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Boxed Information




Indices 

Human Development Index Ranking: This index measures factors relating to life expectancy, educational opportunities and achievement, and income. This index, which ranks each country between 0 and 1, is meant to serve as a frame of reference for both social and economic development.

Gender Empowerment Measure Value: This index measures the level of economic and political activity of women in a given country and is typically used as a measure of progress. The index is particularly concerned with measuring the effectiveness and utilization of institutions designed to support women’s empowerment. Measures of empowerment include political representation and participation and economic activity.

Gender-Related Development Index Value: This index measures the same factors as the Human Development Index but takes into account the inequalities that exist between men and women in a given country. Measures of inequality include (but are not limited to) access to education and income disparity. A country’s Gender-Related Development Index value is usually lower than its HDI value.




Key Terms 

Condom use at last high risk sex: The percentage of men and women who have had sex with a nonmarital, noncohabiting partner in the last twelve months and who say they used a condom the last time they did so.

Contraceptive prevalence rate: The percentage of married women of reproductive age (15-49) who are using, or whose partners are using, any form of contraception, whether modern or traditional.

Enrollment ratio, gross: Total number of pupils or students enrolled in a given level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population in the theoretical age group for the same level of education. Gross enrollment ratios in excess of 100% indicate that there are pupils or students outside the theoretical age groups who are enrolled in that level of education.

Estimated earned income: Derived on the basis of the ratio of the female nonagricultural wage to the male nonagricultural wage, the female and male shares of the economically active population, total female and male population, and GDP per capita; given in purchasing power parity terms in U.S. dollars.

Fertility rate, total: The number of children that would be born to each woman if she were to live to the end of her child-bearing years and bear children at each age in accordance with prevailing age-specific fertility rates in a given year/period, for a given country, territory, or geographical area.

Labor force participation rate, female: The number of women in the labor force expressed as a percentage of the female working-age population.

Mortality ratio, maternal, adjusted: Maternal mortality ratio adjusted to account for well-documented problems of underreporting and misclassification of maternal deaths, as well as estimates for countries with no data.

Professional and technical workers, female: Women’s share of positions defined according to the International Standard Classification of Occupations to include physical, mathematical, and engineering science professionals; life science and health professionals; teaching professionals; and other professionals and associate professionals.

Women in government at ministerial level: Includes deputy prime ministers and ministers. Prime ministers were included when they held ministerial portfolios. Vice presidents and heads of ministerial-level departments or agencies were also included when exercising a ministerial function in the government structure.




Sources 

BBC country profiles: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/country_profiles/803257.stm#factsCEDAW Statistical Database: http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/products/indwm/statistics.htm

United Nations Human Development Reports: http://hdrstats.undp.org/countries/

U.S. Department of State: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/





Introduction

AMRITA BASU

 

 

 

In the past fifteen years, women’s activism has become more extensive and more contentious. Global networks that address women’s rights have flourished. So too have women’s policy bureaus in governments and the femocrats (feminist bureaucrats) who staff them. Women’s organizations have been active in designing constitutions, collaborating with political parties, and pushing for new legislation. However, feminism remains deeply contested, particularly by conservative religious groups. Wars within and between nations have increased women’s vulnerability and weakened women’s movements. The spread of neoliberalism has created new economic opportunities for some women and increased hardship for many more. Moreover, the very advances that women have made—in the nation and the world—have given rise to new divisions among feminists.

My earlier book, The Challenge of Local Feminisms, was written in anticipation of the UN-sponsored women’s conference in Beijing in 1995, the culmination of a series of conferences that began in Mexico City two decades earlier. It analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of women’s movements from seventeen regions, across North-South and East-West divides. It identified women’s movements’ varied responses to domestic and international constraints.  Women’s Movements in the Global Era explores the lessons that the past fifteen years hold for women’s movements. How, since the Beijing conference, do activists and scholars regard feminism and its relationship to women’s movements? How has the collapse or emergence of democracy influenced them? What is the relative significance of domestic and global influences on local women’s movements?

The volumes that have been published on women’s networks, activism, and movements over the past fifteen years illuminate the diversity among women’s  movements. A number of books are thematically organized around timely issues such as the impact of globalization and religious nationalism on women (see, for example, Naples and Desai 2002). Much has been written on transnational and international networks, issues, and arenas.1 There has been extensive work on state feminism and women’s governance.2 Some studies have fruitfully compared women’s movements in similar settings. The Comparative State Feminism series, for example, focuses on women’s movements in democratic, advanced industrial societies in order to develop testable hypotheses about their achievements.3 These writings not only address a variety of themes but also illustrate varied approaches to studying women’s movements. Some studies focus on a particular issue, others on a range of issues, some on the origins, others on the outcomes, some on the global, and others on the national context.

Women’s Movements in the Global Era comprises thirteen chapters with cases studies of sixteen countries from the major regions of the world. Three of them are on Asia (Farida Shaheed on Pakistan, Naihua Zhang and Ping-Chun Hsiung on China, and Kalpana Kannabiran on India), two on Africa (Elaine Salo on South Africa and Shereen Essof on Zimbabwe), two on the Middle East (Islah Jad on Palestine and Nayereh Tohidi on Iran), three on Latin America (Cecelia M. B. Sardenberg and Ana Alice Alcantara Costa on Brazil, R. Aída Hernández Castillo on Mexico, and Elisabeth Jay Friedman on Brazil, Chile, Venezuela, and Bolivia), two on Europe (Lisa McIntosh Sundstrom on Russia and Elzbieta Matynia on Poland), and one, by Julie Ajinkya, on the United States. Accounts of at least two countries from the same region enable readers to compare countries within and across regions.

Analyzing women’s movements in countries that differ with respect to their political systems, degrees of stability, and levels of economic development reveals the conditions under which women’s movements are most likely to be successful. It also suggests, for reasons explored later in the chapter, that women’s movements under widely different conditions have been most successful in addressing violence against women and least successful in challenging class inequalities.

The authors’ principal focus is on women’s movements that are national in scale, influence, or structure but are also active at the local level. However, to depict the range of issues that women’s movements address, some of the chapters explore struggles by women who have been historically marginalized by mainstream women’s movements: Rosalva Aída Hernández Castillo analyzes indigenous women in Mexico; Elisabeth Jay Friedman explores, among other issues, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) organizing in  Venezuela, Chile, Bolivia, and Brazil; and Islah Jad describes Palestinian women’s struggles in what has yet to become a sovereign state.

The authors were asked to address a common set of questions:• How do they define feminism and women’s movements, and how are their understandings influenced by the contexts they examine?
• What impact do international and transnational influences have on the women’s movements they analyze?
• How has the state influenced the emergence, growth, and decline of women’s movements? To what extent and why have women’s movements sought both to challenge the state and to work within it?
• What is the relationship between women’s movements and broader movements against colonialism, authoritarianism, and secularism, among others?
• What impact do key groups and organizations within civil society have on women’s movements? What is the relationship between women’s movements and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)?
• To what extent and how have women’s movements addressed domestic violence, women’s political representation, the rights of sexual minorities, and poverty and class inequality?



In elaborating on these key themes, I draw on the authors’ chapters as well as other relevant literature. I argue that the challenge women’s movements encounter is achieving a productive balance between alliance and autonomy in several spheres. This entails, first, attaining strong foundations within the national context while forging links with international and transnational forces. A second challenge concerns the state. Women’s movements have been most successful when they have engaged the state, through contestation and collaboration, without abdicating their own identities and constituencies. Third, women’s movements have been best served by forging strong linkages with other social movements and groups within civil society without relinquishing their own objectives and identities. The last section of this chapter analyzes the relative success of women’s movements in addressing key issues.




 Feminism and Women’s Movements 

The authors in this volume use the terms feminism and women’s movements  in different ways, and some employ other terms than these, but all of them contend with the desirable balance between breadth and specificity. A broad  definition of women’s movements calls attention to the far-reaching expressions of women’s agency and activism. However, if women’s movements are simply considered compendiums of multiple forms of women’s activism without specification of their characteristics, the term becomes devoid of analytic and political precision. One particular challenge is to differentiate women’s struggles for gender equality from the many struggles that ignore or accept gender hierarchies. Maxine Molyneux’s seminal distinction between women’s practical and strategic interests provides one such attempt (1985b). Strategic interests, which are commonly identified as feminist, emerge from and contest women’s experiences of gender subordination. Practical interests, by contrast, emerge from women’s immediate and perceived needs. A number of essays in this volume draw on Molyneux’s distinction to differentiate among women’s struggles that have variable relations to feminism. However, some question whether struggles around strategic and practical interests are mutually exclusive. Elaine Salo argues that Sikhula Sonke, a South African union of farmworkers, combines reformist and radical approaches that are both strategic and practical. Furthermore, movements are dynamic entities. What begin as struggles to achieve women’s practical interests can turn into struggles to defend their strategic interests, and vice versa.

It is tempting to shy away from identifying oneself as a feminist because it is so contentious. Shereen Essof comments that women activists in Zimbabwe dropped the term feminism because it was considered inflammatory. Elzbieta Matynia notes that the word feminism had such pejorative connotations in Poland that until recently it was considered political suicide for a woman who was active in public life to identify herself with feminism. However, certain acts can be deemed feminist by virtue of their impact, regardless of the ways activists vew them. Moreover, many activists describe themselves as feminists precisely because of the term’s normative, political connotations.

I continue to employ the distinction between feminism and women’s movements, as I did in The Challenge of Local Feminisms, and to define women’s movements expansively. Myra Max Ferree suggests that whereas feminism is activism to challenge and change women’s gender subordination, women’s movements entail women organizing to achieve social change (Ferree and Tripp 2006, 9). Women’s movements are defined by their constituencies, namely, women, but can address a variety of goals, whereas feminism has specified goals, of challenging gender inequality, but its constituencies can be male or female.

Feminism, unlike women’s movements, can occur in a variety of arenas and assume a variety of forms. Feminism connotes both ideas and their enactments but does not specify who will enact these ideas or what forms these enactments  will take. Feminist discourses influence the character of speech, thought, and expression in the home and the workplace, among individuals and groups, in everyday life, and, episodically, in politics, culture, and the arts.4 Feminists have created new epistemologies and subjects of research concerning the politics of daily life.5 Black, lesbian, third world, and intersectional feminisms question the coherence of women’s identities by exploring the intersections of gender and other forms of inequality. Feminism may have a greater impact on individuals than on groups, on family relations than on state policy, and on the arts than on politics. These expressions of feminism may have a cumulative impact on the society, the polity, and the economy.

As many of the chapters in this book demonstrate, feminist cultural interventions through feminist magazines, bookstores, publishers, novels, poetry, plays, and performances have had a far-reaching impact on women’s movements. Often feminist cultural expression precedes the emergence of women’s movements. Matynia argues that feminism emerged in Poland in culturally specific forms at the local level. These “microinterventions” were primarily cultural and performative and fell under the radar of state control. Julie Ajinkya notes that in the United States, women poets, playwrights, and novelists such as Audre Lorde, Cherrie Moraga, bell hooks, Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith, and Merle Woo posed some of the first and most powerful critiques of the predominantly white middle-class women’s movement in the 1960s and 1970s. Women of color subsequently formed organizations to advance their own interests. But the significance of feminism rests not solely on its impact on societal structures and institutions but also in its influence on language, consciousness, and women’s self-expression.




 The Global Context 

One of the most significant changes in women’s movements over the past fifteen years has been the increased influence of global forces. Transnational advocacy networks, international funding for NGOs, and global discourses of women’s rights have grown. But the impact of transnational forces is mediated by national ones.

Both enthusiasts and critics of globalization tend to use the term global women’s movements to describe many different phenomena. Thus, it is important to differentiate between three different aspects of international and transnational influences. The first is the growth of transnational networks and advocacy groups; the second, the growth of international funding for nongovernmental organizations; and third, international conferences, particularly under the aegis  of the United Nations. None of these transnational entities are the same as movements, though they have important implications for movements.

All three forms of transnational and international influence have increased. All three have brought about the circulation of new discourses, particularly by introducing or increasing a focus on women’s rights. Violence against women has come to refer to a range of practices that violate women’s human rights. All three global influences have entailed the increased institutionalization of women’s movements by strengthening nongovernmental organizations and collaboration between the state and women’s movements. However, none of these global activities can be equated with global or transnational women’s movements, in part because of the enormous challenges of organizing them. Sidney Tarrow notes, “For one thing, sustaining collective action across borders on the part of people who seldom see one another and who lack embedded relations of trust is difficult. For another, local repertoires of contention grow out of and are lodged in local and national contexts. Even more difficult is developing a common collective identity among people from different cultural backgrounds whose governments are not inclined to encourage them to do so” (2005, 7).

As many scholars have suggested, transnational networks differ in important respects from international organizations. Whereas international organizations typically consist of a coordinating umbrella organization composed of representatives from multiple national member organizations, transnational organizations consist of loosely affiliated, decentralized coordinating bodies. Transnational organizations tend to form and disband more quickly than international organizations. The growth of market forces and communication technologies has influenced both the growth and the structure of transnational organizations.

There are some important differences between transnational advocacy networks and women’s movements. Transnational advocacy networks, as Keck and Sikkink define them, include governmental and nongovernmental actors, foundations, the media, and parts of regional and international bodies (1998, 9). Although movement activists may participate in transnational networks, the networks themselves are not movements but broadly affiliated groups. By contrast, although women’s movements might have close links with the state and feminists may be active within it, women’s movements are primarily located within civil society.

Furthermore, whereas transnational advocacy networks are primarily issue based and policy oriented, the agendas of women’s movements are broader and more diverse. They often shift their attention from one set of issues to another as political circumstances change. They are committed to solidarity building,  consciousness raising, and negotiating the different interests and identities of their members. They may appear to be less efficient than transnational advocacy networks in influencing policy outcomes. However, their diffuse activities have far-reaching influences on politics. In exploring the major determinants of states’ decisions to adopt measures to prevent violence against women in thirty-six countries, Laurel Weldon (2002) identifies the roles of women’s movements as paramount. She further suggests that women’s movements are far more effective than women’s lobbies and interest groups because they engage in broad-based activities.

The second dimension of transnational linkages concerns increased international funding for nationally based NGOs. Funding for women’s organizations that engage in service provision, income generation, and research and documentation has grown significantly. It has sustained impoverished activists and enabled them to increase their expertise, expand their reach, and gain leverage with the state. However, international funding has also created new challenges. The extent to which women’s organizations can avail themselves of funding is limited by geopolitical realities. In Iran, Nayereh Tohidi points out, women’s rights activists have refused grants and donations from international donors because of government repression against civil society organizations that do so. Iranian women’s organizations thus have the unsatisfactory alternatives of either being branded foreign agents and incurring government repression or lacking resources to engage in a range of activities that require material support.

The chapters in this volume suggest that foreign funding has been double-edged for many women’s movements. Lisa McIntosh Sundstrom argues that foreign funding for civil society organizations was a major impetus for the development of the women’s movement in Russia in the early 1990s. Conversely, donors’ decisions to shift funding from Russia to Afghanistan and Iraq after 2001 seriously undermined women’s organizations. She suggests that foreign funding not only failed to bring about the institutionalization of the women’s movement but also discouraged women’s groups from seeking wider public support and building domestic constituencies. She argues that women’s organizations have focused narrowly on donors’ agendas and have emphasized technical expertise in project execution and grant management at the expense of broader goals.

Naihua Zhang and Ping-Chun Hsiung argue that given the dearth of domestic funding, the independent Chinese women’s movement has relied on external funding. However, they argue that Chinese women’s organizations have been so eager to overcome decades of isolation that they have sometimes  failed to critically examine the sources and purposes of external funding. Chinese women’s groups have collaborated with right-wing religious groups in the United States that have promoted chastity education and opposed safe-sex education in the name of stopping the spread of HIV/AIDS. Farida Shaheed worries that many women’s groups have become donor driven, adapting their programs to the latest “flavor of the month.”

Quite apart from the question of whether the groups have the requisite technical expertise for some of these activities, there is a danger of organizations’ losing their self-determined purpose. The creation of jacks—or janes—of-all-trades and masters of none is likely to produce a multitude of groups attempting to deliver on too many fronts, therefore doing everything rather superficially instead of intervening in a focused manner. Uniform imposed agendas and the need to deliver “SMART outputs” (specific, measurable, achievable, reliable, and time-bound) undermine the scope for innovation.



The Women’s Action Forum (WAF), which is at the forefront of the women’s movement in Pakistan, does not accept funding from any sources other than personal donations, as a matter of principle. Shaheed argues that although WAF’s financial autonomy enabled it to launch a mass movement against the Zia dictatorship in the late 1970s, it has been hampered by a lack of resources and effective fund-raising strategy.

The third and in my view most productive global influence on women’s movements have been the United Nations’ support for women’s rights and women’s conferences, particularly since 1985. Although women’s movements have always been among the most international movements in the world, global interactions among movements have significantly increased. The UN world conferences on women in Mexico City (1975), Copenhagen (1980), Nairobi (1985), and Beijing (1995), as well as interim conferences on other related issues, have been key sites of these interactions. These conferences created opportunities for negotiations between states and women’s movements. In preparing for the fourth global women’s conference in Beijing, between 1993 and 1995, governments discussed draft plans with women’s groups at numerous regional and international preparatory meetings. In some countries women’s movements, NGOs, and governments collaborated extensively in preparing the final document.

The Platform for Action, which resulted from the Beijing women’s conference, is a manifesto of global women’s movements. It calls primarily on governments but also on NGOs to mainstream gender by integrating a gender  perspective into the design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of legislation, policies, and programs. It encourages a closer relationship between women’s movements and the state. The Platform for Action supports the creation of women’s machineries and asks states to ensure that women hold at least 30 percent of elected positions.

States have created women’s agencies, commissions, ministries, committees, secretaries, and advisers to work toward gender equality and challenge discriminatory practices. In Brazil and Chile, the state created full-fledged ministries of women’s affairs, the National Council on the Rights of Women and the National Women’s Service, respectively. The South African government’s support for gender equality has been especially far-reaching. The Mandela government created the Office on the Status of Women and developed the National Framework for Women’s Empowerment to oversee gender mainstreaming in state departments and policies. The government also created the Joint Standing Committee on Improving the Quality of Life and Status of Women, which supported the gender mainstreaming process in the state. In addition, an independent body, the Commission on Gender Equality, was established to monitor the implementation of gender equality in the state and the private sector. Although women’s movements continue to debate the line between productive and demobilizing forms of institutionalization, they have ceased to view the state as either enemy or ally and have supported the creation of women’s bureaus that will mainstream women’s concerns.

Less recognized but no less important, international women’s conferences have enabled women’s movements in the global South to influence international discourses and agendas and provided women’s movements with recognition and support from states and international actors. Although human rights discourses are often assumed to emanate from the global North, Elisabeth Jay Friedman points out that Latin American women advocated human rights because of their experiences of fighting authoritarian rule. They were thus at the forefront of the UN-sponsored conference in Vienna that named women’s rights human rights. Naihua Zhang and Ping-Chun Hsiung note that the Chinese government decided to hold the international women’s conference in Beijing in 1995 in part because it was pressured by a burgeoning women’s movement to do so. The movement became stronger as a result of the opportunities the conference provided to network with international groups and the domestic legitimacy it thereby gained. International conferences have also increased opportunities for national and regional interactions. Since 1981, Latin American and Caribbean feminists have been organizing encuentros, gatherings for sharing ideas, developing strategies, and fostering closer links between  women’s movements in the region. Encuentros have taken place every two to three years in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and Peru; the last one was held in Mexico in March 2009. The encuentros have generated a number of thematic regional networks. These include the 28 September Campaign for the Decriminalization of Abortion in Latin America and the Caribbean, the Network of Latin American and Caribbean Women’s Health, the Network of Afrolatinamerican and Afrocaribbean women, and the Latin American and the Caribbean Feminist Network Against Domestic and Sexual Violence. Some of these, like the Indigenous Women’s Continental Alliance, grew out of indigenous movements that then engaged with regional feminists.

Sonia Alvarez argues that “in the case of Latin America, the peculiarities of the regional and national political contexts in which feminisms unfolded also impelled local movement actors to build trans-border connections from the bottom up.” She suggests that the logic informing intraregional and intergovernmental organization (IGO) transnational advocacy differed significantly. “An internationalist identity-solidarity logic prevailed in the ‘encuentro-like’ intraregional feminist activism of the 1980s and 1990s, whereas a transnational IGOADVOCACY logic came to predominate in region-wide feminist organizing around the Rio, Vienna, Cairo and Beijing Summits of the 1990s” (2000, 30-31). The encuentros have enabled certain groups of women who are marginalized within the national context—indigenous women, lesbians, Afro-Latin American and Afro-Caribbean women—to achieve greater visibility. They have also enabled local actors to enhance their leverage vis-à-vis governments. However, these two forms of transnationalism have sometimes collided. Whereas locally and nationally based feminists often seek radical transformation and broad-based cultural change, intergovernmental organizations have been more committed to influencing policy around particular issues. The encuentros have witnessed fierce debates over the costs to women’s movements of relinquishing their autonomy to the state and foreign donors.

A large number of regional women’s networks emerged in Africa in the mid- 1980s, including the African Women’s Development and Communication Network, the Forum for African Women Educationalists, Women in Law and Development in Africa, Gender in Africa Information Network, the Association of African Women for Research and Development, ABANTU for Development, the Association for Women in Development, Akina Mama wa Afrika, and Femmes Africa Solidarite. These African networks of activists, scholars, and policy makers have been influenced by international, regional, and domestic  forces. Peace building and conflict resolution, women’s political representation, and the HIV/AIDS pandemic have been especially significant concerns. Melinda Adams notes that African women’s networks have been effective in challenging state abuses within the continent and influencing regional bodies like the African Union and international organizations like the United Nations (Ferree and Tripp 2006, 193-194).

It has been difficult to organize regional gatherings as effectively in the Middle East and Asia because of the enormous diversities within these regions. However, there have been extensive exchanges between feminists in South Asia and the Middle East. Farida Shaheed argues that the Indian women’s movement led the Pakistani women’s movement to demand quotas for women’s representation in local-level governing bodies (the panchayats). In Iran, Tohidi writes, one of the major feminist campaigns, the collection of a million signatures demanding a reform of family law in 2006, was influenced by a similar campaign that Moroccan women had launched many years earlier.

The most valuable impact of the UN-sponsored International Women’s Year conferences has been to strengthen women’s movements and enable them to influence state policies. National governments have needed help from women’s organizations in writing the reports they must submit to the United Nations. In gathering data, women’s organizations have acquired familiarity with women’s conditions across regional and class lines. In Pakistan, for example, in preparing a joint report by the government and nongovernmental organizations for the 1995 conference in Beijing, women’s organizations worked closely with labor, human rights, and peasant movements. This amplified their own conceptions of women’s rights and encouraged other movements to adopt a women’s rights agenda. Women’s movements have then used their influence and the UN Platform for Action to negotiate with their governments.

The UN conferences have played a particularly important role in increasing the legitimacy of nationally based women’s organizations in nondemocratic settings. Although the Brazilian military government had suppressed civil society groups, it conceded to UN pressure and designated 1975 International Women’s Year. The UN-sponsored conference in Rio that year resulted in extensive women’s organizing and the creation of the Centre for the Development of the Brazilian Woman. In Iran, President Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani created an Office of Women’s Affairs to advise him on gender policies and plans. Under Khatami’s presidency, this office, renamed the Office of Women’s Participation, further expanded and emphasized women’s participation in politics and civil society.

Naihua Zhang and Ping-Chun Hsiung argue that the Beijing conference was a reflection of the strength and influence of the Chinese women’s movement. Contrary to the assumptions of Western observers, it was the driving force behind China’s decision to host the conference. A host of women’s organizations that emerged at the local level in the early 1980s played an active role in the NGO Forum. The conferences increased opportunities for collaboration between diasporic and mainland women’s groups, allowed international ideas to be debated, and enhanced opportunities for travel to and from China. The Chinese government’s endorsement of the Beijing Platform for Action further strengthened the Chinese women’s movement.

National women’s movements have responded to international conferences in ways that best enable them to achieve national objectives. Dongxiao Liu (2006) argues that women’s movements in China and India responded to the Platform for Action in Beijing in different ways because they appreciated differences in the character of the state and its relationship to social movements in the two countries. Women’s movements could best defend their interests by supporting the Platform for Action in China’s authoritarian state and by rejecting it in India’s democratic context. She argues that movements must provide official justification for articulating policy demands in authoritarian contexts. Thus, the Chinese women’s movement has become “discursively adept” in finding official justification for their claims. By contrast, some democracies enable certain movements to articulate policy demands. Thus, the Indian women’s movement has been able to draw directly on women’s experiences to criticize national policies. While the Chinese government could have ignored the women’s movement, the Indian government could not.

To summarize this section, women’s movements are primarily national rather than global but are more influenced by global forces than they were in the past. The influences on women’s movements of the three international and transnational forces I have described have varied widely. The most productive form, UN-sponsored international conferences, has strengthened rather than displaced politically engaged women’s movements and increased opportunities for regional exchange. The most significant benefit for women’s movements has been an increased ability to develop new competencies and influence states.

Women’s movements, as Raka Ray (1999) argues, are shaped and influenced by political fields, which include such actors as the state, political parties, and social movements. She argues that, at any given point, women’s movements must recognize the relative strength of different actors within the field of power and negotiate with forces that are both sympathetic and hostile to their demands.  In the section that follows, I argue that three factors have been especially important to understanding the strength and character of women’s movements cross-nationally: their relationship to the state, to other social movements, and to broader actors within civil society.




 Women’s Movements and the State 

Women’s movements cannot escape the state. Whether they reject, oppose, ignore, or support it, they must reckon with it. What kinds of state policies are most commonly associated with the emergence of women’s movements? Why have women’s movements made the state the focus of so many of their demands? Why have they been so divided about how closely they should work with the state? What are the characteristics of states in countries with strong women’s movements?

Several of the chapters demonstrate that extensive women’s activism has often occurred during periods of authoritarian rule. In Poland, Matynia notes, women mobilized on the largest scale when freedom was most drastically curtailed: under the Nazi occupation in the 1940s and during the period of martial law in the 1980s. As Friedman points out, women played critical roles in motherist movements against authoritarian regimes in Latin America. Women have been at the forefront of struggles against state repression in Iran in the post-Khomeini years when the failures of Islamic extremists became evident. Women were extremely active in anti-colonial nationalist movements in India, Zimbabwe, and South Africa. State repression, particularly when it transcends the political domain and permeates civil society, has often been a catalyst to women’s activism. Nationalist, revolutionary, and democratic movements have employed gendered images, and women’s participation has been vital to the success of mass movements.

Women’s movements are also likely to emerge when there is a chasm between official pronouncements and actual policies. Examples include states that recognize some but not other women’s citizenship rights, recognize the rights of racial or religious minorities but not those of women, break their promises to adopt policies around gender inequality, recognize and then retract women’s rights, and violate international conventions and constitutional guarantees prohibiting gender discrimination. States that have benefited from women’s support are most vulnerable to women’s subsequent opposition. The first wave of feminist demands for suffrage in the United States and Western Europe followed from states’ recognizing the rights of some but not all citizens to vote. The aftermath of colonial struggles witnessed the emergence of  women’s movements where states prohibited gender discrimination, as in India, and discrimination against women and gays and lesbians, as in South Africa.

Social movements emerge, Charles Tilly (1995) argues, alongside the creation of modern states, to contest states’ authoritative control over resources, power, and force. States constitute the citizens who are claimants and the objects of their claims. Women’s movements, historically and cross-nationally, are overwhelmingly directed at the state. Their demands include suffrage, increasing women’s political representation, prohibiting violence against women, expanding social welfare provisions, curtailing discrimination based on gender and sexual orientation, ensuring equal pay, making abortion legal and accessible, and creating shelters for battered women. At the same time, the relationship between women’s movements and states is double-edged. Excessive reliance on the state to enact public measures supporting gender equality in Poland and Russia during the communist era in many ways suppressed public deliberation and consciousness of inequality within the home and family.

Given the extent to which women’s movements have made demands on the state, their ambivalent responses to state concessions and to working with the state may seem surprising. There are three important reasons for their wariness about the state. The first is that the terms of collaboration are set by the state and states generally concede much less than women’s movements demand of them. Second, there is always a danger that the institutionalization of women’s movements will deplete the strength and radicalism of autonomous women’s movements. Feminists within the state are likely to be most successful when they are pressured and supported by autonomous women’s movements outside the state. Third, the heterogeneous composition of women’s movements is often starkly evident with respect to their access to state power. Educated, urban, elite women are more likely to be drawn into women’s policy machineries and to run for office than poorer, less educated, minority women. These divisions within women’s movements are heightened over the question of what stance women’s movements should adopt in relation to the state.




 Women’s Movements and Other Social Movements 

Women’s movements have often grown out of other social movements—for independence, democracy, socialism, and ethnic autonomy. Women who have been active in anticolonial nationalist movements have voiced feminist demands and subsequently created independent women’s organizations. Women’s activism in movements against dictatorships in Latin America in the 1970s brought about the creation of strong women’s movements. The catalyst for  women’s movements is both the positive experiences and social validation that women’s activism entails as well as the disappointing outcomes of these struggles. Movements often gain more from women than women gain from movements. The democratic governments that have emerged from struggles against colonialism and authoritarianism have often failed to provide women the rights and freedoms that they had sought. In Poland, Matynia argues, women mobilized on a large scale on behalf of their rights as women during the mid-1990s when they found that their earlier struggles had placed them in “fenced playgrounds,” divorced from political power.

Social movements are influenced by the achievements and failures of prior movements and frequently give rise to movements that either challenge or further refine their goals. Women’s movements have an especially synergistic relationship with other movements. They often grow out of other social movements and periodically reestablish links with them to address the multiple inequalities women face. Rosalva Aída Hernández Castillo attributes the growth of the indigenous women’s movement to the Zapatista movement in Mexico, in which indigenous communities challenged the dominant mestizo community and fought for self-determination. By confronting racism against their communities, indigenous women came to confront sexism within it. But they continued to identify with the indigenous movement and to participate in it.

Farida Shaheed describes a peasant movement in the Punjab in 2002 in which women organized a “thappa brigade” (a thappa is a long wooden stick used by women for washing clothes and harvesting). The movement’s central objective was the attainment of land rights. As the movement gained momentum, it incurred repression by landlords and the state. In response, women formed thappa brigades that prevented state officials from removing timber from their lands and prevented the confiscation of their harvests. The public recognition and self-assurance that women achieved through their activism resulted in their addressing feminist issues like domestic violence. They formed the Women’s Peasant Association so that women could gain access to a government scheme for land. However, despite urging from the women’s movement, these women did not claim inheritance from their families for fear of dividing the struggle.




 Women’s Movements and Civil Society 

Scholars have debated the extent to which burgeoning civil societies are characterized by conservative or democratic features. While enthusiasts praise their democratic character and potential, critics point to their conservative features.  Less attention has been devoted to the links between women’s movements and the civil societies in which they are located. As a broader terrain than women’s movements, civil societies create spaces for multiple forms of collective action that influence women’s movements in diverse ways. Jude Howell notes that “civil society is a double edged sword for feminists. It can provide a site for organizing around feminist issues, for articulating counter-hegemonic discourses, for experimenting with alternative life styles and for envisioning other less sexist and more just worlds. . . . Yet it can also be an arena where gendered behaviour, norms and practices are acted out and reproduced” (Howell and Mulligan 2005, 6). Anne Phillips (2002) points out that compared to the state, civil society is less regulated and therefore more susceptible to discriminatory practices.

Women’s movements often grow amid the expansion of civil society that occurs during democratization. But the implications of democratization for women’s movements are complex and multidirectional. International support for democratization has strengthened NGOs that can either rival or complement women’s movements. Democratization in the current era has also been associated with the growth of nationalist and religious institutions that have promoted traditional family structures and opposed women’s rights in the family. Nationalist appeals have found strong support within civil society when they challenge the state and Western cultural or economic domination.

Ethnic and religious nationalisms—in India, Iran, and South Africa, among other countries in this volume—have vexed women’s movements. Conservative community leaders have often opposed women’s rights within the family and upheld customary or religious laws. In South Africa, rural women have been subject to extensive discrimination, particularly with respect to landownership and inheritance. Reforms of the Customary Marriages Act made women equal partners in customary marriages. However, chiefs continue to exercise enormous power over traditional courts and communal land and oppose women’s inheritance rights. The African National Congress has been loath to undermine the power of chiefs, who provide it with electoral support. Islah Jad notes that the Islamist movements in Palestine have weakened the secular women’s movement and its attempts to strengthen secular over religious law.

With democratization, there has been an extensive growth of NGOs that concern women and gender. In some respects they have strengthened and complimented women’s movements. However, NGOs are neither movements nor surrogates for them. NGOs are generally much less active than women’s movements in political contestation and mobilization and more active in service delivery  and issue-specific activities. Several authors worry that NGO-ization may undermine movements’ transformational character.

Matynia argues that civil society, unlike the NGO sector, neither prescribes one best way of action nor enforces any one agenda. Rather, it provides an inclusive space for diverse, indigenously inspired initiatives to conduct public dialogue with the state, which in the case of women’s organizations means negotiating matters of gender justice. She describes the vacuum caused by the collapse of communism: “The resulting civic vacuum is only partially filled by the existing NGOs, with their separate niches of expertise, often performing auxiliary functions for the various governmental agencies. Even though they greatly enhance the institutional landscape of democracy, the public debate that they generate is fragmented and limited to their specific concerns.”

Islah Jad questions a tendency to use the terms social movements and NGOs interchangeably in Palestine and the Middle East more broadly. She argues that the grassroots women’s organizations that emerged during the first intifada engaged with women across the class spectrum. The availability of new funding sources transformed women’s organizations into NGOs that collaborated closely with the Palestinian Authority. The growth of NGOs in the absence of a state contributed to the depoliticization of the women’s movement and strengthened conservative Islamic forces.

Democratization has also affected relations between groups that jointly opposed authoritarian regimes. Many countries found the church an important ally in struggles against authoritarian states but a liability once democracy was achieved. Friedman notes that poor women organized extensively during the period of authoritarian rule in Chile, Brazil, and elsewhere. Given repression against left-wing parties and trade unions, the Catholic Church provided a safer venue for political organizing. In Mexico, R. Aída Hernández Castillo argues, Liberation Theology supported radical grassroots movements that encouraged indigenous women’s activism. She attributes the creation of a national network in 1997 in part to its influence.

However, the Catholic Church became the major opponent of reproductive rights once democracy was achieved in Latin America and East and Central Europe. Thus, even with state support, women’s movements have been unsuccessful in securing women’s rights to legal first-trimester abortions in Brazil, Venezuela, Chile, and Bolivia. They have been similarly unsuccessful in Poland and Russia. In Brazil, pastors with the consent of bishops participated in a grassroots campaign against abortion. They distributed plastic models of aborted fetuses to people who attended Sunday mass in Rio de Janeiro’s parishes in December 2008. The church has also supported legislation prohibiting public  systems from distributing the “morning-after pill” through the public health system in several cities.

Women’s movements have responded to these conservative forces within civil society in a variety of ways. They have tried to influence state policies, relatively unsuccessfully with respect to reproductive rights in Eastern Europe and Latin America. They have sought to legitimate their claims by using international instruments, with varying degrees of success, sometimes promoting a backlash. They have forged alliances within civil society, particularly with religiously observant women who share some of their objectives, with some success in Iran, among other places.

The emergence and growth of women’s movements, and particularly their success in achieving increased political representation and securing measures to prevent violence against women, have rested on their attaining support from the state, civil society, and international forces. Women’s movements have been much less successful in addressing poverty and class inequality because of a lack of domestic and international support. Religious forces have also placed obstacles in the way of women’s attaining certain rights within the family, including property ownership, legalized abortion, and sexual freedom.




 Violence Against Women 

Women’s movements in most countries have addressed violence against women in private and public domains. In Iran the “Stop Stoning Forever Campaign” opposed the stoning of women who are accused of adultery. The Indian women’s movement’s earliest campaigns exposed and confronted “dowry deaths,” that is, the murder of brides by their husbands and in-laws who sought a larger dowry from the brides’ families, and police rape of women in custody. It has been active in contesting violence against dalits (untouchables), minorities, and poor women. Feminists have fought for expanded understandings of what constitutes violence. In South Africa they fought for a definition of rape as any act of coercive penetration in which men, women, and children are potential victims. Under pressure from the women’s movement, the Bolivian constitution recognizes that women have a right to be protected from not only physical and sexual but also psychological violence.

Feminists have adopted a variety of approaches to addressing violence against women in both public and private spheres. They have demonstrated the difficulties of determining what constitutes free choice for women who experience marital and date rape. Women’s movements have proposed multiple forms of intervention including legislation and public policies, the creation  of shelters, family courts, walk-in assistance, and counseling centers for battered women. They have engaged psychologists, social workers, lawyers, and doctors to work with survivors. They have developed education and job-creation programs so that women do not have to return to abusive situations.

There are several explanations for the importance that women’s movements have accorded to violence against women cross-nationally. Kannabiran poignantly argues that violence against women is a foundational issue that all feminisms must confront.

Violence against women . . . has locked women of different classes, castes, and communities into multiple intersecting axes of inequality and discrimination that spread out over a wide range—from social and economic life to political inequality—tying women of different classes together through the similarity of their experiences as women and holding them apart in almost unbridgeable ways through the differences in their experiences as members of different social classes. The conditioning and determining environment for feminist struggle, then, is marked by “violence,” which straddles the lawful and unlawful, the legitimate and the “illegitimate,” domination and resistance, injustice and justice, order and chaos, and takes many forms.



International organizations have encouraged women’s movements to confront violence against women and the international women’s conferences have pressured their governments to do so. The global human rights movement has addressed violence by multiple actors in multiple sites. Opposing violence has large-scale societal support, however deep-seated the challenges to ending it may be. Moreover, opposition to violence against women has generated productive debates within women’s movements about the intersection of gender, race, and class. The more serious challenge, as Elaine Salo (2005) notes, is to identify and rectify the structural causes of violence against women. She notes that few shelters in South Africa, especially in the rural areas, have helped women attain independence in the long run.




 Political Rights and Representation 

Women have played important roles in drafting new constitutions in countries in which they were active in struggles for the creation of multiparty democracies. Thanks to feminist pressures, the Polish constitution includes an article decreeing equal rights for women and men. In South Africa, the Women’s  National Coalition waged a successful struggle to ensure that the constitution guarantees equality and freedom from discrimination for all, regardless of race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and disability.

Not all of these attempts have been successful. As Shereen Essof shows, the women’s movement in Zimbabwe formed the “Women’s Coalition (WC) on the Constitution” in 1999. Through a process of broad-based mobilization and education, it drafted the Women’s Charter. When the president ignored most of the charter’s provisions, the coalition successfully mobilized against the constitutional referendum. However, the coalition’s victory was short lived. Against the backdrop of spiraling violence and a deepening socioeconomic and political crisis, the government sidelined the constitutional debate and engaged in repression against women.

Women’s movements have also mobilized on behalf of electoral candidates who support their demands. With the formation of the National Women’s Political Caucus in 1971, Ajinkya argues, the U.S. women’s movement sought to increase women’s representation in elected and appointed office at local, state, and national levels. It provided pro-choice candidates with financial support and helped them improve their skills. In the 1980s other organizations were formed to promote women’s political representation, including women-of-color organizations like the National Political Congress of Black Women. Similarly, women’s organizations were extremely active during the 2009 presidential elections in the United States, though they were divided between support for Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama.

The women’s movement in Iran organized on a massive scale during the 2005 national elections. Discontent with the Khatami regime, it challenged candidates to come up with specific plans for addressing gender inequality. About 90 NGOs, many of them concerned with women’s issues, joined 350 prominent female writers, academics, lawyers, artists, activists, and journalists and 130 bloggers to organize a public protest against the breaches of women’s rights in Iran. In spite of intimidation, about 3,000 women gathered at the University of Tehran in June 2005, weeks before the elections, and demanded changes in the constitution and the legal system. They identified the present laws, based on sharia, as the main obstacle to achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment.

Women’s movements have also fought for increased women’s political representation at all levels of government. This has been one of the main demands of the South African women’s movement. In Poland, Matynia notes, women’s organizations worked closely with the Parliamentary Women’s Group to establish the Pre-Electoral Women’s Coalition and launched public debate on  the small number of women in legislative and executive bodies. Their concerted action prompted the three political parties to come up with quotas for women in the 2001 elections.

Quotas constitute an important demand of women’s movements in many countries. In Brazil feminists worked closely with Congress to create a quota law that guarantees that 20 percent of all candidates in proportional elections (town councilors, as well as state and federal deputies) would be women. In 1997 another law was passed, raising this percentage to 25 percent for the 1998 elections and to 30 percent for subsequent elections. In Pakistan post-martial law, the women’s movements pressured the government to introduce quotas for women in the national and provincial assemblies and the Senate in 2002. In India the women’s movement successfully lobbied for the creation of 30 percent quotas for women in the local-level panchayats. It has not yet been successful in attaining quotas for women at the national level, in part because caste-based political parties believe that quotas for women should take caste into account.

Struggles to increase women’s political representation have had mixed results. Where party-based quotas exist, political parties have often acted as gate-keepers and failed to nominate and support female candidates. In all situations, women encounter innumerable barriers and prejudices that have impeded electoral success. The higher the political office, the greater the challenges women confront. Thus, women in Russia, Brazil, the United States, and India have achieved greater electoral success in local than in national elections. Nonetheless, women’s movements have had considerable success in increasing women’s political representation as a result of women’s participation in prior movements and extensive international and some state support.




 Sexual Minorities 

Some of the broad factors that influence the strength of women’s movements and lesbian, bisexual, gay, transgender, and intersex movements are the same. Strong and effective LGBTI activism has occurred when it has found transnational and international support, when gays and lesbians have participated in broader social movements, and when states have prohibited discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation. Furthermore, conservative religious forces have sometimes but not always obstructed gay and lesbian rights. Friedman points out that the church has more vehemently opposed abortion than same-sex relations in many Latin American countries; the recently proposed changes to the Venezuelan and Bolivian constitutions prohibit discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation.

In Brazil and South Africa, gays and lesbians have been active in a variety of social movements. The South African constitution provides far-reaching protections to gays and lesbians. Same-sex relations and marriage are legal, and antigay discrimination is banned. Activist organizations like the Treatment Action Campaign, which has engaged in AIDS activism, have confronted homophobic violence. The Brazilian government has also organized a variety of civil society initiatives to combat homophobia and been at the forefront of international and regional action on sexual rights. The Brazilian delegation to the UN Commission on Human Rights proposed the 2003 resolution “Human Rights and Sexual Orientation” that called on member states and the UN itself to promote and protect the human rights of all persons regardless of their sexual orientation.

Contrast this with the numerous countries in which the state has been overtly repressive toward LGBTI groups. Sexual relations between same-sex couples are a criminal offense, potentially subject to the death penalty, in Iran and Pakistan. Homosexuality is a crime in India, carrying sentences often years to life imprisonment, though convictions are rare. Male, but not female, homosexuality is illegal in Palestine, and carries convictions of up to ten years.

The most serious assaults on gay-rights activists have occurred when the state has coupled its opposition to homosexuality with appeals to nationalist and religious values. Laws passed in Zimbabwe in 2006 criminalize homosexuality. President Mugabe has described homosexuality as un-African and blamed gay men for Zimbabwe’s problems. The government attacked, detained, and tortured activists in the Association of Gays and Lesbians in Zimbabwe and made it very difficult for people infected with the AIDS virus to receive medical attention. The Iranian government has similarly depicted homosexuality as anti-Islamic and has ordered the execution of 4,000 people who were charged with engaging in homosexual relations since the 1979 revolution.

By contrast, in India, where homosexuality is illegal but the state and political parties have not depicted gays and lesbians as anti-Indian or antireligious, gay-rights activism within civil society has grown. As Kannabiran shows, queer activists have documented lesbians’ susceptibility to physical and verbal abuse, battery, house arrest, coercion into heterosexual marriage, and expulsion from the family home. An early resolution by a group of lesbians at the National Conference on Women’s Movements in India in 1994 endorsed women’s rights to choose their sexual orientation. Eleven years later, the National Conference on Women’s Studies unanimously adopted a resolution demanding the repeal of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code that criminalizes homosexuality.

In the United States, the so-called culture wars have been fought in part around gay rights. The military’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy means that homosexuality is still a cause for dismissal. President Obama has opposed gay marriage but also opposed a federal ban on gay marriage, allowing states to decide on the legality of gay marriage. Gay, lesbian, and transgender activism is strong in the realm of civil society. Thus, in both India and the United States, the fact that the state has not openly allied with conservative forces in civil society to attack same-sex relations has prevented large-scale repression of gays and lesbians and allowed civil society activism around sexual orientation to occur outside the realm of state control.




 Poverty and Class Inequality 

Innumerable women are subject to grinding poverty and class inequality. R. Aída Hernández Castillo describes the malnutrition and disease that afflict indigenous women in Mexico. Sardenberg and Costa point to the significant growth of female-headed households, particularly among poor black women in Brazil. Kannabiran notes that in India, while the phenomenon of male farmers committing suicide to escape their horrendous debts is well known, the impact of these suicides on their wives and women’s suicides are largely undocumented. Elaine Salo describes the conditions of women in urban and rural informal settlements in South Africa where water, sanitation, housing, and jobs are inadequate or nonexistent.

Women’s movements have forged alliances with poor rural and urban women around particular issues, but have generally failed to systematically tackle poverty and class inequality. Ajinkya notes that while liberal feminists have addressed equal pay largely for middle-class women and women-of-color organizations have addressed the problems of black and Hispanic women on welfare, neither of these groups or others have focused explicitly on poverty. The women’s human rights framework that women’s movements have fruitfully employed to address violence against women has been less productive in addressing economic inequality. What explains this?

Women’s movements in nondemocratic regimes have generally prioritized demands for civil and political rights over socioeconomic equality. In Iran, Palestine, and Zimbabwe, the climate of political repression has narrowed the agendas of women’s movements to confronting overt physical violence rather than systemic or structural violence. In democratic contexts, there has been a schism between movements that are concerned with economic redistribution and inequality and movements that are primarily concerned with social and political matters.

In the past Keynesian welfare states in the North and developmental states in the South addressed poverty and economic inequality. Most states today fail to do so. What Banaszak, Beckwith, and Rucht describe as reconfigured states (2003, 6-7) have downloaded power and responsibility to lower state levels, uploaded power and responsibility to higher state levels, laterally delegated responsibility to nonelected state bodies, and off-loaded responsibilities to nonstate actors. All of these shifts have made it harder for women’s movements to address poverty and class inequality.

States’ uploading of authority onto institutions like the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization, and the World Bank have reduced states’ accountability to women’s movements. States’ off-loading of responsibilities has strengthened NGOs over social movements. The NGO sector consists primarily of professional skilled women whose lives are far removed from those of impoverished women. Moreover, NGOs have generally engaged in microlevel projects to provide women with greater skills and incomes rather than engaging in more systemic challenges to inequality. Poverty has not featured centrally among femocrats’ concerns.

The most significant gains of women’s movements have resulted from state concessions. They have faced an uphill battle in getting neoliberal states to address class inequality. To the extent that women’s movements have had some success in this realm, it has been in the minority of countries in which left-of-center governments occupy power. Governments in Venezuela, Bolivia, Brazil, and Chile have introduced policies that increase social welfare provisions for women with respect to health care, education, and employment.

The UN conferences and the Platform for Action have not provided women’s movements with as much support in fighting poverty and class inequality as in addressing violence against women and women’s political participation. The extensive commitments that governments made to eight Millennial Development goals in the 1990s have shrunk. Gender figures in only one of the eight goals, and the solutions proposed for reducing poverty and guaranteeing basic health and primary education are inadequate.

Many women’s movements have sought out other international settings like the World Social Forums in Brazil in 2002 and India in 2004 that focus primarily on social justice and economic inequality. At the 2002 World Social Forum, feminists launched the Campaign Against Fundamentalisms, a network of Latin American Southern Cone feminist organizations committed to challenging neoliberalism and religious fundamentalism. In preparation for the 2004 World Social Forum, women’s organizations planned a series of events that linked a critique of neoliberalism to demands for economic, sexual, and  reproductive rights. The Women’s International Coalition for Economic Justice, which emerged during the UN five-year review of Beijing, claimed economic rights as part of the women’s human rights agenda.

A number of transnational advocacy networks have challenged the gendered consequences of globalization. Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era, Women in Development Europe, and the Women, Environment, and Development Organization have all explored the negative consequences of economic restructuring for women. Consumer groups have addressed the effects of trade liberalization on women workers and organized campaigns against sweatshops. A network of organizations in Central and Eastern Europe formed La Strada to investigate and challenge the links between the devastation of national economies and the emergence of the profit-making industry around trafficking in women.

Certain transnational advocacy networks have effectively challenged economic inequalities that result from the actions of multinational corporations and certain multilateral organizations. The challenge has been forging closer links between national women’s movements and these transnational advocacy organizations. Women’s movements have not generally pressured their national governments to redesign economic policies to address the gendered character of poverty and class inequality.




 Comparative Perspectives 

As the chapters in this book demonstrate, women’s movements exist in the most diverse political environments. As politically savvy, strategic actors, they identify opportunities to effect change in the most challenging circumstances. However, there is enormous variation in the strength and success of women’s movements in the contexts the authors describe. At one end of the spectrum is the Russian women’s movement that McIntosh Sundstrom argues barely exists. At the other end is the Brazilian women’s movement that Sardenberg and Costa describe as strong and flourishing. What explains the differences between the strength of women’s movements in these two countries and in others?

All of the authors place women’s movements within the national context from which they emerge and which they seek to influence. Indeed, the achievements of women’s movements must be judged primarily by their impact on the nation and particular groups within it. One important challenge has been negotiating the value of international support and collaboration. The United States is the only country in this volume in which the women’s movement does not need international funding or political support. Elsewhere, at one end of  the spectrum, women’s movements have suffered from a dearth of international support. Russian women’s organizations, for example, have been weakened by the decline of international funding. At the other end of the spectrum are Palestine, Pakistan, and Poland, where substantial international support has threatened to displace local priorities with donor-driven agendas. Some countries like South Africa, India, and Brazil have been able to achieve a better balance between autonomy and collaboration with international groups. How nations are situated within the global political economy has important implications for the choices women’s movements make.

Political conditions have hindered certain collaborations and permitted others. Whereas Latin American women’s movements have not experienced geopolitical constraints on organizing, women’s movements in other regions have found it difficult to engage in similar forms of collaboration. Wars within and across national borders in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia have impeded the free exchanges of people and ideas across borders. At times this has brought women’s groups together around peacekeeping initiatives in the Middle East and South Asia. But it has made collaboration among women’s movements less likely.

If women’s movements have engaged the state in all the countries described in this volume, their success in doing so has varied enormously. At one end of the spectrum are undemocratic states that have engaged in repression against women’s movements. Zimbabwe is a prime example. The Palestinian women’s movement has been weakened by the Israeli state’s aggressive, expansionist policies. Then there is Russia, where the women’s movement has refrained from making demands on the state, in part because the state’s historic commitments to gender equality in the public domain have discouraged it from doing so. At the other end of the spectrum are left-of-center governments in Brazil, Venezuela, Bolivia, and Chile that have been receptive to the demands of women’s movements. But in democratic contexts like the United States, Brazil, India, and South Africa, the temptations of abdicating movement activism for participation in the state are great. Women’s movements have been strongest when they have combined a strategy of collaborating with the state with maintaining strong links to sympathetic forces within civil society.

The relationship between women’s movements and other social movements is another key determinant of their success. Women’s movements have often grown out of broader political struggles: the civil rights and antiwar movements in the United States; nationalist movements in Zimbabwe, Palestine, South Africa, India, and Pakistan; and movements against authoritarianism in Latin America. Links between the women’s movement and other popular democratic  movements often broaden the class base of women’s movements. By contrast, one possible explanation for the weakness of women’s movements in contemporary Poland and Russia is the relatively small role they played in democracy movements that challenged communist regimes. However, women’s movements and feminist movements in particular differ greatly in the extent to which they have continued to collaborate with broader democratic movements. Shaheed notes the importance but also the difficulties of sustaining linkages between the Women’s Action Forum and peasant and working-class movements in Pakistan. Ajinkya identifies the chasms between women’s movements based on class and race in the United States. Set against this are accounts of linkages that women’s movements have formed with AIDS activists and labor organizations in South Africa, with popular movements and women’s movements in Brazil, and with movements for human rights and civil liberties in Pakistan and India.

The extent to which women’s movements are able to withstand opposition and forge productive alliances with civil society organizations is also vital to their success. Women’s movements in Palestine, Pakistan, and Iran have been threatened by the growth of conservative Islamic groups. The increased power of the Catholic Church has undermined many of their achievements in Latin America and central Europe. A critical question concerns the strength and diversity of civil society. In Iran, for example, many moderate Islamic groups have challenged orthodox groups and supported women’s movements. In South Africa, women’s movements have been strong enough to challenge the surge of Zulu cultural nationalism in recent years.

Women’s movements in most regions of the world have addressed the question of violence against women. Most states at least in principle support their efforts, and international agencies have pressured them to adopt measures to prevent and redress violence and provide support for victims. Sometimes, as in India, women’s organizations have simultaneously addressed state violence and domestic violence. At other times, as in the United States, as Ajinkya demonstrates, their approach to violence against women diverges along race and class lines. Nonetheless, women’s movements have found large-scale civil society support in addressing violence against women.

At the other end of the continuum are struggles to challenge class inequality and poverty. Given the extent to which women’s movements are encouraged by state concessions, the difficulties they have faced in influencing states’ economic policies have been a serious liability. Most states are less responsive to women’s movements—or any social movements—on matters of economic policy than around a range of social issues. Although transnational advocacy  organizations have challenged the destructive consequences of neoliberalism for women, powerful international financial and multilateral institutions have influenced states in the opposite direction. Moreover, transnational advocacy organizations have found it difficult to engage in the kind of locally based, solidarity-building, consciousness-raising activities that women’s movements have undertaken in addressing violence against women. How macroeconomic arrangements affect women differs according to women’s class backgrounds so that women’s movements have not adopted a unified position on the issue.

This comparative analysis also points to the dynamism of movements and the feminists who study and participate in them. Activists who are principally committed to a single set of issues and a single set of strategies increasingly work in a highly interconnected world in which they confront and respond to alternative approaches. Secular feminists have formed alliances with religious groups. Activists who were exclusively concerned with gender inequality have expanded their focus to address racism and indigenous rights. Movements that refused to work with the state at certain moments have later done so. The authors in this volume illuminate in word and deed the resilience and power of feminism and women’s movements then, now, and in the years to come.




Notes 

1   One of the most important studies of women’s transnational advocacy networks is Moghadam 2005. On transnational women’s movements, see Eschle 2001; Molyneux 2001; and Ferree and Tripp 2006.
2   Some samples of the vast literature include: Lycklama à Nijeholt, Vargas, and Wieringa 1998; Haussman and Sauer 2007; and Outsjhoorn and Kantola 2007.
3   The Research Network on Gender Politics and the State has published a number of edited volumes, including Mazur 2001; Stetson and Mazur 1995; and Stetson 2001.
4   For an insightful discussion of the impact of feminism on institutions, see Katzenstein 1998.
5   Cynthia Enloe’s work on the gendered militarization of daily life is seminal in this regard. See, for example, Maneuvers: The International Politics of Militarizing Women’s Lives (2000) and  The Curious Feminist: Searching for Women in an Age of Empire (2004).
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 South African Feminisms—A Coming of Age?

 ELAINE SALO

 

 

 

Fifteen years ago, in 1994, we wondered what the onset of formal democracy in South Africa would mean for South African women, in particular black South African women. The Women’s National Coalition, a strategic alliance of women formed across the divides of race, class, the urban-rural divide, and religious beliefs, waged a successful struggle to ensure women’s representation at the national negotiations between 1990 and 1994. The WNC’s major gains, which marked the high point of the South African women’s struggle at the time, guaranteed that the rights of women and other gender minorities would be enshrined in the national constitution and that women would be ensured representation at every level of government, as gender was taken up in the nation-building project (Hassim 2003; Lewis 2007). These gains arose from a strategic feminist alliance, a rare moment of solidarity, sutured across South African women’s multiple identities and differences. Such feminist solidarity arose from two processes. First, the convergence of women’s critical gender consciousness in their diverse struggles for social and gender justice in various cultural, socioeconomic, and political sites helped forge this new unity. Second, as women asserted their claim to political representation in the transitional moment when old patriarchal alliances were being unbundled and new alignments created, they enabled this feminist alliance.

 SOUTH AFRICA

Human Development Index ranking: .674

Gender-Related Development Index value: .667

Gender Empowerment Measure value: not available

 

General

Type of government: Democratic Republic

Major ethnic groups: Black (79.7%); White (9.1%); Colored (8.8%); Indian/Asian (2.5%)

Languages: eleven official languages, including Afrikaans, English, isiNdebele, Sepedi or Northern Sotho, Sesotho, Seswati, Setswana, Tshivenda, isiXhosa, Xitsonga, and isiZulu

Religions: Predominantly Christian; traditional African; Hindu; Muslim; Jewish

Date of independence: 1961; majority government, 1994

Former colonial power: Holland, England

 

Demographics

Population, total (millions), 2005: 47.9

Annual growth rate (%), 2005-2015: .5

Total fertility (average number of births per woman): 2.8

Contraceptive prevalence (% of married women aged 15-49): 60

Maternal mortality ratio, adjusted (per 100,000 live births), 2000: 400

 

Women’s Status

Date of women’s suffrage: 1994

Life expectancy: M 49.5; F 52

Combined gross enrollment ratio for primary, secondary, and tertiary education (female %), 2005: 77

Gross primary enrollment ratio: 102a

Gross secondary enrollment ratio: 97

Gross tertiary enrollment ratio: 17

Literacy (% age 15 and older): M 84.9; F 80.9

 

Political Representation of Women

Seats in parliament (% held by women): 32.8

Women in government at ministerial level (% total): 41.4

 

Economics

Estimated earned income (PPP US$): M 15,446; F 6,927

Ratio of estimated female to male earned income: .45

Economic activity rate (% female): 45.9

Women in adult labor force (% total): 38 (this figure obtained at the CEDAW Statistical Database)



The dawn of that new day in South Africa in 1994 did indeed mark a victory for the recognition of women’s and queer people’s rights, but it also marked another phase in the development of South African feminisms. In this contemporary phase of feminist development, South Africa’s constitutional commitment to gender equality and its official obligation to gender mainstreaming marked the end of the antiapartheid feminist “triumphs” and the onset of a period in which gender struggles for the realization of substantive gendered citizenship have been redefined. In this essay I attempt to sketch the broad characteristics of these emergent multiple gender struggles, as they are informed by the new forms of postapartheid patriarchal nationalism and shaped both by South African women’s and gender minorities’ multiple identities of class, ethnicity, location, and sexual orientation and their modes of agency and activism as well as by men who find themselves on the periphery of a new hegemonic masculinity. At the same time, South Africans’ transnational engagements also inform the trajectories of these new struggles.

In this postapartheid moment we are witnessing the complex, varied forms of feminist and gender activism emerging as the culture of human rights has deepened and diversified. Women’s diverse identities are now expressed in social activism that has become issue based in the new South Africa. In addition, feminist gains made during the apartheid struggle as well as women’s rights won in regional and global forums of governance such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), African Union (AU), and Beijing Platform for Action have created significant space of agency for femocrats in the South African state.1  However, this official space is severely circumscribed by the limitations of a neoliberal economic climate and a reinvocation of unequal religio-cultural gender practices in support of the dominant new forms of political patriarchy. While official state discourse resonates powerfully with the fundamental values of a gendered democracy (houses, safety and security for all, the people shall govern, the doors of learning shall be opened), the ability of policy makers to deliver on these promises is severely curtailed by the brute realities of neoliberalism.

Women and gender minorities in civil society have sought to respond to these structural and cultural limitations through conventional nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and new social movements in the local context. Their participation in creative transnational and continental social movements has created new solidarities but also informed local class-based tensions. Many feminists have sought to influence state policy from locations within the nongovernmental organization sector, and thereby face a new set of opportunities and challenges. This sector has become increasingly professionalized, as it requires more complex, nuanced mediations among a politicized, impoverished support base, a bureaucratic state, and donor funders’ agendas. Yet other women’s rights activists have chosen to align themselves with grassroots social movements that support a more transformative socioeconomic agenda in the  national, regional, and global contexts, while nurturing organic feminist agendas within these forums. These diverse forms of feminist practices are informed by local and, increasingly, transnational exchanges, as South Africans regularly participate in diverse international arenas of policy making, research, and activism, be it as members of the state in forums such as the United Nations, as members of the antiglobalization movement such as Jubilee 2000 and the World Social Forum, or as members of the nongovernmental sector that is called upon to inform and fulfill donor agendas. At the same time, newer forms of nationalism are emerging, accompanied by the public performance of hypermasculinity that draws upon a rich imagery of a romanticized traditional culture in which politically reempowered men can take care of their multiple women and transform them from tattered and impoverished into cosseted and glamorous dependents. These powerful though superficial invocations of culture and tradition, however, threaten other women’s and sexual minorities’ human rights. This hypermasculinity and the growing conservatism of many femocrats have made it imperative for the women’s and gender-justice movements to engage the state in collaborative and confrontational ways in order to ensure its responsibility in realizing social justice in this new era.2

In this chapter I set out the key features of these developments in feminist and gender movements. I have divided this chapter into two parts. In the first part I indicate that, in the postapartheid and postcolonial moment, the South African feminist alliance identified the state and its national gender machinery as the key sites through which constitutionally enshrined gender rights would be delivered. Now, in the more sobering aftermath, feminists have begun mapping out the limitations and challenges of such an approach in achieving social and economic justice in various spheres. In the second part, I demonstrate that in the contemporary moment we have to take into account the complex, multiple terrains of women’s gendered struggles in the context of the local neoliberal economic climate, dominant new forms of nationalist masculinity, and globalization and determine how these struggles are expressed in relation to women’s hitherto muted identities and differences. I also ask what challenges the growing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) movement poses to feminists in the more conventional women’s movement. These issues also inform a new agenda for feminist activist-scholars.

I contend that in the contemporary period, South African women’s struggles have merged with issue-based activism, as claims for gender justice coalesce around the substantive realization of socioeconomic rights in the everyday practices of citizenship in diverse socioeconomic and cultural sites. These struggles also reveal the need to review, rework, and expand religio-cultural practices  that are complexly intertwined with women’s and gender minorities’ identities, without requiring that we completely jettison our communal affiliations or associated identities.

These multifaceted struggles reflect South African women’s and gender minorities’ heterogeneous intersectional identities. At the same time, women and gender minorities must unite in momentary, essentialist alliances to defend their hard-won constitutional and political gains. The gendered engagements in these diverse arenas have created numerous challenges. How are these gendered needs being asserted in relation to other aspects of cultural and economic inequalities, and are these expressions mutually reinforcing or contradictory? How effectively are class- and race-based tensions between NGO staff and the women they represent mediated as South African women’s and gender NGOs become increasingly reliant upon professional staff? Have feminists been cognizant of the diversity of gender movements (such as LGBTI and critical men’s organizations) and other movements for social and economic justice in the country? How, if at all, has the critical men’s movement addressed issues of homophobia? Do these strategies sufficiently represent the rich diversities and highly contingent nature of gendered struggles? How do we translate these claims for more complex forms of social, cultural, and economic rights into nuanced, effective policy?

If we are to support a radical realization of women’s gender rights as they intersect with other aspects of inequality, we need to build alliances across diversity rather than assume shared solidarity. We also need to renovate the theoretical concepts to talk about these developments. Ultimately, the alignments of patriarchal power in the contemporary postapartheid moment have begun to harden and are expressed in novel ways that reshape the conventional meanings of femininities and masculinities to produce new forms of gender inequalities. South African feminists must heed these new gender inequalities in order to map out strategies of struggle and alliance building across the social and political spectrum.




 Femocrats, the State, and the National Gender Machinery 

Women’s activism during the transitional negotiations helped enshrine gender equality as a central aspect of the new South African constitution. The equality clause in Section 9 of the constitution guarantees equality and freedom from discrimination for all, regardless of race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and disability. The constitution framed the vision of gender equality in the newfound democracy; however, the substantive realization of this right had to be propelled by other means.

Women’s gendered gains in the new state were reinforced in two ways. First, citizens recognized that the skewed economy, which mainly privileged white South Africans, needed to change. Consequently, the Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP), implemented between 1994 and 1996, focused on a people-centered transformation of the economy. Gender was poorly conceived in the program; nevertheless, the RDP set the basis, in the local context, for the formulation and implementation of gender mainstreaming and for the gender budgeting project in the Ministry of Finance. Second, South Africa became a signatory to key international and continental conventions formulated by international and continental institutions such as the United Nations and the African Union. South Africa became a signatory to CEDAW in 1994 and ratified the Beijing Platform for Action as well as the AU protocols on human rights, which recognize women’s human rights. (The need to expand the AU protocols to include LGBTI rights was and remains barely recognized.)

[image: 002]

Women’s representation at various levels of the government and the institutionalization of gender machinery are the key gains of the South African women’s movement in the postapartheid era. After the 1994 election, the demands that the Women’s National Coalition (WNC) made in the Women’s Charter for Effective Equality laid the basis for women’s representation in all levels of government and for the founding of the gender machinery. Women constituted 27 percent of the members of parliament, including a number of key feminists, but secured only 7 percent of the cabinet posts in the Mandela government. The number of women cabinet ministers increased to 45 percent in 2004, during President Thabo Mbeki’s tenure (1999 to 2008), including South Africa’s first woman deputy state president, Phumzile Hlambo-Ngcuka.

Between 1994 and 2002 the South African government committed itself to mainstreaming gender representation throughout the various levels of the state and in policy formulation and implementation. The Mandela government established the Office on the Status of Women and conceived the National Framework for Women’s Empowerment, a policy designed to oversee gender mainstreaming in state departments and policies. Another key outcome of South Africa’s commitment to CEDAW was the Joint Standing Committee on Improvement of Quality of Life and Status of Women (JSCLSW), together with the Reproductive Alliance, gave impetus to the gender-mainstreaming processes in the state and international recognition to South Africa’s commitment to gender equality (Hassim 2006). In addition, the Commission on Gender Equality  was established as an independent body to monitor the implementation of gender equality in the state and the private sector.

The feminist parliamentarians’ activism in the early days of the Mandela presidency and the formation of the national gender machinery saw a number of policy gains for women. The porous boundaries between femocrats and activists in civil society also strengthened the fight to formulate new gender-sensitive legislation and to transform key legislation to take into account men’s and women’s gendered needs. These changes included the revision of a slew of legislation to remove the most egregious aspects of gender discrimination. Consequently, the Domestic Violence Act, Child Maintenance Act, Customary Law on Marriages Act, and changes in labor legislation acknowledged sexual harassment and made improvements in women’s employment conditions.

Feminist activism in population, social development, and financial policies brought about important gendered changes as well. Individual femocrats, such as Noziziwe Madlala Routledge, Pregs Govender, and, for a time, Frene Ginwala played key roles in parliament in formulating gender-sensitive legislation and challenging the state’s budgetary priorities, especially for military defense. In 1996 Statistics South Africa, the office responsible for gathering demographic data, began collecting gender-disaggregated data. These statistics have revealed the extent of reported rapes, raised the general population’s awareness of gender-based violence, and galvanized civil society. At the same time, a number of well-known women announced publicly that they had been subjected to sexual assault, and some famous male sports personalities were exposed as violent abusers.3 As I show below, most of the NGOs concerned with gender-based violence were founded between 1995 and 1997, in response to the heightened awareness of the extent of the problem.

In addition, femocrats’ actions on the government Finance Committee, buttressed by the commitments made in the Reconstruction and Development Program, saw the formulation of the Women’s Budget Initiative, begun by Pregs Govender, ANC member of parliament, and Debbie Budlender, feminist economist, in 1995.4 This budget initiative sought to disaggregate the national budget in terms of its impact on men and women while taking into account their different social locations across race, generation, ethnicity, and the rural-urban divide. The Women’s Budget Initiative was, initially, well received by the new finance minister, Trevor Manuel, who committed to integrating gender into the macroeconomic policy (Govender 2007). At the time, feminists in parliament were also fairly accessible to their activist colleagues in civil-society organizations. Consequently, the JSCLSW together with the Reproductive Rights Alliance, a feminist forum, set out to formulate and lobby  support for the Termination of Pregnancy Act. This act, which guarantees all women the right to reproductive choice, was passed in 1996, two years after feminist activism in support of it was initiated. Likewise, the Domestic Violence Act of 1998 gave victims the right to seek police protection from assault and assistance in finding temporary shelter. The review of other key legislation, such as the Sexual Offenses Act and various bills governing women’s rights under customary law, was protracted, however. When the Sexual Offenses Act was finally changed in 2003, rape was more broadly defined to recognize that men, women, and children are potential victims and incorporated any coercive act of penetration of the anus or genital organs.

Femocrats met uneven success in bringing about gendered transformation in customary laws. Initially, the changes in the Customary Marriages Act were made relatively swiftly and elevated women, especially black women, to equal partnership in customary marriages, while still recognizing the status of African and other legal traditions. However, the ruling African National Congress party has been loath to challenge the traditional chiefs’ sole powers over the traditional courts and control over communal land in rural areas, because these chiefs are called upon to deliver votes to the ruling party during national elections. Subsequently, proposed changes to customary laws that infringe on women’s rights have proved to be the most difficult to change (personal conversation with Pregs Govender, November 2008). During the 1990s the Rural Women’s Movement (RWM) drew attention to the gendered discrimination that in particular black rural women faced under customary laws, especially in relation to landownership and inheritance.

The RWM, supported by feminists in the WNC and parliament, protested the traditional chiefs’ sole rights to allocate access to communal lands, since women formed the majority of the rural population and they especially required guaranteed access to land for their own and their households’ survival. Despite women’s activism, the call to gender the Communal Land Rights Bill was defeated, and the legislation was passed in 2004. Traditional leaders were given autocratic power over access to and use of land in rural areas, where the population is overwhelmingly feminine. The constitutionality of the act is currently being challenged (Groenewald 2008). Similarly, the Bill on Customary Inheritance and Succession and the Traditional Courts Bill are currently being debated in parliament; they place rural women in a vulnerable position as regards their right to inheritance and to justice. The traditional male chiefs’ legally entrenched powers over rural resources in these impoverished feminized contexts, and the associated defeat of a feminist agenda, has meant that an exaggerated form of culturally inscribed respectable femininity has become the only means to assert some claims to resources.

Women’s physical presence in the state has increased, but while they have diversified the gendered makeup of the state, they have not necessarily acted to realize the citizenship rights of the poorest sector of our population, namely, poor women and their dependents, located in the vast urban informal settlements and the rural periphery. All of the women cabinet ministers in government are members of the erstwhile liberation movement, the African National Congress. However, they are by no means feminists, nor can they be trusted to act in women’s gendered interests. Femocrats, such as Frene Ginwala, Pregs Govender, Phumzile Hlambo-Ngcuka, and Noziziwe Madlala Routledge, who were vociferous lobbyists for gender-sensitive policies, have been silenced, as their energies are channeled into other arenas of governance or as they have been marginalized. Other femocrats, especially those who are members of the ruling African National Congress Women’s League, have jettisoned the gender agenda, as they assert their primary loyalty to the male leaders in the African National Congress and depend on these men’s patronage. Their presence in the state exemplifies how women’s presence in the state does not guarantee their support for the substantive realization of gender justice.

For instance, President Mbeki’s cabinet has had the highest number of women ministers in history; however, their policies have undermined women’s gendered socioeconomic and health interests. Geraldine Fraser Moleketi extended access to the child welfare grant to all racial groups but cut the value of the grant to a minimum amount during her tenure as minister of social development. The New Women’s Movement in the Western Cape protested her actions but was dismissed as a minority group because most of the members happened to be poor colored women. When she became minister of public service and administration, her policy actions initiated the biggest civil servant strike in postapartheid South Africa, in 2007. This sector consists of a feminized workforce and incorporates public school teachers and nurses. Mbeki’s minister of health, Manto Tshabalala-Msimang, is an AIDS denialist, and refused to provide affordable access to antiretroviral (ARVs) drugs to poor people living with HIV/AIDS. Women, who are the most vulnerable to infection and constitute the majority of caregivers, have borne the brunt of the minister’s decision. When health deputy minister Noziziwe Madlala Routledge challenged these decisions, she was dismissed from the cabinet.

Fourteen years on, it is clear that the equality clauses enshrined in the constitution and the national gender machinery have provided women with access to state power. Many feminists have chosen to focus their energies working as women’s rights advocates at diverse levels in the state, to ensure that state resources are used to deliver on policy changes. These advocates, such as the  Gender Advocacy Project in the Western Cape and the Center for Applied Legal Studies at the University of the Witwatersrand, have been able to influence policy makers because of their close alliance with women in the state. And as noted in 1995, “If the gains women have made at the constitutional, legal, and parliamentary levels are to be meaningful, the legacy of gender, race and class exploitation and oppression handed down mainly to black women, particularly black working class and rural women will have to be aggressively addressed by both the government and society as a whole” (Kemp et al. 1995, 157). Subsequently, the women’s and gender movements have been articulated as rights-based approaches that have informed the growth and institutionalization of NGOs. And the gendered identities through which these claims to rights are expressed have grown exponentially, challenging and reinforcing the socioeconomic and religio-cultural status quo. There has been an increase in NGOs addressing information, education, and support networks on gender-based violence, shelter, and sexualities, especially on LGBTI issues. At the same time, the complex global donor-funding environment and the technocratic approach to gender mainstreaming have necessitated the professionalization of the NGO sector. Consequently, more skilled women and men, often with tertiary-level education, are employed to do the work, thereby initiating class-infused tensions. These workers share class identities with state representatives, and they often tend to expend their energies on strengthening alliances with the former, at the cost of their poorer, less skilled constituencies. In addition, NGO workers are also required to travel abroad, live in hotels, and engage in regional and global-funding and agenda-setting forums such as African Women in Development. Poor women in the local context read these increased travel opportunities for NGO workers as a sign of their growing alienation from the more immediate concerns for survival. These tensions are expressed in the everyday work context as suspicion and distrust and have delayed or threatened many well-intended work agendas.

A shift has occurred in poor women’s activism and the actions of feminists who support them, sparked by the growth in socioeconomic inequality in recent years and the sea change in government’s economic strategies since 1996. The plight of women farmworkers, rural women, and poor women living in urban informal settlements has accentuated the sharp contradictions between the formal rights-based discourse of the South African constitution and the growing socioeconomic inequalities brought on by neoliberal economic policies. These women have thrown their lot in with issue-based movements, focused on the demands for the realization of socioeconomic rights. Also, those feminists interested in emancipatory politics have begun to question femocrats’  ability to influence policy necessary to bring about much-needed structural transformation so that substantive gender equality is realized. In fact, some of our hard-won feminist gains in the state, such as the Women’s Budget Initiative, have been rolled back, especially after the state embraced the conservative neoliberal macroeconomic policy, Growth, Employment, and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR), in 1996.

This new economic policy was implemented in consultation with the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank (Govender 2007) and in keeping with global economic shifts (Salo 2005). GEAR is South Africa’s own homegrown structural adjustment program that required cuts in social spending and trade liberalization. At the same time, the South African state’s approach to the HIV/AIDS pandemic was also set back by President Thabo Mbeki’s much-publicized AIDS denialism. The economic policy shift, and the state’s reluctance to actively promote antiretroviral medication as one of the primary means to assist people living with AIDS, marked a new era for all social movements in South Africa, including the women’s movement. Women’s rights activists had come to realize that, while necessary, the gender transformation in legislation has proved to be insufficient in improving the lives of the majority of South African women and of sexual minorities. By the late 1990s, feminists, like other post-apartheid social movements, had grasped that the transformation in women’s gendered rights could not be entirely entrusted to the state, even one run by an erstwhile progressive liberation movement in a new democracy (Hassim 2005).

Feminist activism institutionalized in tertiary education and NGOs, is issue based and more closely aligned with women’s diverse ethnic, religious, and class identities as well as diverse sexual orientations. At the same time, a critical men’s movement has also surfaced, as feminist men have begun to interrogate the link between masculinities and women’s oppression. The diversification and professionalization of feminist activism have also raised questions about the possibilities and challenges of alliance building between the various sectors of the women’s movement across the divides of class, urban and rural locations, and sexual orientation, as well as between women and the critical men’s movement.




 Activism in the Academy: Skilling for the Femocratic Dictatorship? 

Women’s activism in the antiapartheid movement between 1980 and the 1990s has contributed much to the institutionalization of women and gender studies  (WGS) departments and courses in the South African academies. These courses and programs grew exponentially in the postapartheid transition, assisted by the new democratic era and the international institutionalization of gender mainstreaming in the United Nations and other global bodies, as well as the Beijing Platform for Action in 1995.

Many women5 who were active in the antiapartheid women’s movement of the 1980s were also employed in the academy as researchers and lecturers. Most of these courses and programs were first offered at universities that were considered to be antagonistic to the South African state, such as the Universities of the Western Cape, Cape Town, Witwatersrand, and (then) Natal. These women identified the need to include gender as a key analytical tool alongside class and race, as part of the progressive social science tool kit at the time. Consequently, many of the women and gender studies courses were of the socialist feminist (see, for example, Volbrecht 1986) or Africanist (see, for example, Qunta 1987) variety, examining the relationship between women’s gender interests and working-class movements or recuperating African notions of gendered personhood. These women mediated the institutional bureaucratic structures to establish women and gender studies courses across the various disciplines or grow fully fledged women and gender studies departments that offered undergraduate and postgraduate programs.

In addition, they also tackled the masculinist institutional culture and associated employment policies at these institutions, pushing for changes in the policies governing parental leave and establishing sexual harassment policies where none existed. So, for example, Rhoda Kadalie, a prominent women’s rights scholar at the University of the Western Cape, formulated the first sexual harassment policy at a South African tertiary institution, in 1992. Since then, women and gender studies courses and full programs are available at nine out of twenty-seven tertiary institutions—the highest number of WGS sites on the continent (Boswell 2003).6 While most of the courses tend to be informed by Western-based feminist thought and writers, women and gender studies at the University of the Western Cape and the University of Cape Town have begun to focus their curricula on African feminist thinkers and women’s movements on the African continent. Feminist scholars’ establishment of and contribution to two feminist journals, namely, Agenda, located at the Agenda Feminist Project in Kwa Zulu Natal, and Feminist Africa, based at the African Gender Institute at the University of Cape Town, have provided much-needed material to enrich WGS curricula. These journals have also assisted in sustaining WGS as a viable project within the academy, while informing research and policy agendas.

Many WGS graduates form the labor pool that provides skilled employees for the NGO sector. In this manner, organic alliances are built and sustained across the academy-civil society divide. However, these alliances tend to be exclusive to women from the educated classes and, in most cases, unwittingly inform the growing divide between the NGO sector and poor, nonliterate, and rural women. Feminist scholars also straddle the academy-activist divide with a fair degree of discomfort. The pressure to adhere to the strict professional publish-or-perish requirements has increased as the South African academy has become managerial in character, and the boundaries of “legitimate” knowledge are more closely policed through the expectation of publication in peer-reviewed international journals. The latter requirement leaves little room for more experimental, innovative modes of knowledge production because these will not be considered as fitting the institutional requirements of accredited publications.

We debate quietly whether it is best to leave our activism at the doors of higher learning, to limit ourselves to the publication and research requirements of the academy, or to continue collaboration with the NGO and grassroots women’s organizations as scholar-activists but risk institutional disparagement about our claims to being bona fide scholars. Yet the success of feminist scholarship and mentoring is reflected in the increasing numbers of graduates in women and gender studies who are employed in the gender-NGO sector. Their increasing numbers in this sector have changed the organizational culture and introduced new power dynamics even as their skills have facilitated access to much-needed donor-funded resources.




 NGOs and the Professionalization of Feminist Organizations in Civil Society 

As stated above, the NGO environment has shifted as the funding environment has become more complex and the need for professionally trained NGO staff has increased. This is especially so in the field of gender-based violence as individual women seek assistance with shelter and litigation. However, the movement against the violation7 to women’s bodies has met with mixed success. The numbers of NGOs offering services in this field has grown extensively, and now these services are offered to women living in informal urban settlements and rural areas. However, the tendency to ignore poor women’s embeddedness in social relations especially in impoverished areas, and the antiviolation activists’ focus on women’s rights as supposed autonomous individuals, has hindered this struggle. Most women don’t bring formal charges against abusive partners, and  those who do initiate litigation against their abusive partners tend to withdraw the charges later. These NGOs and shelters cannot offer the women long-term solutions, and they risk social sanction from their families and social networks when they seek assistance. As a result, some NGOs have begun to use a more holistic approach and target men and the elders in communities in their efforts to combat bodily and emotional violation of women.

General public awareness about the extent of these physical and emotional violations in general and rape in particular grew as collection of rape statistics improved and the police department was pushed to improve its victim-support services. General public support for women’s struggles against gender-based violence has also strengthened, particularly among some men because the issue is so closely linked with widespread concern about safety and security in South African society. Mention has already been made of prominent women who spoke out publicly about their experiences as rape victims. These rape incidents drew attention to the intimate nature of rape as a sexual crime. The systemic socioeconomic roots of gendered violation and of rape in particular were highlighted by the heinous rape of Baby Tshepang in 2002 and by the shelter movement.

Most of the NGOs concerned with the protection and delivery of women’s rights have mainly been concerned about gender-based violence. A few, such as the Gender Advocacy Project (in Cape Town) and Gender Links (based in Johannesburg), tend to monitor gender mainstreaming in more than one area, such as the media, local and national government, and health delivery services.

Most NGOs that provide services in education, legal support, and psychological counseling for victims of gender-based violence were founded in the mid-1990s and tend to be based in the urban areas. The NGOs concerned with this issue include the Network Against Violence Against Women and the Rape Crisis Center as well as the St. Anne’s Home and Saartjie Baartman Center for women and children, based in Cape Town; Masimanyane Women’s Support Center, based in East London; and the NISAA Institute for Women’s Development, Agisanang Domestic Abuse and Training (ADAPT), and Tshwaranang Legal Advocacy Center, all based in Guateng. The services that these NGOs offer require a diverse set of skilled personnel, ranging from lawyers and medical practitioners to psychological counselors and social workers. Their clients tend to be mainly black8 working-class women living in urban townships and informal settlements or who are homeless and living on the city streets.

At NGOs such as Saartjie Baartman and St. Anne’s Home, shelter is offered to women and children for a period ranging from one month to two years, and  some empowerment skills are offered to the women, including computer skills and arts and crafts. However, few of these shelters have instituted a tracking system to establish whether the counseling and training offered to the women have assisted them in becoming relatively independent in the long term (Maharaj 2008). Even though some NGOs such as Tshwaranang and Masimanyane extend their services to remote rural areas, there is a lack of services for victims of gender-based violence in rural areas. Shelter services offered by organizations such as NISAA, St. Anne’s Home, Saartjie Baartman, and ADAPT experience an overwhelming need for shelter from domestic abuse in urban contexts where housing shortages are critical. Their inability to meet poor women’s and children’s demands for safe shelter, security, and skills to obtain employment in the long term points to the limitations of the individual rights- based approach to ending gendered abuse. NGOs such as NISAA and ADAPT acknowledge the deeper socioeconomic aspects of gender violation that require a transformative approach and partnership with the state, but to which the latter turns a blind eye.




 ADAPT: Men as Part of a More Effective End to Gender Violation? 

Agisanang Domestic Abuse and Training (ADAPT) is a nongovernmental organization that was founded in Alexandra township by Mmatshilo Motsei, in 1992. Motsei says that she became aware of women’s and children’s experiences of violence while working as a researcher for a health policy center at Wits University. ADAPT defines gender-based violence as a symptom of wider structural economic violence. Motsei argues that women in Alex experience abuse “not only from men, but from the state.” She says that “homelessness, joblessness, high levels of crime in a culturally conservative, patriarchal society are some of the challenges that women in Alex had to, and continue to contend with.” In an attempt to raise awareness of the multiple, gendered, and socioeconomic roots of women’s abuse, and the social costs of gender-based violence, ADAPT has used a holistic approach to end gender-based violence and incorporated men, women, young people, and the elderly in “a community empowerment model that emphasises the influence and responsibility of the whole community in the prevention” of women’s violation.9

More than other NGOs and shelters, ADAPT acknowledges that poor black women are subjected to interlinked forms of structural and interpersonal violence. The organization attempts to address the causes of gender violation at multiple social and psychological levels by targeting men and women in their  programs. The organization offers counseling and support services and gender-sensitivity training for men and mentoring for young boys in an attempt to prevent abuse. Motsei argues that “ADAPT aims to achieve a society free from domestic and sexual violence against women, through the creative participation of both men and women.” ADAPT’s prevention strategy focuses on transforming the meanings and practices of masculinities in the local context. This inclusive approach marks the shift in a local feminist approach to engage with and interrogate practices of masculinities and that targets men primarily as means to end the violence. However, more radical feminists are critical of such an approach because men become the primary focus and are the recipients of services and other precious resources. ADAPT’s engagement with women and their relationships with men and children have brought to the surface the limitations in the palliative approach termed gender-based violence that regards the woman as an autonomous actor who is not embedded in a web of social relationships. Our failure to recognize the interlinkages between structural and more personal forms of violation, as well as the turn to “culture” as a means to manage these violations and to respond accordingly, has informed the contradictions between the demands for gender rights, on the one hand, and religio-cultural rights, on the other. These contradictions have found expression in the heady rise of ethnonationalist masculinity, exemplified by the Jacob Zuma rape trial.




The Jacob Zuma Rape Trial: Gender Rights, Cultural Rights, Masculinities, and the Challenges of Common Sisterhood 

The rape charges brought against erstwhile South African deputy vice president Jacob Zuma and the subsequent trial in November 2006 became the lode-stone for unified women’s activism against gender-based violence and the debate on women’s rights, masculinities, and cultural rights. Briefly, here is the background of the story. In November 2005 a thirty-one-year-old woman, “Kwezi,” who was a family friend of Jacob Zuma, and who considered Zuma her “uncle,” claimed that Zuma had raped her at his home, where she was staying for the night.

The trial itself became the stage on which issues that lay at the heart of the debate about gender rights and cultural rights played themselves out. By then Jacob Zuma had been fired by President Mbeki, ostensibly because he was involved in corrupt dealings related to the notorious armaments deal. Many already considered Zuma to be the innocent victim of Mbeki’s attempts to sabotage the former’s presidential hopes. The rape charges were added to this  heady mix. The arguments about the gendered propriety expected of Zulu persons were central to the trial. Throughout the trial, Zuma deliberately marked himself as the traditional Zulu man-warrior. He wore traditional Zulu dress and testified in isi-Zulu, despite being fluent in English, the language of the justice system. In his testimony Zuma argued that he had understood that Kwezi had “consented to sex within the context of Zulu norms around sexual relations” because she was wearing a kanga (sarong) and no underwear and sat in a particular way (Vetten 2007, 438). He also argued that he had aroused her sexually, and he could not stop because, in Zulu culture, this was tantamount to rape. The defense also used her sexual history to portray the young woman as a cunning seductress, who did not behave in the appropriate manner expected of a respectful Zulu woman.

Outside the court, many Zuma supporters appeared, men and women, old and young, wearing T-shirts bearing his image and the words “100% Zulu Boy.” At the end of the first day of the trial, Zuma appeared singing “Umshini Wami” (Bring Me My Machine Gun) to an adoring crowd of supporters. This song resonated both with the notions of masculinities tied up with warfare (in this case “a war” against Mbeki’s alleged victimization of Zuma) and with the symbolized male power defiant in the face of the rape trial by a court system based on colonial legal traditions (see Vetten 2007).

In opposition to the performance of Zulu cultural identity, women’s activists, mainly from urban-based women’s organizations such as People Opposed to Women’s Abuse, appeared wearing kangas and placards protesting the gender stereotypes used in the trial in defense of Zuma. Often the two opposing sides became embroiled in verbal slinging matches, and in at least one incident, a woman thought to be the defendant was stoned. At the same time, women’s organizations who supported the protests against gender-based violence outside the court founded the One in Nine Campaign, launched as an advocacy campaign to provide support for Kwezi, the complainant.

Three of the gender-violence advocacy organizations tried to assist as amici curiae and to highlight the problems surrounding criminal law in relation to rape charges that put the plaintiff at an inherent disadvantage. Race became another complicating factor, even as these women’s organizations sought to support the complainant in sisterly solidarity. The complainant rejected the offer for legal support from the women’s organizations, but they intervened anyway, possibly “in the interests of the wider cause” (Suttner 2007). The legal experts from the organizations were white, the complainant black, thus raising the ever-thorny racial and class divide between the leadership in women’s organizations and their clientele. The decision to override the complainant’s  request also emphasized black women’s constant complaint that their voices and decisions are often silenced by white women’s actions. Suttner asks whether “these intentions had to be implemented against the will of the person affected most. . . . Should one not ask whether the complainant would not have been undermined and overridden again, thus further disempowering her as a human being?” (ibid., 16).

Yet despite all these fractures that marked the solidarity of the women’s rape protests at the trial, the One in Nine Campaign successfully extended its campaign to launch ongoing protests outside courtrooms, in solidarity with rape survivors who have brought charges against their assailants. In addition, they continue to emphasize the secondary victimization that rape survivors are subjected to when they are faced with insensitive police and discriminatory rules of evidence in the legal process. Their campaign calls for a reformulation of criminal evidence permitted in rape trials that correct the inherent gender bias. Most of the participants in the actual protests are black, mainly urban-based women, reflecting the campaign’s increasing ability to reach over and cross the racial divide in solidarity against gender-based violence.

The Zuma trial also surfaced responses from members of the critical men’s movement, such as the Sonke Gender Justice Network and Men as Partners Network. These men draw attention to the egregious practices of dominant masculinities in South Africa through their campaigns such as the Annual Men’s March Against Gender-Based Violence held in December, during the Sixteen Days of Activism Against Violence Against Women. They were critical of the militaristic, ethnonationalist meanings of masculinity that were exhibited during the Zuma trial. In their report on the status of women, the South Africa Country Report, they remark that Zuma’s failure to restrain misogynistic protests at his trial represented the “potential for senior leaders to undermine gender transformation” (Sonke Gender Justice Network 2007). However, these critical men’s movements confine their concerns to misogyny, their membership remains exclusively heterosexual, and they have yet to begin to address issues such as homophobia.




 NGOs and the Limitations of the Professional Feminist Movement 

Like the nongovernmental organizations discussed earlier, the One in Nine Campaign’s advocacy in the aftermath of the Zuma trial remains focused on an individual rights-based approach to women’s rights for gender justice. Such rights-based approaches assist all women by addressing the gender biases, regardless  of race or class, that we face when seeking state services. Rights-based approaches come up against the limitations of socioeconomic constraint when the solution to poor women’s gendered issues cannot be successfully addressed without meaningful change in their economic statuses. It is not surprising that many women seek alternative solutions in men’s crude expressions of tradition and a reified cultural identity. Individualist approaches to gendered problems do not address different cultural notions of gendered personhood that are relational.

Ordinary women, especially the poor based in the urban informal settlements and rural areas, want the gendered aspect of socioeconomic inequalities addressed, particularly in relation to health care and access to basic services such as water, sanitation, housing, and employment. In addition, they may want a transformation in religio-cultural practices that are more equitable without necessarily denigrating or leaving their communities or repudiating their relational identities. In some cases where rights-based NGOs have worked with poor women to address their issues, these erstwhile “clients” develop a radical gender consciousness and often push these organizations to assume a more radical position in relation to agency, the demand for socioeconomic rights, and a radical expansion of cultural practices to incorporate gender equality.

In the next section I look at two rights-based NGOs where the concerns of the poor women have given rise to tensions within the organization about agenda priorities or transformed the organizational agenda. Women activists’ growing awareness of the interrelatedness between local conditions and global politics and trade has led them to adopt a more multipronged strategy in their struggles for gender justice. This has required these organizations to engage in local campaigns and to participate in international campaigns in partnership with like-minded international NGOs such as ActionAid International and Oxfam. First I examine the relationship between the Women on Farms Project (WFP) and Sikhula Sonke. I then look at the status of women in the renowned HIV/AIDS rights organization Treatment Action Campaign (TAC).




 Thinking Global, Acting Local: Women on Farms and the Sikhula Sonke Trade Union 

The Women on Farms Project developed in 1992 to address the rights of women farmworkers, particularly in the Western Cape. The NGO workers, who mainly consist of professionally trained women, traditionally gained access to the women farmworkers via a grassroots organization, Vroue Regte Groepe  (Women’s Rights Organizations on Farms). Commissioned research on workers’ living conditions on farms revealed the bleak reality of poverty among farmworkers and the increasingly harsh levels of labor exploitation.

In a 2003 study researchers found that most farmworkers were now employed mainly as informal, casual workers with an increase in the feminization of work in the deciduous fruit and wine industry (SANPERI 2008). These findings led the NGO to conclude that the globalization of the South African deciduous fruit and wine industry, the increased vulnerabilities of farmworkers, their socioeconomic rights, and their conditions of employment were interconnected. So despite the celebration of the rights-based discourse in South Africa, these farmworkers’ activism indicated that local women’s claims for rights, via NGOs such as Women on Farms, was limited if the conditions of the global trade system were not addressed. At the same time that the WFP was uncovering the extent of women farmworkers’ vulnerabilities, donor funding in the postapartheid context was declining. The WFP grew increasingly critical about its dependency on donor agencies for funding and worried about the implications of potential closure for its primary constituency, the extremely vulnerable farmworkers. The WFP met with farm women and decided to establish “a membership organization of women, led by women.”10

Sikhula Sonke11 was constituted on South African Women’s Day, August 9, 2004, and registered as a trade union for women farmworkers later that year. The trade union has thirty-three hundred members living on farms in the scenic fruit- and wine-producing valleys of the Western Cape. Sikhula Sonke calls itself a social movement labor union, fighting for the rights of marginalized women workers. Sikhula Sonke’s local campaigns have raised awareness about farmworkers’ and women farmworkers’ particular gendered vulnerabilities to poor employment conditions, evictions from farms, alcoholism, HIV/AIDS, gender-based violence, and dependence upon men.

On the international front, Sikhula Sonke has collaborated with ActionAid International to raise awareness of women farmworkers’ impoverishment among the shoppers and shareholders of transnational companies, such as the Tesco supermarket chain in the United Kingdom, which purchase South African produce. At their presentation to the Tesco annual meeting in the UK, in 2006, Sikhula Sonke member and farmworker Gertruida Baartman said that “TESCO can say good things, but the truth is the people are not treated well here” (on South African farms).

The general secretary, Wendy Pekeur, acknowledges that the process of farm women’s empowerment is a long and difficult road, but she argues that this model of unionizing focused on women’s rights and leadership in the labor  movement will benefit everyone in the long run.12 Sikhula Sonke’s relative success is the outcome of collaborative partnerships between grassroots women’s organizations, nongovernmental organizations in the local context, on one hand, and international collaboration with social movements’ NGOs, on the other. The organization’s simultaneous practical engagements at the local and global levels challenge Maxine Molyneux’s (1985) classic distinction between women’s practical and strategic gender needs to categorize women’s movements as reformist or transformational. These practices are considered both reformist and transformational in Molyneux’s schema, and call for “feminists to take [conceptual] account of the multiple levels at which the struggle for women’s substantive rights [are being] waged” (Salo 2005, 66). Also, the trade unionists from Sikhula Sonke engage as equals with scholar-activists who straddle the divide between these organizations and the academy, often challenging incorrect or ineffective conceptual descriptions of their realities. Consequently, the apparently class-inflected knowledge and power boundaries between the women in the academy and women workers have become exceedingly porous. Conceptual hierarchies such as those posed by Molyneux appear to be false binaries that fail to capture the complex simultaneous strategies that the organization employs.




 Sexual Rights: Gendered Alliances on the Margins of Heteropatriarchy 

The close relationship between gender justice and broader social justice is also represented in poor women’s choice to support broader social justice movements that are often led by males. These women’s membership raises questions about the possibilities of negotiating gender inequities within mass-based social movements. The HIV/AIDS pandemic and the social movement it birthed, the Treatment Action Campaign, is the keystone for key debates on the intersection of gender, sexuality, and socioeconomic justice in South Africa. The Treatment Action Campaign is a mass-based organization led by a black homosexual middle-class man and consisting primarily of women who are heterosexual, black, and poor. Both these groups are on the margins of heteropatriarchy. TAC is a social movement founded to demand poor people’s right to access antiretroviral medications. TAC was established in 1998 when a small number of protesters in Cape Town demanded antiretroviral treatment for pregnant women to reduce the risks of transmission to their unborn children. Since then the organization’s membership has grown into a popular social movement of approximately 20,000 members, most of whom are black, poor,  working-class women. However, TAC’s most recognizable, celebrated image is embodied in its founder, the openly gay, charismatic Zackie Achmat. The tensions that emerge about gay, educated, middle-class men leading an overwhelmingly heterosexual women’s organization pose novel debates about intersectionality, power, and alliance between gendered identities on the margins of heteropatriarchy.

The structural determinants of HIV/AIDS such as mobility, poverty, and gender inequalities in South Africa place black heterosexual women most at risk of contracting the infection. Almost 60 percent of adults living with HIV are women (Medical Research Council 2005) while young women aged between fifteen years and twenty-four years have an HIV incidence that is eight times higher than for men of the same age (Shisana 2005). Women bear the brunt of care associated with the epidemic because they are the primary caregivers in more than two-thirds of the households in this region (VSO 2006, cited in Meintjies-Moakes 2008). Lesbian women have been at risk of infection through a unique form of gender-based violence termed corrective rape.13  Heterosexual men who feel threatened by lesbian women’s apparent independent sexual choices and fear the stigma attached to HIV/AIDS have targeted lesbian women HIV/AIDS activists who have disclosed their sexual preference. Similarly, though, the stigma attached to homosexuality, the widespread and deep-rooted homophobia in South African society, and the relative anonymity of the lifestyle have also placed these men at risk of infection, too.

Initially in South Africa, as in the United States, HIV/AIDS was first identified in another gender minority, namely, homosexual men. As a result, AIDS activism is historically rooted in the gay-rights campaigns that were part of the broad antiapartheid movement. The antiracist, antihomophobia AIDS-rights struggle was simultaneously embodied in personalities such as Zackie Achmat, Simon Nkoli,14 and Edwin Cameron, who were all fierce adversaries of the apartheid state, openly gay, and also infected with HIV. Achmat and others applied the political lessons learned in the antiapartheid struggle in TAC to demand dignity, equality, and affordable treatment for people living with HIV/AIDS. TAC has used a mix of strategies to great effect to promote the rights of people living with HIV/AIDS. They have, at times, collaborated with the South African state and protested the actions of the international biomedical industry and the state, while educating people about coping with HIV/AIDS and antiretrovirals in communities. They have also gendered their campaign by focusing on pregnant women’s rights to affordable medication.

Initially, TAC’s adversarial approach was aimed at the transnational pharmaceutical industry to protest their monopoly over the production of antiretroviral  medication and the block on wider access to generic drugs. Later, TAC’s opposition vis-à-vis the South African state increased when the latter failed to implement the national AIDS Plan15 or to make good on its legal victory against a major pharmaceutical company to make medication more affordable. The animosity reached the breaking point when President Mbeki, supported by his health minister, publicly announced his doubts that HIV caused AIDS and questioned the efficacy of ARVs. The health ministry balked at providing ARVs through the public health system. In 2002 TAC successfully challenged the state at the Constitutional Court to ensure pregnant women’s access to ARVs to prevent mother-to-child transmission. Yet despite this court decision, the ministry steadfastly refused to provide ARVs. Zackie Achmat protested the state’s refusal by deciding to forgo his ARV regime and became seriously ill as a result. After Nelson Mandela intervened, the health minister agreed to provide ARVs freely to people living with HIV/AIDS, and TAC ordered Achmat to end his ARV “fast.” However, the minister’s steadfast AIDS denialism, coupled with the stigma associated with HIV/AIDS, continues to obstruct efficient access to ARVs. This situation has required that TAC and other civil society organizations monitor access to ARVs through the various public health sites and educate people about the ARV regime.

TAC relies on the women who constitute the majority of its members to educate people living with HIV/AIDS about their right to ARVs, about the etiology of the disease, and about healthy lifestyles. Women also mobilize the membership to participate in public protests. Consequently, women have become increasingly empowered within the organization and have demanded that TAC develop a special focus on women’s health, leadership, and violence and provide gender training for men (TAC 2007a). The implementation of these demands has created tensions within the organization, especially about the recognition of women’s contribution to the organization and the sensitivity to gender within the organizational culture. Debates have also surfaced about the meaning of gendered leadership in an organization that represents heterosexual and homosexual men and women affected by HIV/AIDS and the extent to which women are part of TAC’s public face (see Meintjies-Moakes 2008). Until recently, women have mainly been active as volunteers in TAC or employed in its literacy programs. Women were subsequently elected to the National Executive Committee, and a woman, Sipho Mathi, was elected as the general secretary in 2006. However, key women have also resigned from the organization, indicating the difficulties TAC faces as it attempts to be a truly representative organization, fighting for the rights of an  extremely marginalized sector of society, namely, homosexual and heterosexual men and women living with HIV/AIDS.

These internal struggles also raise the question of whether an organization that consists mainly of heterosexual, poor, black, working-class women should also be led by women, and if so, would these women necessarily possess a critical feminist consciousness? And what of a black gay male leadership who is known to be progressive, who acts in the material interests of its members? Is such leadership necessarily unrepresentative? The gender dynamics in TAC raise questions about representation, leadership, and gender essentialism such as whether marginal men can develop a critical feminist consciousness and whether they can legitimately lead an organization that consists mainly of women. Furthermore, they also raise innovative questions about the fractures of gender and power associated with marginal, intersectional identities. For example, how do mainly heterosexual women’s organizations build strategic alliances with gay and lesbian organizations? What relations of power are expressed in these alliances?




 HIV and the Homophobia Campaign 

South Africa’s constitution is lauded as one of the most progressive, ensuring its citizens’ freedom from discrimination on the basis of sexual preference. In so doing the state enshrined the human rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex people. However, despite this progressive constitutional protection, homophobia remains an embedded, widespread problem in South African society. Between 2006 and 2008, six “out” black lesbian women and one “out” black gay man were murdered. LGBTI activists suspect that these people were the victims of homophobic attacks (Lee 2008).

Our experience with the HIV/AIDS pandemic has raised difficult questions about the relationship between heterosexual women in the women’s movement and the LGBTI community. However, the campaign against the HIV/AIDS pandemic has also created an opportunity for gay and lesbian organizations and HIV/AIDS rights organizations such as the Treatment Action Campaign to form a strategic alliance to raise public awareness of gay and lesbian people’s rights, as well as the threat of homophobia. The case of Zoliswa Nkonyane, a young lesbian HIV activist, is illustrative of this. Zoliswa, who was open about her positive status and her sexual preference, was murdered in Cape Town in 2006. The attack on her took place when she and a friend were confronted by a girl who called them “tom boys who wanted to be raped” (ibid., 5). The girl summoned a gang of men to assault Zoliswa and her friend. Her friend managed  to escape the attack, but Zoliswa was stoned, stabbed, and beaten to death. Her killers were arrested; however, their trial has been postponed on numerous occasions and remains unresolved. The Triangle Project, a lesbian- and gay-rights organization, and the Treatment Action Campaign have campaigned jointly in the media and led public protests against delays in the justice system. In so doing, they have drawn attention to the deadly threat of homophobia as gay and lesbian people courageously step out of the closet. The eradication of homophobia within mainstream women’s organizations and alliance building between the latter and the LGBTI rights movement still need to be addressed in an effective manner.




 Conclusion 

The flowering of a human rights culture in the early postapartheid era has provided the context in which the struggle for women’s and gender minorities’ human rights have diversified and deepened in South Africa. The increased representation of women in the state and associated feminist activism have ensured the enactment of progressive legislation advancing women’s rights for physical, cultural, and economic autonomy. The slew of progressive gender legislation solidified the gains of the women’s movement; however, it also mapped out a new phase of struggle for the meaningful realization of these rights for women and gender minorities, especially among the poorer sectors of the population. This new phase has been marked by the claims for women’s and gender minorities’ sexual health and reproductive rights in the context of HIV/AIDS.

The implementation of a neoliberal economic policy, GEAR, in 1996, deepened the economic divide between the elite, well-resourced, urban-based sectors of the population and the poor, located in the urban and rural peripheries. Women formed the majority of the poor and rural populations and so suffered the brunt of these economic changes. At the same time, the women’s movement has become increasingly concentrated in the urban-based NGO sector where staff consists of professional, skilled women. Consequently, the socioeconomic divide between poor and rural women and the more educated NGO sector has widened, forcing poor women to struggle for socioeconomic rights in the male-led broader social movements. The campaigns against gender-based violence, especially against rape, remain among the most prominent campaigns that seem to unite women across the racial and class divides. In addition, a critical men’s movement has also emerged in response to women’s sustained critiques of destructive masculinities that fuel gender-based violence.

The need to target women’s claims for gendered rights, simultaneously at the local and global level, is also becoming increasingly prominent. This multipronged strategy is being adopted by the women’s trade union Sikhula Sonke, which emerged from the NGO Women on Farms, and the Treatment Action Campaign against HIV/AIDS. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has exacerbated the socioeconomic divide within the women’s movement; however, it has also provided new opportunities for alliance building in the global and local campaigns to claim women’s and LGBTI people’s sexual health and reproductive rights. It is clear that as the movement for women’s and LGBTI people’s gendered and sexual rights grows, and as a critical men’s movement gains momentum, the debates about how and when alliances are built across the divides of gender, sexual preference, and class will become more prominent in the future.




Notes 

1   I use femocrats in the original Australian feminists’ use of the term to refer to women who have entered the state because they are (1) biologically female and meet the state’s gender quota but do not necessarily support a feminist agenda or (2) feminist activists, who have been awkwardly assimilated into the state under conditions of an untransformed patriarchal culture. They may define the state bureaucracy as a site of struggle in which they seek to gender state policies.
2   The same situation has arisen in Australia, although for different reasons. See Sawer 2007.
3   In 1997 Nomboniso Gasa, a prominent feminist, was raped, and she decided to go public about the assault. Journalist Charlene Smith did the same in 1999, after she had been raped and stabbed in her home. She wrote an article for the Washington Post in June 2000 in which she claimed that rape had become endemic in South Africa. This initiated a bitter debate between Smith and President Mbeki, in which he argued that Smith was maligning black men as HIV-infected rapists with uncontrollable sexual appetites. Both women are well known in feminist circles in the state, and their stories gave further impetus to the struggle against gender-based violence. Cricketer Makhaya Ntini was tried for rape when a young woman, Nomegezi Matokazi, alleged he had raped her in a public bathroom. He was found guilty but acquitted on appeal. The partner of James Small, a popular rugby player, revealed that he subjected her to violent abuse.
4   Debbie Budlender and Pregs Govender were initiators of the Women’s Budget Initiative at the time.
5   These women included inter alia Fatima Meer, Shamim Meer, Vivienne Taylor, Belinda Bazzoli, Rehebohile Moletsane, Hloni Kwenaite, Xoliswa Sibeko, Cheryl de la Rey, Allison Lazarus, Mrs. Kwenaite, Jacklyn Cock, Denise Ackerman, Rhoda Kadalie, Michelle Friedman, Amanda Gouws, Christelle Stander, Isabel Hofmeyer, Sheila Meintjies, Annette Seegers, Cathi Albertyn, Jane Bennett, Shireen Hassim, Terri Barnes, Karen Chubb, Marie Mac Donald, Mickey Flockemann, Cheryl Ann Michael, Zoe Wicomb, Gertrude Fester, Cheryl Potgieter, Sheila Meintjies, Barbara Klugman, Mamphele Ramphele, Mary Simons, Ginny Volbrecht, Anne Mager, Helen Bradford, Desiree Lewis, Cheryl Hendricks, Elaine Salo, Lynn Denney, Debbie Budlender, Pat Horn, Shirley Walters, Di Cooper, Salma Mohammed, and others.
6   University of the Western Cape, University of Cape Town, University of Stellenbosch, Rhodes University, University of Fort Hare, University of Pretoria, University of Johannesburg, University of Kwa Zulu-Natal, and University of South Africa.
7   Thanks to Pat McFadden for insisting on the use of term violation rather than the phrase  gender-based violence as a means to instantiate these complex links between physical and emotional violence and structural, systemic violence.
8   I use black here in the comprehensive sense, to refer to people previously classified as African, colored, and Asian under old apartheid classificatory categories.
9   www.comminit.com/en/node/1822.
10   www.wfp.org.za/content/XID10-history.html.
11   Isi-Xhosa, meaning “We grow together.”
12   Wendy Pekeur interviewed by Koni Benson, October 24, 2006.
13   Interview with Vanessa Ludwig, director, Triangle Project, November 3, 2008.
14   Nkoli died of an AIDS-related illness in 1998.
15   Formulated during the Mandela presidency.
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 SHEREEN ESSOF

 

 

 

On February 8, 2001, representatives of the Zimbabwean women’s movement streamed up the stairs to one of the epicenters of Harare’s alternative culture, the popular leftist venue the Book Café.1 As I walked up the stairs to the café, the energy was palpable as women said their hellos and sat in clusters at tables on the deck of the café, catching up, getting refreshment, and browsing the notices for upcoming poetry readings, music gigs, and political debates, but all the while aware and alert to the question of the day: “Does Zimbabwe have a women’s movement?” This was an intriguing question. The individual women activists, the range of women’s organizations present, from those orientated to technical gender and development frameworks to those advocating for women’s human rights to those naming themselves overtly feminist: all self-identified as a movement, and the question flew in the face of the wide range of robust activity individual activists and women’s organizations had engaged in during the intervening years since Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980.

As the meeting progressed, I became amazed by the spectrum of views generated in the debate. Some questioned whether the activities of Zimbabwean women’s organizations indeed constituted a movement and called for taking stock of its concrete achievements. Others argued that there was a movement, even though it had an organizational face, and that this movement was in a constant state of flux and evolution. As one participant in the debate argued,

 ZIMBABWE

Human Development Index ranking: .513

Gender-Related Development Index value: .505

Gender Empowerment Measure value: not available

 

General

Type of government: Parliamentary

Major ethnic groups: Shona (71%); Ndebele (16%); other African (11%); white (1%); mixed and Asian (1%)

Languages: English (official); Shona; Sindebele

Religions: syncretic; Christian (75%); Christian sects; animist; Muslim

 

Demographics

Population, total (millions), 2005: 13.1

Annual growth rate (%), 2005-2015: 1.0

Total fertility (average number of births per woman): 3.6

Contraceptive prevalence (% of married women aged 15-49): 54

Maternal mortality ratio, adjusted (per 100,000 live births), 2000: 880

 

Women’s Status

Date of women’s suffrage: 1919

Life expectancy: M 41.4; F 40.2

Combined gross enrollment ratio for primary, secondary, and tertiary education (female %), 2005: 51

Gross primary enrollment ratio: 95

Gross secondary enrollment ratio: 35

Gross tertiary enrollment ratio: 3

Literacy (% age 15 and older): M 92.7; F 86.2

 

Political Representation of Women

Seats in parliament (% held by women): 22.2

Legislators, senior officials, and managers (% female): unavailable

Professional and technical workers (% female): unavailable

Women in government at ministerial level (% total): 14.7

 

Economics

Estimated earned income (PPP US$), 2005: M 2,585; F 1,499

Ratio of estimated female to male earned income: .58

Economic activity rate (% female): 64.0

Women in adult labor force (% total): 44 (this figure obtained at the CEDAW Statistical Database)



If we look at the sixties into the eighties, it is clear that women of Zimbabwe have come a long way. We began with a heavy focus on domestic skills, being able to cook, knit, sew, craft, etc., but that was part of the creating—those women’s clubs were fundamental to the women’s movement because in the eighties and nineties we could say, “Fine, we’ve come this far; we need to move a stage further,” and then we went into the women’s rights phase of the movement with added vigor. . . . The problem that I have when people say that we don’t have a movement is I think they are taking a very narrow definition. They have looked at what is going on in someone else’s territory and then decided that because that is not going on here we cannot have a movement. A movement has its roots in its own particular context.


The debate continued as women argued that the movement had been so ideologically weakened that it was reduced to perpetuating the patriarchal status quo. Some felt that women activists in Zimbabwe were at a watershed, being challenged to step out of the box of the predetermined and prescribed solutions and organizational forms of the past and “take a much more grounded and radical stance, rooted in feminist discourse, to confront patriarchy inside and outside our organizational bases.” Muted voices recognized a movement, but described it as “weak” and “disarrayed.” One commentator later was to refer to the movement as “paralyzed.”

The feelings expressed at the Book Café meeting discounted my experience of witnessing creative and assertive organizing by women while working for the Zimbabwean Women’s Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN) during 1995- 2000. I knew that the terrain of women’s mobilizing in Zimbabwe was both rich and deep (Barnes 1991; Schmidt 1992; Barnes 1999) and that women’s participation in the nationalist struggle for independence (Staunton 1990) provided the impetus for postindependence demands that sought gender equity and disrupted preexisting gender relations and cultural norms. However, I also knew from my experience that the ensuing years saw patriarchy reassert itself as the political will to address gender inequality in Zimbabwe diminished rapidly and was replaced by intensified regulation of women in both the private and the public spheres. This was done through the powerful invocation of counterrevolutionary cultural-nationalist discourses that portrayed women’s organizing as feminist, and feminism as antinationalist and proimperialist, which went a long way toward destabilizing and weakening the movement.




 Feminism Submerged? 

The Book Café meeting obliquely raised the lack of “a clearly articulated ideological position in the movement” as one part of the problem. Just what happened to feminism as a grounded base for women’s organizing in Zimbabwe?

The early postindependence years saw clearly articulated feminist discourses and the birth of a set of organizations that were rooted in a feminist politics and agenda. These discourses were based on the recognition of patriarchy as a system of male oppression and domination, which sought a holistic and structural transformation of society and relationships, a vision embodied by women who were, at the time, self-proclaimed, “outed” feminists. However, in the face of an increasingly hostile state, where the assault on women gradually meant that even past gains seemed precarious, the movement quickly began to distance itself from an “overt” feminist politics. As one activist noted, “Feminism in this country died—because Zimbabwean women were not ready to defend feminism. They did not realize how critical feminist thinking and energies were for the bigger movement; they backed off. I remember a leader of a key women’s organization telling me, ‘It’s too hot an issue.’”

Thus, by the latter 1990s one saw the disappearance of the words oppression  , exploitation, patriarchy, and feminism from the movement’s lexicon, and it is revealing when one considers the terms that seemed to have replaced them: gender and mainstreaming. These moves to “disappear” feminism as an articulated discourse framing women’s activism and actions could have, on the part of women activists, been presented as “strategic” to ensure that the spaces for organizing remained open. This is debatable, however, and the move has not been articulated as such. Feminism was constructed as too inflammatory. It required naming oneself in a way that could not be easily accommodated by the state and the collective national psyche, or indeed by some women within the movement.

And so, a decade later, it is not surprising that clearly articulated feminist voices were muted, overtaken by gender and development and women’s human rights discourses. The availability of donor aid2 in support for this work fueled a bevy of women’s organizations with wide national rural and urban networks and linkages. These organizations and their networks formed the face and operating base of a somewhat syncretic movement that over time waxed and waned depending on the operating context.

These organizations found the articulation of gender and development discourses under the rubric of the United Nations and a series of global international  instruments, including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, a relatively safer discursive haven for furthering women’s equality as well as a means of providing more leverage for a women’s agenda. In this way, a developmental gendered politics emerged and gained ascendance over more radical feminist voices.

Gender was increasingly being promoted and used by the World Bank, the United Nations, bilateral agencies, civil society, and the Zimbabwean government, all of whom were linking the concept to development assistance. At this time the movement saw many women take up a more technocratic gendered discourse in servicing these sites, as consultants. One needs to guard against the language of development agencies taking over the voices of political struggle in this way as it obscures power relations and waters down the critical political edge.

Be that as it may, women within organizations forged links with donors, the state, and civil society, and these links were used to further women’s collective action agendas if the situation demanded it.




 Critical Considerations 

But the lingering question for me at that February meeting was not whether Zimbabwe had a women’s movement. Instead, I found myself asking: What kind of movement develops in this kind of context, under these pressures? What form and shape does it have to take in order to survive while seizing the opportunities and confronting the challenges to further the struggle for equality for all?

I argue that the strategy that evolved over time, from the birth and growth of somewhat disparate sectoral women’s nongovernmental organizations including community-based organizations and their constituencies, came to comprise the base of the movement. Over time, this base formed strategic coalitions in pursuit of a women’s human rights-based agenda. These coalitions saw organizations, their urban and rural networks, and concerned individual activists coming together in various issue-driven configurations, forming and disbanding and reforming again as needed. After years of organizing in this way, with somewhat fragile gains, women activists turned to the constitutional reform process as the ultimate forum for enshrining gender equality and entrenching Zimbabwean women’s rights via the vehicle of building a national coalition.

This decision grew out of the belief that “together we would make a bigger difference,”3 that coalitions and networks were based on notions of solidarity,  mutual support, and information sharing. This was thought to bolster advocacy by bringing together the strength and resources of diverse groups to create a more powerful voice for change (VeneKlasen and Miller 2002). The women’s movement believed that it was possible to develop a united women-centered and women-driven agenda as a means to corral forces, consolidate a plan of action, and move forward as a political force and constituency.

I further argue that during this process the power of collective organizing was recognized and strategically refined. But this also presented challenges to the women’s movement in Zimbabwe. Until the birth of the Women’s Coalition (WC) on the Constitution in 1999, very few divisive issues were apparent within the movement. Diversity was evident around personal identities, but political or ideological differences were concealed, the invisibility assisted by the language of gender and development, with its depoliticized messages associated with national development, such as “Women are here to complement the efforts of the government,” “Everyone is a stakeholder,” and “Women must be given their rights because it is good for development.” This kind of discourse masked the huge ideological divides that lie beneath debates on national questions.

The Zimbabwean experience confirms that the state has been the central focus of women’s organizing, as has been characteristic of women’s movements in other African contexts. Similar conclusions have been drawn by Manuh, in her analysis of relations between women, society, and the state under the People’s National Defense Committee rule in Ghana (1993), Tsikata’s work on women’s political organizations in Ghana (1999), Mama, writing on Nigeria (1999), and Tamale, writing on Uganda (1999). These studies raise critical and relevant questions concerning the strategies that women’s movements have taken in effecting meaningful and sustainable change and the “likelihood of existing organizational forms challenging women’s oppression or advancing women’s political, social or economic interests” (Mama 1999, 19).

Whether women should organize within the state or stay outside of it has been the subject of much debate internationally. Some commentators believe that effective reform can come only via state instruments, while others argue that the state co-opts women’s issues. Skeptics point to ways in which new legislation that seemingly favors women has afforded the state, not women, more power (Gandhi and Shah 1991). S. Alvarez (1990) and Jaquette (1989) take both perspectives into account when they argue for more pragmatism, working selectively with the state while maintaining an awareness of its limitations.

Citizenship is an important way in which the relationship between women and the nation-state has been theorized. It is not gender neutral. Men and women have been incorporated into citizenship in Zimbabwe in very different ways. Nationalism has not been constructed in a gender-neutral fashion, either. The control of Zimbabwean women, be it in the private or public sphere, is central to the nationalist agenda, and the identification of women as bearers of cultural identity affects their emergence as full-fledged citizens. While in postcolonial contexts many nationalist projects have equated the emancipation of women with “modernity,” many states, Zimbabwe included, have been quick to abrogate reforms where they have felt that women are being a threat to nationalist ideals.

What is clear is that in the process of negotiation with the state, not only are women’s agendas often ignored, blocked, or watered down, but women themselves are co-opted into state machinations through personal, professional, or political allegiances and interests. In this way, the state allows a certain amount of leverage, an allotted space for radical dissenting voices, but tolerates it only up to a point. The example of the debate on constitutional reform in Zimbabwe, discussed below, demonstrates just this, that the state does not allow for the consolidation of radical voices.

The varied political identities of women and the failure of the Zimbabwean women’s movement to have sustained conversations around the building of a common vision, issues of difference, and power, meant that diversity became a weakness rather than a strength. The fragmentation caused as a result of political differences and an increasingly partisan politics further weakened the movement at a time when an authoritarian state was consolidating its stranglehold. But despite this polarization, the chance of the women’s movement’s being a radical space for change still exists. The challenge lies in how it is that we organize, what it is that we learn from our experience, and how we move forward in facing challenges. But before we march into the future, let me take a step back into the past.




 Riding the Nationalist Wave 

With considerable numbers of women participating in the liberation struggle in the late 1960s and 1970s, the image of the subservient mother or daughter came to be challenged by the female combatant (Gaidzanwa 1992). Women had multiple roles during the war of liberation. Many fought on the front line as female combatants under difficult conditions. Margaret Viki, a runner during the war, recounts:I think if the women had not been there the freedom fighters would not have won the war. Women did a great job. Cooking and providing food for the freedom fighters was a way of fighting on its own. . . . The fact is we fought a war. Carrying pots of food up the mountains is no joke. I do not think that the men would have managed if the women had not been there to do all this. I think they would have ended up being killed by the freedom fighters after they had refused to cook and carry food for them. The men were around, but they only used to tell the women to “Hurry, before the soldiers come and beat you up!”




Despite an unreconstructed gender politics, women retained their courage and their strength, and they kept going and hoped for a new society in which women would be men’s equals. As Meggi Zingani, a former combatant, recounts, “They said that after independence everyone would be free from colonialism. No one would be forced to dig contour ridges; we would have as many cattle as we wanted; a married woman without a marriage certificate would have the right to be treated as legally married; and that we would be treated like human beings.”

Women proved to be just as able and dedicated to the cause for national liberation as their male counterparts, and the socialist principles that underpinned the struggle left little justification for continued discrimination. As more opportunities to study abroad opened up, women in exile made use of knowledge gathered from their own experiences in different educational institutions, societies, and the international feminist movement to develop critiques and to challenge gender subordination.

Thus, the foundations for the subsequent emergence of a women’s movement and demands for compensation and rights were laid. The compensation came in the form of demobilization money for some. But this was not enough, and women agitated for more meaningful change.

The move by the state in the first decade of independence to afford women access to state structures and policies arose out of a need to placate women who had participated in the nationalist struggle for independence. Prior to independence, black women were considered minors under the colonial administration’s codified customary law (Zuidberg, McFadden, and Chigudu 2004). This had to be righted. This was done through the plethora of gender-sensitive legislative changes in the early 1980s. The Sex Disqualification Act (1980) allowed women to hold public office. New labor regulations required equal pay for equal work and created the possibility for maternity leave.4 The passing of the Legal Age of Majority Act in December 1982 afforded all Zimbabweans  legal majority status at the age of eighteen. But LAMA provoked outrage in traditional quarters, as men, accustomed to exercising full control over their daughters and wives, suddenly found that they could no longer be assured of this. Under LAMA, women could, at least in theory, choose their sexual partners, inherit property, and engage in economic and political life. LAMA was complemented by a series of laws that provided maintenance claims for women in unregistered customary marriages5 and a provision for the equitable distribution of matrimonial assets on divorce,6 making property grabbing by relatives of the deceased and dispossession of the surviving spouse and children illegal.7

The Ministry for Community Development and Women’s Affairs was established in 1981, and women who felt that the national structure would enable them to advance their interests enthusiastically welcomed it.8  Organizations like the Association of Women’s Clubs (AWC) and Zimbabwe Women’s Bureau (ZWB)9 threw their weight behind the ministry and like many other civil society organizations were committed to national reconstruction and development. The ministry was never particularly powerful within the government, but in its early days it did provide a valuable platform for the building of a gender consciousness and the exploration of feminist issues. But for the women who were exploring feminism and who participated in these structures, realization that discrimination against women was as much about the personal as the political resulted in frustration. Women soon realized that the state was not interested in taking the necessary steps to overcome women’s subordination in Zimbabwean society.

Women activists soon found themselves criticizing the ministry’s programs that had been conceptualized within the women in development paradigm, seeking to add women onto mainstream development programs without attending to the evidence that these programs were themselves part of the problem.  10 The ministry, in line with party dictates, limited its activities to supporting women within highly circumscribed notions of their place in society, consistently refraining from challenging an oppressive and exploitative status quo; the programs they were committed to were reflective of an unreconstructed gender politics.




 The Growth of Postindependence Mobilization 

Patriarchy slowly reconfigured itself, and the political will to meaningfully address gender inequality in Zimbabwe diminished rapidly. It was replaced instead by the desire to regulate and control women in both the private and the  public sphere. It was against this backdrop of moral panic that Operation Clean-Up took place over a weekend in October 1983. Soldiers and police swept through the major city centers of Zimbabwe, arbitrarily arresting unaccompanied women and charging them with prostitution. Its purpose was to harass and control single women, many of whom had returned home after fighting for independence only to experience unemployment and marginalization. The clash between customary and common law meant that there were repeated attempts to undermine LAMA and to deny property and inheritance rights to women. These outrages were met with direct and concerted action by women from all walks of life. Operation Clean-Up was dramatic enough to provoke a change in Zimbabwean women’s consciousness. As activists realized how little room state patronage allowed for the advancement of women’s rights, a different kind of women’s mobilizing began to take shape.

This “new” activism now took place outside of state mechanisms (although still engaging with them), bringing together women from all sectors of Zimbabwe’s still-divided society around gender interests for the first time. The Women’s Action Group (WAG) evolved out of a series of public meetings held during the latter part of 1983 to discuss the abuses of Operation Clean-Up. Out of these meetings, a pressure group was constituted. This core group of forty to fifty Harare-based women11 took up the fight for women’s human rights via three subcommittees: “a case study group responsible for the compiling of a dossier of individual arrests and detentions with a view to taking legal action against the government . . . a publicity group responsible for publishing articles of protest on behalf of the arrested women . . . a delegation group which sought audience with the state” (P. Watson 1998, 13). Over a period of three years, WAG evolved into a community-based organization with a national membership committed to building a movement of women fighting for the rights of women.

Growing consciousness and recognition of the continuing injustices faced by women meant that WAG was joined by a plethora of organizations over the next decade. These, at least initially, saw Zimbabwean women of all races working together to challenge the patriarchal precepts of a society that tolerated the abuse of women by men and the increasing invocation of tradition to validate discriminatory behavior. By 1995 there were more than twenty-five registered women’s organizations addressing various aspects of Zimbabwean women’s lives in urban and rural areas and spanning a range of practical and strategic gender interests (Molyneux 1985).

They reflected a conceptual unevenness in understandings and articulations of gender as a political struggle: some were overtly feminist in orientation, fighting  for structural change, while others sought to secure women’s human rights within the status quo, still others working to give women the necessary skills in order to survive. Nevertheless, by the 1990s, they were all contributing toward redefining the private and public sphere and demanding full citizens’ rights for women. They invoked international instruments and channeled energy into both claiming and protecting women’s rights with regard to land, marriage, sexual harassment, gender-based violence, property and inheritance rights, and full political and economic participation.

[image: 003]

FIGURE 2.1

Poster from the Portal of Truth series: a month of graphic activism in the lead up to the 2002 elections. Designed by Chaz Maviyane-Davies.

During the 1990s these organizations came to constitute a loose network, each complementing the work of sister organizations in the struggle for gender justice. However, as Zimbabwe plunged into socioeconomic and political upheaval in the latter part of the 1990s, conditions for women’s activism became increasingly difficult. As previously mentioned, a clear feminist discourse disappeared, and the state’s now open hostility meant that women activists were targets of state-sponsored violence. Meanwhile, the deeply uncivil nature of civil society (Mama 1999) with regard to gender meant that alliances formed to further women’s rights had to be carefully negotiated and remained tenuous.

Zimbabwe in the latter half of the 1990s was a potent cocktail of dashed hopes around land reform, anger over the strangling effects of economic structural  adjustment programs, and a sense of betrayal regarding the corruption and flouting of the rule of law seen in the government led by the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF). With Zimbabwe at its most politicized level in two decades, the moment was ripe for organized resistance. In 1996 this came from within the ranks of civil society through the birth of the National Constitutional Assembly (NCA).12




 Constitutional Reform 

It was patently clear by 1997 that the biggest problem underlying the Zimbabwean polity was the governance framework, that is, the constitution. At that stage the Zimbabwean constitution had been amended more than fifteen times since 1980, and was not, and has never been, a document negotiated and owned by the general population. Thus, civil society groups contended that unless the governance framework protected the fundamental rights of citizens, as well as providing the necessary checks against executive and state excesses, the social and economic problems of the nation would not be solved.

The NCA was a civil society coalition that sought to build a broad alliance of civic organizations13 in Zimbabwe, interested in matters of governance and human rights. The objectives of the NCA were to raise the level of national consciousness concerning the need for a new constitution, review the Lancaster House Constitution,14 and draft a new “home-grown Zimbabwean constitution” through a process that involved real national debate.

The NCA posed a direct challenge to ZANU-PF by bringing the constitutional debate onto the streets and to rural communities. Its impact on the political scene exceeded all expectations, with the NCA becoming the largest civil society coalition of the postindependence period.15 The coalition worked through an executive committee and task forces initially headed by Morgan Tsvangirai, the trade-union leader. This move cemented the alliance between the union movement and other civil society organizations.

Fearing civic unrest, the state desperately needed to seem responsive, and sought to derail the NCA by launching its own parallel process. It established the Constitutional Commission (CC) of Zimbabwe and appointed approximately four hundred commissioners, some of whom were co-opted from the NCA, to gather people’s submissions. These submissions were, once again, to be used as a basis for drafting a new constitution. The CC was problematic not only in terms of transparency and accountability but also in that it showed no particular commitment to gender equity.16




 Coalition Building as a Strategy 

With two parallel processes under way, neither of which made “real” room for women to explore their own concerns and consolidate their demands, women’s organizations came together to carve out their own space. In so doing, they were informed by a decade of experience of coalition advocacy during which various networks formed nationally and regionally.

I could cite the Working Group on Gender Politics, a network established in 1996 to support women parliamentarians and a women’s position in parliament, and the Women and Land Lobby Group, established in 1995 as a network to further women’s land rights, as national examples. Women and Law in Southern Africa (WLSA), established in 1993 as a research network, which sought to “contribute to the sustained well being of women within families and societies, specifically within the Southern Africa . . . achieved through (a) collaborative strategic and action research in the socio-legal field and (b) lobbying for legal reforms and policy changes on laws and practices that disadvantage women,” and Women in Law and Development in Africa (WILDAF), established in 1990 as “a pan-African network of organizations and individuals who work in the area of law and development to promote and strengthen strategies which link law and development to increase women’s capacity to claim and enjoy all their human rights,” are regional examples of networks and coalition building.17

But despite the forming of various national and regional coalitions and lobbying and advocacy initiatives, the activity of the period did not translate into a meaningful transformation of gender relations in Zimbabwe. In fact, substantive and sustainable progress was somewhat illusory and circumscribed. It was the Magaya18 ruling of the Supreme Court of Zimbabwe that proved this. The case illustrated how gains can be abrogated; it brought to center stage the relationship and tensions between customary and general law, culture, and tradition, and how those debates affect women’s rights.




 Hitting Up Against Customary Law 

In 1999 Venia Magaya became a symbol of resistance to the negative interpretations of customary law in Zimbabwe when the Supreme Court ruled that LAMA does not, in fact, provide for women to be treated as adults under customary law. Through its ruling in the inheritance case Magaya v. Magaya, the court overruled prior cases confirming women’s right to inherit under customary law19 and indicated that cases allowing women to pursue legal  proceedings in their own right had in fact been wrongly decided. Thus, the court underscored the injustices suffered by women under customary law, stating that the inequities were justified by the patriarchal nature of the society and the necessity of maintaining a patrilineal tradition.

The case was instrumental in bolstering the argument that most of the discrimination Zimbabwean women faced was rooted in customary law and a static culture in collusion with patriarchy. It was therefore not surprising that women activists turned to the constitutional review process as the ultimate forum for enshrining gender equality and entrenching Zimbabwean women’s rights.




 The Birth of the Women’s Coalition 

Thus, the Women’s Coalition on the Constitution was born. The coalition was a network of about sixty-six women activists, researchers, academics, and representatives from thirty women’s and other human rights organizations.20  Launching itself in June 1999, the coalition aimed to “unite women around the constitution, provide information to women on the constitution reform process and gender issues therein which would constitute a critical mass for lobby and advocacy to engender the constitutional making process and ensure the adoption of a constitution which protects women’s political, social, economic and cultural rights.” The understanding was that “the coalition will be inclusive, consisting of women of all possible races, linguistic and ethnic groups, classes, religions, occupations (including students), political parties, geographical locations, marital status and disabilities.”21 In setting out to realize its aim, the coalition was organized through a management structure comprising a chairperson, core group and secretariat, subcommittees, and general membership.

The goals of the coalition were fulfilled through intense and rigorous programming that included a series of national and provincial consultative workshops and conferences to formulate a women’s agenda. These consultations were held in both rural and urban areas. The coalition embarked on an aggressive media campaign using radio and television and the production of posters, T-shirts, and flyers in the three national languages, as well as scarves and pins, which all collectively sought to educate and share information about the draft constitution referendum.

The coalition faced a mammoth task. From the outset, members pooled skills and resources and complemented each other in order to sustain a process that did not necessarily fall within their particular organizational ambits. However, the participants were united in their understanding of the coalition as a  space in which a women’s agenda could be developed and pursued, and this fueled the dynamism and vibrancy that drove the coalition and its activities.




 The Women’s Charter 

The WC, through its institutional membership and networks, had embarked on a broad-based civic education campaign and a mass mobilization of women. This created opportunity and space for ordinary Zimbabwean women from all walks of life to engage in the debate on constitutional reform and its implications for women. For most women, this was the first time they saw and understood the constitution and how it affected them. This political education and mobilization process led to the historic Women’s Charter (2001). McFadden refers to the Women’s Charter as “women articulating a consciousness about themselves as autonomous individuals who claimed their rights from a position of understanding that naming themselves differently would mean a qualitative different political and social agenda for the [women’s] movement as a whole” (2002, 2). The resolutions in the women’s charter were used by women throughout the country as a framework to make inputs into both CC and NCA processes.

The Women’s Charter would also form the basis of future advocacy efforts, an optimistic attitude clearly expressed by one coalition member: “Perhaps we were naïve to think we could continue to experience this utopia where we weren’t targeted. We were happy, we organized, we knew that women and a women centered agenda could be a powerful rallying point.”22

While the state monitored and policed civil society groups like the NCA (to the extent that the state-controlled media were instructed not to carry any NCA material), it did not seem to notice the WC. The strong women’s outreach program, strategic civil society alliances, and a vocal group of women within state processes meant that the WC had a constituency and multiple bases from which to push for change. It thus constituted a powerful force that could direct action.




 The Challenges Presented by Partisan Politics 

But there was a silent crisis occurring within the WC and the wider women’s movement. Several questions arose within the WC at the time when the CC was formed, including: Shouldn’t the NCA fold up, now that the CC had been formed? Wasn’t the CC a better platform for advancing women’s rights and interests, since it was government engineered, and therefore more likely to be taken  seriously? Didn’t all women want a new constitution that guaranteed their rights, regardless of how this was arrived at and by whom? How much of a voice were civil society and the women’s movement going to have in the CC? Was joining the CC co-optation or critical co-operation? A metaphor used by some at the time was that Zimbabwe was like a bus, badly in need of help in order to put it back on the road. Should those who wanted to do this be inside the bus (like the CC)? Or should they be outside the bus (like the NCA)? These questions reflected varying degrees of belief in the state and its role in furthering women’s interests and rights. In 1999 these questions became much harder to answer with the birth of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC).

In September 1999 Morgan Tsvangirai announced the establishment of the “political formation” that would be led by labor movements, with support from allied progressive social forces, some of which constituted the NCA. The MDC was seen as “the biggest ever opposition party in Zimbabwe with the necessary national support” (“MDC Launch” 1999). NCA chair-elect Tsvangirai stepped down to concentrate on the formation of the new party, and NCA deputy chairperson Thoko Matshe, a self-proclaimed feminist and then director of the ZWRCN, was unanimously chosen to lead the NCA. This was partly because of her strong personality and partly because the NCA sought to project itself as an alternative democratic space.

Matshe’s election signaled an important new stage: having a women’s movement leader chairing a civic alliance propelled the women’s movement into a prominent role within the broader civic society mobilization. As one coalition member noted, “To a large extent during the latter 1990s, the whole civic process was in the hands of the women’s movement, through the Coalition and our presence in the NCA. The media would call us the group of thirteen because we were the thirteen biggest women’s organizations leading things.” This meant that women were involved in both democratic and women’s struggles, and this “double militancy” (Hellman 1992) meant that “it felt schizophrenic, we were all juggling so many hats, but we were clear that when it came to the Coalition it was about women, women, women first.”23

The WC, already smarting from unstated internal divisions, was thrown into more confusion by these developments. A new set of questions emerged: Would continuing to support the NCA be tantamount to being antigovernment? What were the implications, personally and collectively, of seeming to be pro-opposition? What was the best way to frame the women’s rights questions, and what was the best platform to promote these?

When members of the WC, of their own volition, joined the CC, the resulting crisis brought into question the underlying principles on which the  Women’s Coalition was founded. These principles had not been put on the table explicitly, debated and agreed to by members of the coalition. One can surmise that the unspoken assumption until then was that a general agreement on the rights of women and what women wanted in a new constitution was enough. But this assumption was severely tested in the months that followed.

The Women’s Coalition, now an umbrella body for women’s movement organizations, claimed for a while that they were not going to align with the government constitutional commission process. Neither were they going to align with the civic National Constitutional Assembly process. The women’s coalition was determined to focus on a women’s articulated and centered agenda, even though it acknowledged that individual Women’s Coalition members had the right to be a part of the two parallel processes. But tensions began to surface against the backdrop of a nationwide intensification of political, social, and economic crisis in the country that translated into a polarized politics.24 The point is that in this period the entire country was locked in this polarity, and the women’s movement was not exempt from these politics. It is then not surprising that women’s groups fractured along the lines of political identity and allegiance.

While the Women’s Coalition had resolved early on that as an entity it would not form an alliance with either the NCA process or the CC process, individuals and organizations within the coalition were free to do so. It was further agreed that the coalition would lobby both the NCA and the CC on gender issues. But while women identified the struggle for the entrenchment of women’s rights as a common goal, there were multiple views on what strategies to follow to achieve this. Again, this rhetoric could only go so far in masking the deepening political polarization within the country and its resulting tension within the WC.

Women who pursued the strategy of engagement with the state were often frustrated by the cumbersome state-sponsored process. When a female commissioner was assaulted by a fellow (male) commissioner, it confirmed the patriarchal power differential in a very real way: “It became obvious working for the CC that we underestimated the degree of patriarchy in our society. Every single item concerning women in the CC was contested and had to be struggled for; it was not easy.”25

Women aligned with the more democratic NCA were somewhat more successful. They seemingly had more space to challenge and were vocal about gender imbalances within the NCA and campaigned vigorously and successfully for increased female representation on task forces. As a result, at the NCA general assembly held in June 1999, eight women were elected onto the eighteen-member governing structure.




 The February 2000 Referendum 

By December 1999 the CC had completed its consultations and handed over to the president of Zimbabwe a draft constitution. The next step in the process was putting the draft to a national referendum that was held on February 12- 13, 2000. The Women’s Charter was used as a yardstick to gauge the extent to which women’s demands had been incorporated into the draft constitution.

The findings were disappointing and showed only minor improvements on women’s rights. This was obviously deemed unacceptable by the Women’s Coalition, which saw the draft constitution as a compromise, as “half a loaf,”26  and decided that what the CC’s draft constitution had to offer was insufficient for what was at that time 52 percent of Zimbabwe’s population.

The draft constitution also received criticism from the NCA, opposition parties, academics, and, more surprisingly, from some of the CC commissioners, who accused the chairperson of the commission of “doctoring” the submissions made by the people and instead conforming to the wishes of Mugabe and his henchmen. The very public failure of the draft constitution to reflect the content of people’s submissions to the commission led to particularly dramatic rejections of the draft from the opposition.

But more damagingly, it was also criticized from within, a government-appointed body criticizing government manipulation and the orchestration of the process. Some commissioners were particularly critical of the undemocratic way in which the draft had been rushed through their final session.27  Twenty-four commissioners, led by the vocal woman journalist Lupi Mushayakarara, signed a petition against the draft and subsequently led an unsuccessful legal battle to have the draft reconsidered and the referendum postponed. In the weeks that followed, several commissioners switched sides or even resigned, and urged a no vote against the draft,28 stating it did not reflect the views of the people, that the commissioners had had no time to study or debate the draft, and that “there was no democracy in the manner in which the chairman . . . processed both the Draft Constitution and the Final Report of the commission.”29

The understandings and effects of the strategic decisions made by coalition members had a lasting impact. Some member organizations felt the need to remain “neutral” and not align in terms of party politics; others knew that the push for a transformative agenda demanded that women vote no in the referendum. Members spoke of a “backlash” of infiltration and destabilization within the Women’s Coalition. But this was just evidence of the already existing tensions and failure to have the necessary conversations about differing  political positions. After much political jockeying, the coalition eventually made a call for a no vote in the referendum on the constitution and went on to mobilize its constituency. Twenty-six percent of eligible voters voted, and the majority of them rejected the draft constitution. The victory of the “Vote No” campaign did not mean contentment with the dysfunctional Lancaster House Constitution but was a political victory and infused hope into Zimbabwe’s democratic system.

The result shocked and galvanized the state: for the first time in twenty years the referendum showed the ruling party faced an opposition and discontent. The state quickly sidelined the constitutional process and harnessed rising discontent over its own failure to implement a timely and meaningful land-redistribution program. It did this by mobilizing scores of so-called war veterans to invade white-owned commercial farms.

Hundreds of farms were occupied, and land was ostensibly distributed to needy landless people. In the process, some farmers and farmworkers were killed, and thousands of people were physically abused. Besides the farm invasions, war was also waged in rural and urban areas to rid them of opposition leaders and supporters. This was all done under the guise of land reform, when in fact it resulted in violations of black people’s rights and had very little to do with the land question. Women bore the brunt of these human rights violations. Hundreds of cases of rape, gang rapes, forced concubinage, murder, torture, and the physical abuse of women were recorded in the 2000-2001 period (Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition 2003).




 The Politics of the Lowest Common Denominator 

This political destabilization, which set the tone for things to come, left the women’s movement in disarray. The most affected were the coalitions and networks based on what I call the lowest common denominator: an idea of shared female identity, which had not yet been exposed as inadequate during the earlier era of the depoliticized discourses of national development. It was at this time and on this basis that some coalition members could say “There are cracks in the movement” and “We have ‘fragmented’ and ‘fallen apart.’”

As I have already mentioned, the women’s movement up until this moment had operated with a particular understanding of and way of relating to the state. For the most part, the movement viewed the state as an arbiter of development and a bestower of rights. This is evidenced through the movement’s fixation on asking, challenging, and appealing to the state to enshrine rights. Advocacy up until this point had demanded an expansion in the roles  of the state through the provision of services and the establishment of frameworks that mitigate gendered impacts and ensure gender equality. In this way the state has always been seen as integral to the securing of women’s rights.

Of course, this is in contradiction to a movement that at the same time increasingly saw itself in opposition to a state that was a patriarchal, hostile, conservative, totalitarian structure. Be that as it may, the women’s movement was in a strong position to determine and move forward and make a women’s agenda a national agenda. This cannot be discounted, no matter its successes or failures.

But the Women’s Coalition lacked a clear set of nonnegotiable guiding principles, as did the women’s movement as a whole in Zimbabwe. This lack of unity contributed in large measure to the feelings of “paralysis,” “fragmentation,” and “dissolution” in the women’s movement. Three major lessons stand out.

The political crisis in Zimbabwe demonstrated the need for the women’s movement, for its coalitions and networks, to have strong foundations, shared values and principles, and a grounding body of ideas reflecting its needs, aspirations, and vision. This is necessary whether it is named as feminist or not. By their very nature, coalitions and networks are based on a commonly identified issue and set of objectives. Bobo, Kendall, and Max define a coalition as “an organization of organizations working together for a goal” (2001, 12).

Coalitions are not built because it is good, moral, or nice to get everyone working together. The only reason to spend the time and energy building a coalition is to amass the power necessary to do something that cannot be done through one organization (ibid., 70). Similarly, VeneKlasen and Miller also caution that the very reasons for forming coalitions or alliances are often the reasons why they are difficult to manage: “[Coalitions] sometimes suffer from unrealistic expectations, such as the notion that people who share a common cause will agree on everything” (2002, 311).

While the members of the WC were united in demanding that women’s rights be enshrined in a new constitution, the WC was less united on how this was to be arrived at:30 Was confronting the state a desirable tactic? What kind of alliance would the women’s movement have, if any, with the opposition political parties in this process? Was a good constitutional document all the women wanted, or was it critical that this should emerge from an inclusive process? What exactly would constitute good-enough participation, by and for women? How would the question of race and racism be tackled both within the ranks of the WC and in the wider political discourse?

The WC had been formed in what appeared to be an uncontested political terrain, a time of fair weather. Come hail and thunderstorms, though, and questions began to emerge about how far the unity of the coalition would go. For example, until 2003, the WC and the women’s movement more broadly had not been able to mobilize their memberships around the issue of political violence against women. On the surface, it would appear that violence is an issue against which all women are united. In reality, this is an issue that tears the movement apart because of its partisan nature.




 2000 Parliamentary Elections 

Against the backdrop of this spiraling violence and the deepening of the socioeconomic and political crisis, the government rapidly sidelined the constitutional debate in preparation for the impending parliamentary elections, which had been delayed until June 2000. Meanwhile, still riding high on the referendum victory, the WC still recognized the potential strength of bringing women together across political divides and sought to consolidate this by supporting and voting women candidates into parliament. Of course, we know that it is not enough to have women in parliament as a form of window dressing, as numbers do not necessarily translate into gender equality. And just as being in a woman’s body does not mean you carry a gender politics or have an interest in social transformation, neither does it mean that parliament will be accommodating and receptive to women’s interests. The coalition nonetheless began to facilitate a women’s political agenda by endorsing and supporting the fifty-five women candidates who were standing for parliamentary elections. As one woman parliamentary candidate noted: “The powers that be started to see women could be a force to be reckoned with politically. Unlike male politicians, women began talking across political parties.”

This was the first time in the history of Zimbabwe that a women’s agenda had been articulated in this way and that the possibilities of cross-party alliances around a women’s agenda were recognized. The coalition was in some senses swept away by the tide of events with an unreconstructed politics around difference, diversity, and power within its own ranks. At a meeting in May 2000, women from different political parties sat together to brainstorm about how to beat their male counterparts at their own game. As one participant described the meeting: “Women buried their political differences—every political party has been guilty of suppressing the rise of women within the ranks, but women are not out of this highly contested political race. We have another battle of our own: challenging men’s dominance in politics.”




 The Costs of Mobilizing for Women 

But the coalition was only as strong as its constituent parts, and these constituent parts were individuals and organizations. These organizations had commitments to their structures, systems, and areas of operation, and these structures were already buckling under the pressures of intense political organizing around the constitution. They also had responsibilities to donors, and this set of circumstances did not readily allow the flexibility to engage with the rapidly changing national political landscape.

Internally, there still remained a general anxiety concerning the meaning of “politicized action.” This nervousness manifested itself through the stance taken by numerous boards of established organizations, which were in structural positions of power and suddenly found themselves vulnerable to charges of political activism and even subversion. Board members began calling for a more circumscribed approach to coalition activities, curtailing affiliation with and contributions to the coalition for a variety of reasons, including ZANU-PF allegiance, commitments to donors, or security risks to staff.

State-sponsored violence against all political opponents, real and imagined, presented a very real threat at this time as well. Members of ZANU-PF and the MDC entered into retaliatory battles, and the police generally ignored the resulting property destruction, assaults, torture, and deaths.31 Women did not go unscathed; many were assaulted and beaten for their political affiliations (“Women Brave Violence” 2000). Both MDC and ZANU-PF women supporters were targeted. Women who identified with the Women’s Coalition by wearing coalition head scarves were also vulnerable, as were women contesting seats in the upcoming elections. Nyasha Chikwinya, a ZANU-PF candidate, was beaten so severely that she had to wear a neck brace. Sekai Holland, an MDC candidate, also survived an assault. Women also became victims of violence within their own political parties. One parliamentary candidate stated, “Yes, there was violence, even within political parties women were exposed to violence. It was a fight for survival, so there was violence from without, the violence that seized the nation, but also violence from within.”

The WC encouraged women to stand for election, campaign, and vote, but when women became vulnerable as a result, it could offer very little by way of support or protection. Many key organizations lost staff members during this period. The reasons for this included the disjunctures between the perspectives of board members and staff, as well as the deepening national and socioeconomic strife, which compelled many women to prioritize their personal and financial security. In the words of one woman activist, “Women activists  have been exposed, we’ve had threats, some implied, some direct. We are doing some serious thinking, counting the costs. I may be prepared to sacrifice myself, but what about those I am responsible to?” This period of intense organizing also left many women activists exhausted and in need of space and time to regroup. This “burnout” led to resignations, immigration, and withdrawal. A stalwart feminist organizer observed in 2001, “As you can see, all those strong organizations are without staff—a top layer of leadership has gone.”




 Revisiting the Debate at the Book Café 

This is the context into which we can place the Book Café debate. There was a collective pause after the 2000 elections and the intense activity and expectations that preceded it. Some women at the Book Café described a need to “lie low” or to “go underground” in the face of what was an even more violent presidential election in 2001. If the women’s movement had found itself in a cul-de-sac, the Book Café meeting was perhaps the first step toward a period of necessary reflection on the women’s movement in Zimbabwe, its underlying principles and vision, its form, and its strategies.

This scrutiny of women’s organizing in Zimbabwe, and the repercussions of women’s engagement with the constitutional reform process, raises some pertinent questions. What insights can we gain from the particular features of the Zimbabwe women’s movement in the latter 1990s?




 Lessons Moving Forward 

Over the past two decades, there has been a significant transformation of women’s organizing in Zimbabwe, a transformation that runs parallel to the realization of the power of political consciousness within the movement. The question is, under what conditions does a conservative state, together with a hostile political, social, and economic environment, give rise to this particular type of coalition politics?

To answer this question fully would require comparative research on other authoritarian or militarized environments. In the Zimbabwean context, one can argue that due to state antagonism and the rapidly shrinking space for organizing by civil society, there were opportunities for quiet, yet strategic, coalition building. It enabled women for a considerable period of time to operate “below the radar,” to continue working within bounded organizational entities while simultaneously organizing more effectively around common women’s human rights interests. For much of the 1990s, this mode of organizing enabled the  women’s movement to continue its activities precisely because it was not perceived as a threat or a consolidated site of power.

When women did come under attack, it was not solely because they were women advocating a certain agenda but because they were perceived primarily as political players with the ability to influence and direct the course of action while maintaining a clearly articulated “women’s agenda.” More significantly, women began to see themselves as a political force. This signified a radical change, because women had not presented a political challenge to the state in this way before.

This leads me to reflect on women vis-à-vis the state. The Zimbabwean case demonstrates the emergence of an evolving political strategy. The conceptualization of the state as a multiplicity of sites demands a variety of strategies and actions to take an agenda forward. These strategies and actions cannot be prescribed but must be developed out of, among other things, a close reading of the context and its power differentials.

The extent to which the Zimbabwean women’s movement has understood and fully exploited this conceptualization of the state is debatable. The wisdom of fixating solely on rights and legal reform is called into question. As one feminist activist pointed out, “It seems a pity that fifteen to twenty years after the existence of some of these organizations, we still peddle the falsity that the answer lies in the law. You can demand from the state laws from A to Z but it will not work—we’ve seen it. Our battle is in fact not with the law per se; our struggle is with patriarchy.”

Just as the women’s movement in Zimbabwe has made demands on the state, it has also sought alliances from broader civil society. In the period leading up to the 2000 parliamentary elections, civil society became an important force in the push for a democratic dispensation. Civil society has generated the National Constitutional Assembly, and the NCA was the space out of which the opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change, emerged.

Civil society in Zimbabwe is an umbrella term that includes the trade union movement, student activists, churches, academics, political commentators, the media, development activists, and anticapitalist, socialist, human rights, and women’s movements. By its very nature, it is heterogeneous and includes competing agendas. Within an authoritarian national context, the harsh reality is that civil society structures are fragile and have limited reach and capacity.

One might think that civil society would be a more receptive recipient and conduit of a gender agenda than the state. But it is something of a political tragedy that broader civil society in Zimbabwe, increasingly assumed to be the voice of democracy and progressive principles, did not at any time spontaneously  protest blatant violations of women’s rights. It was only around the issue of constitutional reform that the brief alliance between women and broader civil society was cemented.
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FIGURE 2.2 Women protesters gather outside Zimbabwe House to voice their opposition to Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe in September 2007, London.

This could be explained bluntly as being borne of instrumentalism: the NCA needed women to legitimate their agenda, draw in their constituency, and secure donor funding. Women then found themselves having to wage a struggle within the NCA for gender concerns to be addressed in a meaningful way. It could be argued that women would have been unable to organize on such a massive scale without this kind of political opening. However, freedom will arrive only when the struggle for change is total and not based on a nationalist understanding of a two-tier model of liberation that puts women’s (or other so-called sectoral groupings’) struggles to overthrow patriarchy on hold for the “bigger” issue of national liberation, or in this case the overthrowing of Mugabe and the ZANU-PF regime. True emancipation, like a true movement for democratic change, has to embody and live a different political culture and vision from the outset. It is with this put into practice that the struggle must be waged.

The 2000 elections was a different political moment in the history of Zimbabwe, and the overarching political context had so dramatically shifted that the women’s movement needed to look again at how they commonly defined issues, as well as at the strategies they should adopt in the changed circumstances. These issues and strategies include defining internal relationships and  structures and figuring out how to manage relations with external forces, including the state and broader civil society.

The formulation of strategy and action based on a close reading of context is vital given the complexity of the period. For example, the movement has been united in its calls for gender-equitable land redistribution in Zimbabwe, but the wider political context necessitated a recasting of those demands and the values that underlay them. Could it be tenable, for example, for the Women’s Coalition to applaud the violent land seizures based on a nationalist understanding of the need for indigenization and the long-overdue land reform that some members of the WC upheld? If women were given some of that land, knowing that other women had been killed or raped in the process, what position would the WC take?

The women’s movement has the potential to be one of the most potent forces for claiming women’s rights but also social transformation more broadly. If they are based on commonly agreed-upon values and principles, coalitions are more able to manage their own diversity in changing political circumstances. But if they merely work on common issues and do not recognize the diversity of values and principles that exists within them, coalitions will immobilize themselves. Affirming difference, particularly fundamental difference, is a critical part of effective strategizing. It allows groups to negotiate and renegotiate the terms of coalition, and how far they will go with one another. In cases where huge differences lie underneath a surface of unity, it may be necessary to let go of the coalition. The case of the WC in Zimbabwe illustrates the political nature of coalitions. Rather than seeing coalitions as mere functional organizational formations, they should be seen as political institutions with political issues to deal with, both internally and externally. How well a coalition navigates the political terrain will determine whether it survives.

Molyneux (1985b) argues that whatever forms female mobilization has taken, it has always expressed demands for full citizenship and rights, while highlighting women’s everyday strength and ability to pursue their interests in the public sphere. She goes on to suggest that this formulation of interests, whether they are practical or strategic, is intrinsically linked to identity formation. The concept of women’s interests as informing political identity leads me to consider how women become motivated to act and make certain demands at particular points in time. As I have illustrated, it is erroneous to assume that the terrain of the Zimbabwean women’s movement is all-encompassing or that women’s interests are uniform.

While a clearly articulated feminist discourse remains largely suppressed, the strategies employed by the movement have continued to suggest a femi-nist  consciousness. The Zimbabwean Women’s Charter best exemplifies this consciousness. Women’s persistent challenge to patriarchy through demands for entitlement, the formulation of a women’s agenda, and the need to advance this through women’s political representation evidence a transformational agenda informed by a feminist vision.
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FIGURE 2.3 An activist billboard dominates the main road into Zimbabwe as people drive and walk past it in Musina, South Africa, April 2008.

The Zimbabwean women’s movement, operating in an increasingly hostile political environment and traversing similar terrain as other continental women’s movements, has not only worked to change the relationship between women and civil society but also challenged women’s relations with the state. As one coalition member noted, “The African women’s movement is not only the most exciting movement to emerge from the twentieth century as a century of nationalism and nationalist resistance, but it is also really at the cutting edge of a new politics. The women’s movement is very central to crafting a new politics, a postcolonial politics, and this is very central to the vibrancy of the women’s movement, because we are overturning everything.”

This has major implications for theory; indeed, this article demonstrates the ways in which reflection on activism can pose useful questions for the development of new theories and radical activism for change. Activist scholarship is about critique, not just advocacy. It is part of a project of producing new knowledge, of integrating more abstract and universal sorts of knowledge with more concrete and particular sorts of knowledge, and of keeping action and its  possibilities at the center of attention. One reason for activist scholarship is obvious but worth restating: the world is in considerable need of improvement, and improvement comes in large part by means of social movements, struggles, and campaigns to change public agendas, not merely by the provision of technical expertise to those already in power. Activist scholarship can help inform thinking and strategies, thereby supporting movements in their agenda of transforming the world.




 Postscript 

Harare, Zimbabwe. Shereen Essof. Diary entry, October 17, 2008

There is a war in Zimbabwe! It has a name. It has a face! It is being fought across the bodies of women, men and children who live like prisoners in a country that is no longer theirs. Even as they hold Zimbabwean passports. Even as they were born and bred in Zimbabwe. They have nowhere to go. Nothing to eat. No means to speak their suffering because when they do, they are beaten up, abducted, tortured and thrown in deathly prison cells. Each day leaders of the world allow it, it takes away a limb, a child’s future, a woman’s life as she has no health care. Each day the casualties multiply. What we are doing is not enough. As feminist activists we witness this wave of military terror and suppression of the people of Zimbabwe. This is an intensification of the ZANU-PF threatened campaign of “Ngatipedzenavo,” “let’s finish them off.” Nothing short of sustained mobilization and mass action led by Zimbabweans and supported by all who care about justice across the world will shift things.

Against such a backdrop what organizing is possible? The women’s movement is weak but alive, and many organizations continue to just tread water in order to survive. Often telephones do not work and there is no electricity and water. But despite this, many organizations provide safety to women from rural areas who are escaping the politically motivated violence. Those women activists working in organizations and structures outside of the country use their positioning in big and small ways to contribute to the struggle for change. It is difficult to organize in a country where women are engaged in the daily struggle for survival and where there is no respect for the rule of law. Difficult but not impossible. Resistance comes in many forms, from the daily resistances of women who fight to live despite great deprivation, to women’s mobilizations and articulations of the need for change despite the possibility of detention, arrest and torture.
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Feminist Political Education Project. Calls for Immediate Conclusion of the Cabinet Formation Talks. October 17, 2008.

The Feminist Political Education Project (FePEP), an autonomous grouping of feminists, operating from within and outside of Zimbabwe, creating spaces for Zimbabwean women to come together in solidarity, to share information and strategies to inform political processes, undertook an intensive lobby to place the feminist agenda in the political agenda. In the wake of the March 2008 stolen election and the negotiations facilitated by the Southern African Development Community, which resulted in a protracted deadlock among the political parties, FePEP held a women’s conference on the October 16, 2008. The conference was primarily aimed at providing women from Zimbabwe with an opportunity to familiarize themselves with the current political developments as well as provide an opportunity for Zimbabwean women to have direct interaction and dialogue with chief negotiators from the political parties. Women at the conference were able to receive firsthand information from the chief negotiators and the facilitator on the ongoing political process in the country. The women present agreed to issue a communiqué to the heads of political parties and the Thabo Mbeki-led facilitation team, expressing their grave concerns on the undue delay in finalizing the issue of cabinet formation. The communiqué also highlighted some of the major issues facing Zimbabwean women today.

As women of Zimbabwe we are alarmed by the continuous and undue stalling in the cabinet formation talks. We note with concern that this has consequently delayed the implementation of the Global Political Agreement (GPA) which came into force on the 15th of September 2008 providing for immediate implementation upon signature.

We are alarmed that the delay in forming a Cabinet has prolonged the suffering of Zimbabweans, in particular women. As women, we are calling upon the Principals [Heads of Political Parties] to immediately form a Cabinet so  that the New Government can urgently begin to address the pressing issues we face on a daily basis that is access to food, clean water, electricity, health facilities and sanitation among others.

There must be the immediate formation of Cabinet and setting up of the New Government that takes seriously the commitments made in the GPA to gender parity.

We re-iterate our continuous call on the leaders of the political parties to stop political posturing and advancing selfish individual interests. This is not about specific party agendas nor is it about individual glory; rather, this is about the country and the people of Zimbabwe. As the GPA says, we must put Zimbabwe first.

We believe that the GPA provides an adequate framework to begin to meaningfully deliver results to address the needs of the people of Zimbabwe. Therefore, the political parties must recognize the need to work together. Thus a “re-orientation of attitudes” is imperative if sustainable progress is to be attained. We further demand the following urgent needs to be met immediately:• availability of affordable and accessible food
• provision of accessible clean water and electricity
• provision of affordable and accessible health services including ARVs [antiretrovirals]
• restoration of a functional education system
• easy access to our cash in the banks



The people of Zimbabwe have suffered enough. The suffering must stop now! We demand an environment where freedom of expression as a basic human right is possible. This should include an immediate end to all politically motivated violence, harassment, imprisonment and torture.

“Enough, a new Zimbabwe now!”

I have been involved in documenting and researching the women’s movement in Zimbabwe for the past fourteen years. Much of the interview material used in this chapter is drawn from research work undertaken in the period 2000-2004, during which I conducted in-depth one-on-one interviews with key women in the women’s movement and within state-led and civil society processes. For the purpose of individual safety and security I have not included the names of the people I have interviewed.





Notes 

1   The title of this chapter comes from the words of a woman from Mashonaland East, uttered by way of reflection on her life, which had been ripped apart by politically motivated violence during the 2000 parliamentary elections. “Ramagwana Rakajeka in Shona” literally translates as, “The future will be better next time.”
2   It is important to note that not all donors are alike and that donor funding of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Zimbabwe does not necessarily imply a totalitarian hold over the activities therein. External interventions through funding are not always imperial, and not always counterproductive. Sometimes insubordination by both donors and recipients is behind much of the creativity in women’s NGOs and Zimbabwean civil society more generally.
3   Head of the education task force of the Women’s Coalition on the constitution.
4   Minimum wage, 1980; equal pay regulations, 1980; Labor Relations Act, 1984; public service pensions (amendment) regulations, 1985.
5   Customary Law and Primary Courts Act, 1981.
6   Matrimonial Causes Act no. 33, 1985.
7   Deceased Person’s Family Maintenance (amendment) Act, 1987.
8   The official philosophy of Marxist-Leninism was thought to be more progressive.
9   Established in 1938 and 1978, respectively.
10   Little attention was paid to the growing body of evidence that “development” has often upheld male interests to the detriment of women’s.
11   Including among others Devi Pakkiri, Peggy Watson, Mary Tandon, Rudo Gaidzanwa, Zine Chicopee, Petronella Maramba, Elizabeth Rider, Ann Forder, Eunice Kapuwa, Kate Truscott, and Sheila Chikoore.
12   Formed by five young activists, two of whom were feminists.
13   The organizations came to include trade unions, students’ movements, the mainstream churches, human rights organizations, media houses, and women’s groups.
14   The Lancaster House Conference of 1979 marked the end of Zimbabwe’s war of liberation. The conference brought together the Rhodesian government and the black liberation movements, and adopted the Lancaster House Agreement and the Lancaster House Constitution that paved the way for the elections held in 1980.
15   By September 2000 the NCA had more than 30,000 registered individual members and 200 institutional members countrywide.
16   Women constituted 13 percent of those on the commission, and despite the outcry concerning the low level of representation, no redress was forthcoming.
17   See http://www.wlsa.org.zw and http://www.wildaf.org.zw, respectively.
18   Magaya v. Magaya, SC 210/98.
19   The Administration of Estates Act, 1997.
20   Member organizations included AWC, Dorothy Duncan Centre for the Blind, Family Support Trust, FAMWZ, Harare Legal Projects Centre, Jekesa Pfungwa, Musasa Project, Mwengo, NCA, SAFAIDS, SAPES Trust, UZ-Law Faculty, WILDAF, WASN, WLSA, Women in Politics and Decision Making, WLLG, Women, Leadership and Governance Institute, WAG, Working Group on Gender Politics, Young Women’s Christian Association, ZAUW Residents Association, Zimbabwe Association of University Women, ZCC, ZWLA, ZWW, ZWB, and ZWRCN.
21   Minutes of the meeting of the Women’s Coalition for the Constitution, June 7, 1999.
22   WC member.
23   Feminist activist, NCA member, and Women’s Coalition member.
24   At this time either you were for the MDC’s slogan for change, “Chinja Maitiro, Maitiro Chinja / Guqula Izenzo, Izenzo Guqula” (Now is the time, fight for change, support the movement), or you were “reclaiming the land,” as ZANU-PF advocated.
25   Women’s commissioner.
26   And there were substantial debates within the coalition as to whether half a loaf was better than no loaf at all!
27   Financial Gazette, December 2, 1999.
28   Chronicle, January 27, 2000.
29   Chronicle, February 8, 2000.
30   And dare I say what actually constituted women’s rights. So, for example, in a conservative and fairly religious context like Zimbabwe, the rights of lesbian women were never discussed openly, and we know what the state’s response to LGBTI rights was.
31   See Statement of the National Democratic Institute Pre-Election Delegation to Zimbabwe, issued in Harare, May 22, 2000; Who is Responsible? A Preliminary Analysis of Pre-election Violence, Zimbabwe Human Rights Forum report, June 2000; and Zimbabwe: Terror Tactics in the Run-up to Parliamentary Elections, Amnesty International report, July 2000.
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