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South Africa has one of the highest proportions of female parliamentarians and 
cabinet ministers in the world. Gender equality is inscribed in the country’s 
constitution.  South African feminists have been successful in campaigned for a 
number of pieces of important law reform.1  Yet, as Charlene Smith argued in her 
Wolpe lecture in March, the country’s levels of sexual assault, violence against 
women and HIV infection are some of the highest in the world.  As Smith also  
argued in the same lecture, powerful men in government have many times tried to 
underplay the extent of violence against women or implicitly defend rapists and 
abusive men by criticising women such as Smith who speak out on the issue as 
motivated by racism.   Perhaps even harder to comprehend is what Smith referred to 
in her lecture as “the disgraceful silence from women in power” in response to 
government’s inadequate response to violence against women. 
  
This review essay takes this ‘disgraceful silence’ by powerful women in government 
as point of departure for discussing the state of the South African women’s movement 
and why it appears to be fundamentally unable to respond effectively to violence 
against women.2  It takes women’s right to speak out against violence against women 
as axiomatic, but aims to problematise feminist alliances between women as 
inherently complicated by inequality and difference with the movement.  Firstly, in 
unpacking difference and inequality in the feminist movement it discusses the impact 
of women moving into government and gender bureaucracies and the movement’s 
post-apartheid focus on pursuing “the politics of inclusion” in government and legal 
reform.  While this strategy has led to some concrete improvements in the status of 
women (especially middle class women), it has largely been at the expense of a focus 
on the structural socio-economic determinants of gender, which could greatly benefit 
poor women.  Secondly, it argues that women in government, like their male 
colleagues are keen to remain in power, which seems to often mean been seen to be 
obedient to powerful men in government.     
 

I. 
Of maids and madams: The divided voices of feminism  

 
From at least the early nineties there have been debates in South African feminist 
academia and activism over whether white feminists have the right to ‘speak for’ 
African feminists.  For instance, in the feminist journal Agenda from this period there 
have been numerous articles discussing appropriate roles for white women in feminist 
movements.  Susan Holland Mutter argued for a radical re-thinking of non-racialism 
which characterised anti-apartheid feminism (1995).3  Non-racialism did not allow for 
a recognition of structured racial inequality and facilitated a refusal on the part of 
some white feminists to confront racism and white privilege (Holland Mutter, 1995).  



 2 

Since then, both black and white progressive feminists have decided that there was a 
need to place differences and inequalities on the table and discuss them openly within 
the feminist movement.       
 
In the same period, white feminists such as Jane Bennett and Michelle Friedman 
explored the difficulties white women can experience in facing their own whiteness 
by overcoming their defensiveness and in re-racialising themselves. (Bennet and 
Friedman, 1997).4  Black feminists such as Cheryl de la Rey argued that white 
feminists’ participation in anti-apartheid activism was not in itself any automatic 
exemption from racist attitudes or behaviour on their part (1997).5  This means that 
there can be no easy or automatic unity between white and black women, but that 
feminist alliances across differences (including class and sexual orientation) need to 
be consciously and dialogically formed on an ongoing basis.         
 
These types of tensions in feminism can be traced to the history of the movement in 
South Africa.  It is worth recounting that the white suffragette movement in early 
twentieth century South Africa only demanded the vote for white women.6  
Historically, in the context of segregation the major form of ongoing and intimate 
contact between white and African women were in the madam/maid relationship.  As 
Belinda Bezoli argued in an article in the 1980s white women’s access to maids 
decreased their gendered domestic oppression, helping to cement alliances between 
white men and white women and ensure white women’s widespread compliance with 
the apartheid system.7   
 
As South African feminists have rightly recognised for at least a decade now, there 
can be no easy united sisterhood.  That being said, that does not preclude white 
feminists such as Charlene Smith from speaking out about violence against women 
and the need for the government to take more concrete steps to address the issue.  It 
means that the movement needs to be consciously debate difference.  These ongoing 
debates may explain the difficulty forming feminist alliances in South Africa given its 
ongoing history of racism.  It also helps to explain this paper’s central problematic of 
why more prominent black South African feminists have not spoken out more vocally 
for a more vigorous government response to violence against women. Another 
explanation relates to what some feminist scholars have referred to as “the rise of the 
femocrat” whose work has focussed on legal reform and greater representation in 
government structures in post-apartheid South Africa a phenomenon this review essay 
will now turn to.            
 

II 
Inclusion, exclusion and the femocracy 

 
As Smith argued in her lecture, with a disgraceful silence from women in 
government, cabinet struck section 21 from the draft Sexual Offences legislation, 
which would have legally obliged government to provide rape counselling, and 
treatment to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections including HIV.   
 
This indicates a further key weakness in the South African women’s movement in the 
post-apartheid era: its near total focus on inclusion by means such as greater 
representation in formal political institutions such as parliament, law reform (2005).8  
More importantly, since the early 1990s it has done so to the exclusion of focussing 
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on deeper transformation of socio-economic, structural determinants of gender 
equality (Hassim, 2005).9      
 
As stated in the introduction, it is a stark paradox that while there are so many women 
in government and important pieces of legal reform have taken place, South Africa 
also has the highest rate of HIV infection in the world, an epidemic which is being 
driven by gender-based violence and sexism.  Mbeki’s adoption of AIDS denialism 
held up the roll-out of anti-retrovirals (ARVs) for prevention of mother-to child 
transmission (PMTCT), post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) and for chronic use as part 
of combination drug therapy (Heywood, 2005, Mbali, 2003).10  Yet very few women 
in government could speak out vocally and unequivocally on behalf of their women 
constituent’s right to access such HIV treatment.11  For many years, feminist AIDS 
activists were faced with the paradox, a black woman Health Minister opposing 
women’s right to access to ARVs for PMTCT, PEP and chronic use as part of 
combination drug therapy.  Likewise, women in government have not spoken out for 
a more decisive response from government to violence against women.   
 
There are three plausible explanations for this which relate to the role of women in 
government and the strategic direction of the feminist movement in post-apartheid 
South Africa.  In her forthcoming essay on challenges facing the women’s movement 
in post-apartheid South Africa, Shireen Hassim argues that since the early 1990s it has 
focussed on an “inclusionary feminism” aimed at equal representation in branches of 
government such as parliament and the cabinet to great success (2005).12   
 
Amanda Gouws has also referred to the rise of the “femocrat”, or feminist in 
government in post-apartheid South Africa (1996).13  Drawing on international 
feminist literature, Gouws argues that this phenomenon has accompanied the 
institutionalisation of gender in structures such as the Commission for Gender 
Equality.    In the post-apartheid era such femocrats face numerous dilemmas such as 
how to balance conflicting demands from their women constituencies, and those 
imposed budgetary constraints and male politicians and bureaucrats.  To be even more 
direct, as Gouws argues women in government and bodies such as the Gender 
Commission are faced with the paradox that the state can be both a site of feminist 
contestation and implicated in patriarchy (1996).    
 
In a similar vein, Hassim shows that professional NGOs largely made up of urban, 
middle class women have had high levels of intervention in government-led legal and 
policy debates and consultations (2005).14  In a positive sense, this focus has enabled 
several important and laudable pieces of legal reform for gender equality, which have 
in many important ways genuinely improved ordinary women’s lives.15  However, 
these middle class women in government and established NGOs have often been 
distanced from poor and marginalised women’s voices and insufficiently focussed on 
redistributive socio-economic policies and their effective implementation to benefit 
this constituency (Hassim, 2005).   
 
Moreover, as Hassim goes on to argue, while some poor and marginalised women 
have joined new social movements, they overwhelmingly represented in the ranks of 
ordinary membership and are thinly represented in prominent leadership positions in 
such movements (2005).16  I would argue that women’s high representation in 
membership is partly as a result of the fact that the post-apartheid neoliberal economic 
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policies as evidenced in Growth Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) policy have 
disproportionately impacted on women’s livelihoods and have relied on women 
performing unpaid ‘women’s work’ (domestic labour such as care of the sick and 
fetching of water and firewood). Despite the possibilities of framing critiques of 
policies such as GEAR in explicitly feminist terms, I would argue as a consequence of 
women’s under-representation in visible leadership positions, these new social 
movements tend not to forward explicitly feminist agendas.17      
 
Women’s marginalisation and exclusion from leadership positions in new social 
movements also relates to their internal politics and the fact that they often lack 
explicit gender policies and strategies to implement them.  For instance, WoMandla 
AIDS Coalition a new nationwide coalition of women AIDS activists has called upon 
civil society organisations in the AIDS sector, including social movements to   
“…condemn sexism, tokenism, marginalization and the limited visibility of women 
in the AIDS field by developing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating 
progressive gender policies and programmes” (2005:p.2) .18  

 
Over and above racial and class divisions within the women’s movement, the strategic 
decision by elite women in government to focus on political inclusion at the expense 
of a more transformatory, implementation-focussed agenda has meant that 
government has  systematically failed to address poor women’s needs.  
 

IV 
Femocratic silence as a political career strategy 

 
At a more basic level, women politicians in government like their male colleagues are 
primarily concerned with staying in power and this involves being seen to be loyal, 
disciplined party members.  In his new political biography of Mbeki, William Mervyn 
Gumede describes Health Minister Manto Tsabalala Msimang’s deep loyalty to 
Mbeki during the debacle surrounding Mbeki’s adoption of AIDS denialism (2005).    
Available evidence seems to suggest that the Health Minister’s adoption of denialism 
only a consequence of Mbeki’s adoption of the ideology.  According to Edwin 
Cameron’s new autobiography Tsabalala Msimang, sent him a note congratulating his 
courage in publicly revealing his HIV status weeks before coming Health Minister 
(2005).19  To date, there has been no indication that she held these denialist beliefs 
prior to the president.  While Gumede suggests that she was intellectually taken with 
Mbeki’s denialism as a ‘defense’ of African sexuality, knowledge and dignity, as a 
canny and experienced politician one can only speculate that her apparent adoption of 
denialism may have been equally, if not more based on strategic and career-orientated 
calculations (2005).20    
 
On the other hand, when women in government do speak up in favour of women’s 
rights the results are not always positive. Mark Heywood has recounted how 
parliament’s Joint Monitoring Committee on the Improvement of the Quality of Life 
and Status of Women issued a report with recommendations that women and girls had 
a right to access to HIV treatment and ARVs to prevent MTCT and seroconversion 
following sexual assault (2004).21  According to Heywood, Pregs Govender, a former 
ANC MP and chairperson of the same committee has argued that the report was well 
received by the ANC caucus in parliament but blocked by ANC leadership: for a 
feminist in government such as Govender consensus decision-making had given over 
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to “group-think” (Heywood, 2004).22 Part of this relates to what William Mervyn 
Gumede characterised in his Wolpe Memorial Lecture (HTML link to lecture) as 
being a lack of internal democracy within the ANC.      
 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
 
There may be no easy answers to address what Smith characterises as ‘disgraceful 
silence’ of powerful South African women in government on government’s failures to 
adequately address violence against women.  This essay has, however, tried to reflect 
on possible explanations for the phenomenon.  Feminists such as Charlene Smith, 
Nawaaal El Sadaawi and Sindi Mbandlwa refuse to be silent and allow men to decide 
upon when and how it is appropriate for women to publicly discuss violence against 
women.  However, as South African feminists have generally recognised, and as the 
second section of this paper has argued such feminist alliances are only possible based 
upon an open recognition and discussion of differences and inequalities within the 
feminist movement.   This is as much a challenge for white feminists such as Smith as 
it is for the movement as a whole.  Furthermore, this may increasingly be more of a 
challenge for other leaders in the women’s movement such as middle class black 
women in ‘professionalised’ civil society and women in government (as the third 
section of this paper has argued).  However, this critique does not let new social 
movements “off the hook”; given that most of their members are women it is high 
time that they adopt an explicitly feminist agenda and act to ensure equal 
representation of women in visible leadership roles. 
 
Lastly, the ‘disgraceful’ silence of powerful women in the women’s movement both 
in government and civil society relates to their adoption of elite politics and alienation 
from their poor women constituents. This has led to a femocratic decision to pursue 
‘inclusion’ in government and equality before the law over socio-economic 
empowerment of poor women.  While this strategy has led to important legal reforms, 
there are many women who are clearly being disproportionately socio-economically 
left behind.  Furthermore, female politicians like their male colleagues are primarily 
concerned with staying in power and there are alarming indications that this may 
mean loyalty to powerful men in government at all costs.  And the cost is high for 
millions of poor black women who are disproportionately bearing the brunt of the 
impact of poverty, violence and AIDS.  Post-apartheid South Africa shows that 
women in government do not necessarily pursue feminist agendas.  Faced with this 
stark reality, feminist activists within the women’s movement who are in civil society 
must do more to force more women in government to speak out and strategise against 
violence against women. 
 
Notes      
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