopolitan
magazine published an article reviewing different drafts of the Constitutional guidelines
and the Bill of Rights. This publication, which was sold in national supermarket chain
stores, demonstrated that debates about the content of the new Constitution had become
mainstream. The publication of this content in a magazine targeting women also signified
that women across the country were becoming aware of and engaged in discussions about
what they could expect from the new Constitution, and these debates were no longer
limited to women who were formally politically engaged.®®

In August 1990 when the ANCWL was re-launched in Durban, questions about
women’s status in the negotiations of the new dispensation were again raised in
discussions. These concerns were borne from observations about “the pre-eminence
given to male comrades” which raised concerns about “the movement’s commitment to

"% Despite their active involvement at all levels of the liberation

women’s emancipation.
struggle, from participation in urban and rural protests and resistances to participation in

armed resistance forces in exile and within the country, women were almost universally
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excluded in the early stages of negotiations before and during the transition to
democracy. Dr Anne Letsebe, a co-chair of the WNC explained how this exclusion
mobilised women saying,
The initiative to launch a representative umbrella organisation was chiefly
motivated by the observation and fear that women would be excluded
from key political processes that were taking place and which were
determining the future of South Africa during the transitional phase in our
country. Women’s exclusion was apparent both within the main political
parties, and within the multi party negotiations. This exclusion was an
important source of organisational coherence for what was to become an
extremely heterogeneous coalition.”
This exclusion from early stages of the negotiation process served as a concrete example
of women’s shared oppression in South Africa and common marginalisation despite their
diversity of experiences and identities. During this pivotal moment in South African
history, as the nation was transitioning from authoritarianism to democracy, women’s
common experience of exclusion served as a spring board for a women’s movement of
inclusiveness. This exclusion provided a starting point around which a diversity of
women could organise. Women organised around the desire to participate in the decision
making process for the country and started to identify common goals and hopes for their
political future. Women’s exclusion demonstrated the necessity of gendered political

analysis that could highlight the gendered perceptions in society that dictate relationships

between different groups and influence individuals’ access to political opportunities.

Conclusion
This chapter’s historic overview illustrates South African women’s rich history of

organising to resist oppressive state powers and to defend their rights, their children and
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their families’ rights and to demand participation in all resistance activities. Women’s
willingness to organise in their communities, to take up arms in warfare, and to organise
in regional and national women’s organisation, illustrates their commitment to
challenging the state’s repressive power. This history illustrates a tradition of South
African women’s organising both as a support and ally to men’s political organising and
as independent groups specifically articulating their position and interests. This history of
participation demonstrates South African women’s organisational ability to mobilise and
identify and lobby around concrete demands. It also reveals proactivity, that portrays
women’s ability to organise without men and also before men. The lessons learned during
these decades of organising and active political participation proved invaluable to the
WNC, and served as a source both for referencing and proving women’s capacities as
political actors and for drawing knowledge, skills and networks for later fighting for
women’s rights in the Constitution.

The history of organising reviewed in this chapter helps to explain why South
African women were able to mobilise and organise across the country with such
effectiveness and force. When the negotiations started, several political parties already
had women with experience in organising, in mobilising at the grassroots, and in
negotiating with and making demands from men in political parties. These experiences
meant that women were in a position to effectively lead and organise themselves during
the negotiations. The history of women’s political participation meant that many women
were already politically conscientised and when the WNC was formed. It built on the

foundations of existing networks and supports of previous organisations and movements.
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CHAPTER 3

Growing Big Ears: The Development and work of the WNC

“To make sure we incorporate the views of all South African women we have to
start by listening to them.”

Frene Ginwala at the launch of the WNC

The Women’s National Coalition was formed in April 1992 as an umbrella of
about 70 women’s organisations ranging from political parties, to religious and
occupational groups, service and special interest groups, and community organisations.
Its mandate was to work across the country mobilising women to participate in a research
process aimed at identifying their primary needs and priorities. This research would then
be used to produce a document that could be used to make demands for women’s
advancement at constitutional, legislative and policy levels.”!

The development of this document, which turned into the Women’s Charter for
Effective Equality, was also intended to serve as an organising and education tool, raising
consciousness among women and encouraging increased political participation. This
movement of empowering women began what Frene Ginwala described as “a conspiracy
of women,” in which women fought for agency, protection and representation in the
state.”> With its primary mandate the creation of a Women’s Charter, the WNC was
created with a clear purpose in mind and limited lifespan. The WNC’s narrow mandate

allowed it to focus on issues specific enough to illuminate shared experiences that were
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meaningful to women’s lives while still generating a framework flexible enough to apply
in different local contexts to different groups. This balance allowed the WNC to appeal to
women across political, race, class, geographic, religious and ideological backgrounds,
and mobilise around a common objective: the formal protection of women’s rights in the
political order. This success in finding commonalities across difference was effective in
part because it did not try to ignore difference or construct an essentialised identity of
woman, but rather acknowledged the realities of difference without allowing itself to be
limited or paralysed by these differences.

In this chapter, I examine the internal organisation of the WNC and the ways that
it reached out to and interacted with women outside the Coalition to gain a broad base of
support and the insights into the specific needs and wants of women throughout the
country necessary for making meaningful changes in their lives. I begin with a discussion
of intersectionality, a theoretical framework that explains how the cross sections of race,
class, gender, geographic and other differences, influenced the constructions and
understandings of womanhood in South Africa, creating enormous diversity in the
meaning and expression of the category women. This framework is important in
contextualising the challenges that the WNC faced in uniting women across the country
and highlights the importance of the Coalition’s efforts to reach out to and hear the
experiences of women from all walks of life, both to understand the differences in
women’s experiences and needs but also to identify commonalities in experiences that
could serve to unite women and raise causes around which to rally and address with
urgency in the establishment of the democracy. I illustrate how understandings of

intersectionality directly influenced the WNC’s efforts by examining the Coalition’s
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development of a Women’s Charter that was a consolidation of women’s demands from
and expectations of South Africa’s democracy.

One of the Coalition’s key tasks was to establish a Charter reflecting the realities
of women’s conditions in South Africa and representing the changes necessary for
equality to be a realisable goal under the democratic dispensation. I therefore focus on the
Charter to understand ways that the WNC conceptualised and practiced ideas of gender
sensitivity. By analysing the WNC’s methodology in creating the Charter, I highlight
ways that the WNC re-imagined understandings of equality and demonstrated measures
necessary to abandon masculinist discourses of politics and include women in the core
framings of democracy and citizenship. This analysis is important in understanding how
the WNC was able to produce a substantive representation of women’s needs that spoke
to the needs the real experiences of South African women and challenged masculinist
assumptions of inherent equality in democracy.

The analysis in this chapter highlights some of the key steps the WNC took to
ensure that South Africa avoid the dominant experience of democracy formation in which
women are incorporated into discourses of nationalism then made invisible within these
discourses. This chapter emphasises ways that the WNC acknowledged and drew on the
unique responsibilities, vulnerabilities and experiences of women to show how these
conditions necessitated accommodations and protections for women for equality to be a
viable reality under democracy. I examine how the WNC argued that women’s
perspectives are not only valid, but in fact essential for meaningful discussions of
equality and the full rights of citizenship. The review and analysis in this chapter support

my central argument that the WNC’s effectiveness and meaningfulness were directly
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linked to their articulation of women’s demands based on women’s perspectives and
experiences. By illustrating how the WNC applied gender sensitive approaches to their
internal organising, their grassroots consciousness raising and mobilisation, and the
writing of the Women’s Charter I demonstrate how the WNC developed a list of
substantive demands that so meaningfully spoke to and addressed women’s realities of

inequality and subjugation in society.

Women Uniting Across Difference in South Africa

The systematic racial and class segregation of South African society under
apartheid created myriad experiences of womanhood. There was no essential South
African woman and vast power inequalities existed between different groups of women.
The experiences of one group of women could not be read as representative of South
African experiences. To understand South African women’s experiences and needs
required inclusive conversations reaching women from different race, class, geographic
and religious backgrounds. This was the realisation of the Women’s National Coalition
when it set out to develop “a document that was to reflect issues which women would
identify as preventing them from enjoying full equality in the political, social and
economic spheres of their lives”.”> To form cohesion among women with such a diversity
of experiences and realities during an intense period of violence and instability, the WNC
needed to find commonalities between South African women around which it could

organise and rally women to demand their rights. This required examining the many ways

that women were disadvantaged and oppressed both materially in terms of their ability to
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provide basic needs for themselves and their families and politically in terms of their
ability to participate in the new political order.

The literature on women’s movements in transitions to democracy largely
represents the WNC as a success story in and a model for international women’s
movements.” Overwhelming evidence supports these representations of the WNC,
however, the creation and success of the WNC should not be understood as inevitable
from the beginning of the national negotiation processes outside or within the Coalition.
At the formation of the WNC and during many of its developments, there were
significant obstacles threatening the Coalition’s ability to serve as a cohesive and
effective unit. The diversity of the Coalition’s membership made it difficult at times to
decide on specific approaches to tackling different challenges and to agree on priorities
and desired outcomes for the Coalition given the limited time and resources available.

Despite differences in ideology, class, political affiliation and race, leadership and
participants in the WNC realised the unique and historic opportunity for the advancement
of women’s rights that was presented in the transition to democracy. With this was also
the urgent need for women’s cooperation, if not solidarity, to secure the protection of
women’s rights in the formation of the new political dispensation. Describing the impetus

for uniting under the WNC, Thenjiwe Mtintso explains,

A coalition allowed separate identities, independence and interdependence,
organisations tackling specific issues determined by their specific material
conditions and lived experiences, while simultaneously creating networks,
sharing information, skills and resources and uniting in action around those
issues which each organisation agreed upon. A coalition allowed pliable and
flexible boundaries between which members moved from time to time with
integrity, acceptance and respect of each other. It also allowed for autonomous

% Hassim, Shireen. "'A Conspiracy of Women': The Women's Movement in South Africa's Transition to
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organisations and coordinated programmes avoiding political fragmentation or
emphasis on difference while not imposing false universalism or "sisterhood"
under notions of a homogenous category "women.

Collective work under the WNC afforded women a powerful voice in deciding the shape
and nature of South Africa’s new political order. The negotiations for the new
government and constitution therefore simultaneously presented unprecedented hope and
opportunity but also uncertainty, necessitating women’s combined efforts to affect
material changes in the lives of women throughout the country and to ensure challenges
to patriarchy by legislating protections for women’s rights and gender equality.

The WNC’s success therefore should not be understood as a surety from the
outset, but rather an intentional process of collaboration, perseverance and a level of
compromise, first within the WNC and then with different political parties and bodies
involved in the national negotiations. The WNC had to consciously promote
inclusiveness and a common purpose. Shireen Hassim describes how the legacy of
apartheid influenced the ways that women in South Africa viewed themselves and each
other, and consequently possibilities for organising saying,

Apartheid highlighted graphically the distinctions between women; the racial
structuring of all social relations meant that the illusion of sisterhood never
seriously took hold in South Africa... Given this fractured history of women’s
politics in South Africa and, above all, the powerful sense in women’s
organizations associated with the ANC and the Pan African Congress that
women’s struggles could not be separated from other political struggles, the
coalition never assumed that a sisterhood existed.”®
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Women in the WNC therefore not only had the challenge of uniting across political and
ideological lines, but also of working together despite the power inequalities between
races that had been naturalised through apartheid. Apartheid’s policies of racial division
effectively separated women from different groups and constructed their interests as
diametrically opposed. The WNC therefore had to find ways of promoting inclusiveness
to break down these constructions of opposing interests, to show common causes and

construct pluralities of interest.

The Phases Leading to the Women’s Charter

At the inception of the WNC, its members identified six primary phases that
specifically outlined the Coalitions tasks and objectives and how it planned to meet these
objectives. Mavivi Manzini, a member of the WNC’s national steering committee and a
member of the ANC Women’s League executive, noted that “concerns about reaching
out to women, especially the poorest, dominated the discussion at the workshop at the
coalition”. These concerns about representative input and participation of South African
women were reflected in the development of the WNC'’s key strategies and its road map
for identifying and codifying women’s primary demands in democracy, as illustrated in
the following six phases.

The first phase was “education and conscientisation”. This phase involved setting
up workshops, seminars, sit-ins, marches, picnics, and a variety of other communication
opportunities for members of the WNC meet women in their different environments and
speak to them about the Coalition and about women’s rights. At a National Strategy

Workshop, in 1993, the WNC identified five primary themes around which to build its
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national campaign. These themes were: Women’s legal status, women’s access to land,
resources and water, violence against women, health, and work.”’

The second phase was “ascertaining the demands of women”. This phase was
developed to ensure that WNC representatives would not say in the negotiations “this is
what we have to demand” but rather “women say this is what we want”.”® The second
phase, intended to ensure the WNC’s accountability to and authentic representation of
South African women, involved outreach efforts including participatory research,
seminars, workshops, seminars, and door to campaigning. This phase included
fieldworkers from the WNC going out into communities to communicate with women
and solicit their inputs in spaces that were safe, convenient and accessible to women.”
The third phase was “processing the various demands”. This phase was where the wide
range of demands collected during the preceding phases were consolidated and processed

by the WNC. Demands around each theme'® were submitted including by individuals,

and collected through mass meetings of women convened by regional affiliates. These
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meetings were so expensive and worked to be so inclusive, that some of these meetings
had as many as 800 participants.'"'

The fourth phase was “educational programmes at local, regional and national
levels”. This phase involved educating women at all levels of society about the demands

the Coalition collected, the significance of these demands in the new Constitution and the

importance of supporting the Coalition’s advancement of women’s rights.'**

The fifth phase was the “crystallisation of demands”. In this phase the WNC used
the information and inputs gathered in the previous stages to identify and articulate
women’s clear demands in the new political dispensation. Recalling this phase, the chair
of the WNC’s Research Supervisory Committee, Sheila Meintjes describes,

We put together all the information and organised it systematically and
thematically into twelve areas. The issues came directly out of the
research. Where there were differences and contradictions (in the
submissions) they all went in. We saw this as a draft...The draft research
report was taken to all the regions, comments were made and taken back
to central office for review...The draft was fine-tuned at a Steering
Committee meeting, and then went to Congress. At Congress, everyone
who wanted to spent the night processing the changes suggested from the
floor...The document was made eloquent and presented again to Congress
and debated once more. The polished Charter emerged from this and was
adopted at the next Council meeting (in June 1994).'”

This phase was largely conducted by a small group of women in the WNC, but

worked to include the diversity of inputs collected in the preceding phases.
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The sixth, and final, phase was the “formulation and adoption of the charter”.
Meintjes’ quote cited above illustrates the transition between in fifth and sixth phases and
reveals that there were not always clear demarcations between the different phases.'®*
Here, the WNC adopted its end product, created to represent women’s voices in the

development of the Constitution.

The Women’s Charter for Effective Equality

The women’s charter was designed to serve as a concrete representation of
women’s demands from the government and an illustration of women’s ability to speak
with a unified voice in articulating and demanding their rights. The charter was also
designed as a capacity building tool, to develop women’s skills in research, resource
mobilisation and organising. At the grassroots level, women from the WNC met with
women in their local environments throughout the country, allowing the charter to serve
as a conscientising tool through which women could express their struggles in and hopes
for their lives, and in many cases articulate what measures the new political order could
take to improve their conditions. The charter therefore served multiple simultaneous
purposes by mobilising, conscientising, and building the capacity of women at the
grassroots level and also preparing a document representing women’s needs. Describing
the significance of the Women’s Charter, Thenjiwe Mtintso explains,

The compilation of and the content of the WC helped the WNC find the

new collective identity within diversity and a common ground amongst
most, if not all, women of SA irrespective of their race, class, religion,
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political affiliation, region, language, ethnic origin, sexual orientation and
many other women's multiple identities.'”’

The final product of this process, The Women’s Charter for Effective Equality, was
therefore a comprehensive collection of women’s experiences, challenges, and visions
from all walks of life throughout the country.'*

An important feature of the development of the charter was its complete
ownership by women. As part of its commitment to empowering and building the
capacity of women, women took responsibility for handling all parts of the development
of the charter, from researching, organising and writing the charter. Although different
agencies offered to conduct the research for the WNC, the WNC declined all of these
offers deciding instead to undertake all levels of research and writing itself. This meant
that the WNC had to train hundreds of women throughout the country to be able to
perform the needed tasks within a relatively short space of time. Anne Letsebe explains
that the WNC took women from urban and rural areas and trained them to conduct
research and interviews and how to mobilise other women. The WNC used varying of
methods for data collection including focus groups, structured questionnaires and one on
one interviews. The research was conducted in different local languages so as to be most
accessible to women throughout the country and to represent a diversity of experiences
and perspectives. This research produced significant qualitative information on women’s

lives and served as an empowerment tool through which women developed skills, new

levels of consciousness and became able to speak to issues that affected women’s lives in
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