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S African women 

WOMEN in this country may not 
readily refer to South Africa's 
assortment of women's organisa

tions as a "women's movement", yet many 
foreign women 
tullv admire our 
efiorts as such. 

Shireen Huq. 
a Bangladeshi 
development 
specialist who 
was among the 
foreign guests at 
the recent work
shop held on 
w o m e n ' s 
empowerment, 
is one foreigner 
who thinks thai South African women are 
too modest aboul Ihetr achievements in the 
field of women's rights, 

"Outside South Africa we think you do 
have a women's movement/' she told dele
gates. "You are too modest....I feel a lot of 
energy here and I am privileged to take some 
of it back with me to Bangladesh." 

Huq. who works for the Danish 
Development Agency and a women's organ
isation known as Nariphokko, told the work* 
shop that the women of Bangladesh lagged 
behind their South African counterparts in 

the struggle for equal rights despite having * 
woman as prime minister, a women's min-| 
istry and other mechanisms to advance th* 
status of women Although their equal status | 

in public life was 
guaranteed in the 
constitution, per
sonal freedoms 
were still deter
mined by 

* 

gious laws which 
meant that equal
ity remained in 
dispute. 

Bangladesh was' 
the third country 
in the world to get 
a women's min-

'Outside South 

Africa we think 

you do have a 

women's move

ment...! feet a 
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-Huq 

istry, in response to international pressures 
in 1975. but according to Huq Ihe successes] 
of this structure, located in an autonomous 
government department, as well as other 
mechanisms such as quotas, have been lim* 
ited. Traditional thinking defines the policy J 
goals of the ministry which has no represen
tational base and focuses almost entirely on 
developing small-scale projects, giving little 
atttention to democracy-

Quotas have not been effective as women 
representatives are expected to give first loy
alty to their political parties rather than a 

Separate 
but equal? 

From PageS 
paper, the success of women's ministries 
appeared to depend perhaps on too wide a 
range of prerequisites, including an ample 
budget adequate status, a progressive politi
cal culture and the authority and charisma 
of the individual* heading thenv 

Stephen Cdb of the University of Natal's 
Institute for Social and Economic Research 
provided the background f or a discussion on 
the constraints and capacity of the govern
ment to meet the needs of women. He 
emphasised the importance of a healthy 
macro-economic situation for redistribution 
to women and the need for clarity as to who 
would gain or lose from any policy 
embarked upon. 

Kate Truscott of the Workers Organisation 
for Socialist Action warned that women 
would remain marginal to the economy if 
they were treated as a "welfare category" 
and their advancement was not seen as a 
part of legitimate economic development-

Many international donor agencies, she 
said, had adopted this approach to the detri
ment of women. In Zimbabwe, for example, 
policies emphasised income generating pro
jects for women, with the result that they 
were saturating the market with commodi
ties that rendered little income. 

Ron* I Schr f fer U Idasa't production edi tor. 

Bruised, 
battered, 
ignored 

BYERIKACOETZEE 

IN THE monumental hierarchy of South 
African iniquities and ills, it is alarming 
how violence against women remains 

such an obscured and neglected issue. 
It is not that anyone would come right out 

and admit that the daily misery of a large 
percentage of South African women just 
doesn't make it onto their list of priorities. 
On the contrary, the new South African 
political vocabulary is littered with lip-ser
vice to women's rights and occasional public 
commitments to gender equality Yet these 

are easy and fashionable talk-shop words, 
rarely supported by concrete thought and 
even less often by concrete plans of action. 

Where women meet with other women to 
discuss their needs and experiences, the 
issues of violence and personal safety 
emerge time and time again as a central 
theme of crisis proportions It ts not as if the 
need to address violence against women is 
voiced with hesitation or ambiguity: it is an 
urgent and clear-cut emergency situation. 

Then why is it that within the larger politi
cal discourse, references are made to "the 
needs of women" as if they constitute a 
vague and distant collection of frivolous 
desires, like better washing powder and 
cross-vour-heart bras? 

The slightest understanding of the laws of 
cause and effect would lead one to conclude 
that violence against women has something 
to do with violence on the part of men, yet 
"the needs of women" are repeatedly spoken 
about as if they exist somewhere outside the 
real world in a cloudy blur that doesn't 
intersect anvwherc with the behaviour and 

demands of men ( 

In spitr of the tremendous hard work and 
ongoing efforts by many women's organisa
tions to put violence against women at the 
top of the agenda, and in spite of the 
unequivocal message that this is an urgent 
issue - this loud and clear call seems to faD 
on unperturbed ears. 

What makes it worse is that other kinds of 
violence arc receiving so much attention. 
There is no doubt that this is necessary and 
that every effort must be made to establish 
peace and safety for all citizens. Yet every I 
day, domestic violence causes far more 
injuries and wounds than the inter-group 
violence we are witnessing. And while more 
and more monitoring structures, interna
tional delegations and dispute resolution 
committees are being set up to address vio
lence across the country. Cape Town's only 
shelter for battered women has been closed-
due to insufficient funds. 

It is as if violence against women is not I 
truly and honestly regarded as violence at 

I 
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'too modesty say visitors 
alty to their political parties rather than a 
broader constituency of women- The status 
of the ministry itself is low, generally the 
most incompetent bureaucrats are trans
ferred to it and although the ministry, for 
example, has the right to comment on pro
grammes before implementation, staff often 
are not competent for this. At times the 
women's ministry has been unable to absorb 
resources because it lacks the capability. 

Huq concedes, however, that the mere 
existence of the ministry has created oppor
tunities to begin to address women's issues. 
A review of structures is underway with a 
view to make them more effective. 

Other interesting foreign contributions 
came from Janet Kyogabiirwe of the 
Directorate of Women and Development in 
Uganda, Judith Chikore of the Ministry of 
Women's Affairs in Zimbabwe and Getrude 
Blake, who had a top post in the foreign 
ministry in Sierra Leone but is currently in 
South Africa with the UN Monitoring 
Commission. 

Sierra Leone is the only country among 
them where women's issues have been taken 
up successfully in government departments 
in the absence of a women's ministry* 
According to Blake, the decision not to have 
a women's ministry was a deliberate one on 
the part of the president, and women are 

well represented in government structures. 
She attributes the advanced social posi

tion of women in Sierra Leone to positive 
customary traditions and the fact that 
women traders had attained a considerable 
degree of economic independence. The 
country has a strong women's movement 
which dates back to before independence 
when programmes were first introduced to 
improve the education of women. 

In Uganda, which is ruled by the National 
Resistance Council, women are elected to 
local, regional and national levels of govern
ment and expected to represent the interests 
of non-governmental organisations. These 
may or may not cover women's affairs, but 
according to Kyogabiirwe the system works 
well. 

A women's 
ministry was 
introduced in 
1988 and its aims 
included raising 
the status of 
women - specifi
cally their eco
nomic status -
and integrating 
women in the 
mainstream of 
g o v e r n m e n t . 

Constraints exist and the concessions made 
to women by government have not been 
well received in all quarters. 

Zimbabwe's Judith Chikore said a 
women's affairs department was created as 
part of another ministry after independence, 
"as a way of saying thank you to women" 
for their contribution to the struggle. 

There were many problems related to this 
structure though - women's issues had been 
marginalised, the department had limited 
powers and resources were inadequate. "I 
am not saying that nothing has happened in 
Zimbabwe, but more would have happened 
if things had been done differently," said 
Chikore. "Women's issues are not integrated 
with development. We are doing all the don

key work and just 
not getting the 
recognition." She 
said the affairs of 
the women's 
department were 
transferred to the 
president's office 
in July; although 
the department 
has not been dis
banded, its future 
is still unclear. 

'Sierra Leone 
has a strong 

women's 
movement 

which dates 
back to before 
independence' 

- Blake 

all. By mystifying its causes and shifting 
around responsibility, it becomes less than a 
serious crime. 

An argument which is often heard with 
regard to domestic violence usually runs 
something like this; "Yes, but surely the 
woman must take responsibility if she stays 
with a man who beats her every night. No-
one is forcing her to stay there. I would have 
packed my bags and left the first time it hap
pened." The implication here of course is 
that some women actually do not mind 
being battered, which distinguishes them 
from other "normal" people and makes it 
their private problem. 

While ignoring the psychological com
plexities of abuse, and the fact that the state 
provides no places of refuge for battered 
women and their children, these sentiments 
also absolve men of all responsibility for vio
lence against women. The man's behaviour 
is seen as a fact of life, an unalterable reality; 
'• is the woman who should adjust her 
behaviour if she is to appear "normal". 

Another mystifying perspective on 

domestic violence is the one that argues that 
violence against women is "part of the cul
ture" of a particular group. This is a debate-
able point in itself that depends on how one 
defines "culture" and how one reads differ
ent patterns of behaviour. 

Be that as it may, it nonetheless serves as a 
kind of mitigating argument, shifting the 
responsibility once again away from the per
petrator of violence to some ill-defined col
lective unconscious firmly rooted in history 
and tradition. It is not his fault, something 
else made him do it 

It is astounding how many people have 
patience with this explanation. It doesn't 
seem half as objectionable as arguing that 
apartheid is part of our "culture" and that 
we really cannot do anything about it. Time 
and time again, the political process singles 
out the cruelties performed under the 
umbrella of racism, and sidelines those of 
partriarchy. Yet the brutality is equally dehu
manising and the loss of dignity just as 
severe. 

Imagine if the same amount of time and 

resources that are currently being pooled lo 
address intergroup violence were also 
applied to combating violence against 
women. Imagine if the crisis was recognised 
as urgent enough to call for a peace accord. 
Why is it that these suggestions seems 
slightly absurd and unrealistic? Has violence 
against women become such a "normal" 
part of everyday life that it doesn't really 
threaten the functioning of our society? 

If this is true, we are growing towards a 
new order which is rotten to the core. As the 
weeks spin by, as we watch each move and 
counter-move in the political chess match 
that we hope will secure a more democratic 
and peaceful future, thousands of women 
fear for their lives in the "safety" of their 
own homes. 

Erika Coetzee is a regional co-ordinator in 
ldasa's Western Cape office. 

Cape Town's only shelter for battered women has 
closed due to a lack of funds. If you xvould like more 

information or have a contribution to make please 
contact Margot lochrenberg at (021)47-9762. 
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