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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

DOING GENDER JUSTICE WORK IN LOCAL CONTEXTS 

NGOs do gender justice work in marginalised local contexts – rural, peri-urban and urban-poor 

areas – with little to no infrastructure or communication networks. The areas are largely defined 

by structural inequality, lack of access to basic services and over-representation in the 

precarious informal sector. The areas also have high rates of crime, violence, sexual violence, 

and gender-based violence (GBV) underpinned by extreme levels of poverty, food insecurity 

and inconsistent state support. In such areas, NGOs play a major role in mobilising and 

engaging with marginalised populations through participatory interventions and community 

engagement. Particularly in politically polarised environments, local development partners 

(LDPs) may be the non-partisan partners willing to assist isolated citizens.  

 

THE LOCAL INFORMS THE GLOBAL? 

➢ While the GBV projects in Zimbabwe are led by United Nations (UN) Women and 

the UN Population Fund Africa, international organisations contextualised as 

Global North to Global South in development, the GBV project in South Africa is 

led by Sonke, a Global South organisation with Global South and Global North 

funding that focuses on local development. Interventions are informed by local 

challenges and lived experiences of people from the communities through a co-

creation process, a result of the recent attempt in development discourse to move 

from top-down approaches towards promoting country-ownership of projects and 

community empowerment.   

UNDERSTANDING THE LOCAL CONTEXT 

LDPs discussed the notion of the nation as a social construct and a product of socio-material 

forces and as such an imagined community with particular hegemonic histories (Anderson, 

2016). From that perspective the work being done by LDPs in communities can be seen as an 

attempt to re-imagine each of their countries as inclusive democratic spaces capable of 

making room for the members of society deliberately excluded and marginalised, historically 

and at present. 

➢ Consequently, civil society organisations have the important function of 

contesting and shifting stigma and changing the perceptions about marginalised 

people and places.  

 

➢ LDPs (to various extents) try to critically explore historical configurations of 

present power relationships in local contexts to understand gender in/justice. 

Those who do not delve deeper into historicised understandings of current 

challenges are more prone to exhibit unintentional bias towards local populations. 

 

THE POLITICS OF ACCESSING LOCAL CONTEXTS 

Appealing to male authority: A subversion or conformity?  
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➢ Due to patriarchal norms, most traditional leadership positions are still occupied 

by men in both countries. As a result, LDPs’ community mobilisation and access 

to women are still negotiated through male authority. In their reflections, partners 

allude to upholding patriarchal norms to minimise conflict and gain entry to local 

communities.  

 

All partners view traditional leaders as primary custodians of culture  

➢ All dialogue discussions reveal that LDPs generally have the support and 

participation of chiefs and/or traditional leaders in local communities in both 

Zimbabwe and South Africa. All partners view traditional leaders as primary 

custodians of culture and respected leaders of their communities and indispensable 

partners in fighting HIV/AIDS and GBV.    

 

COMMUNITIES AS HOMOGENOUS/HETEROGENOUS SPACES 

➢ LDPs largely categorise communities by geographic location, a generalisation of 

cultural and religious beliefs, socio-economic challenges, and as informed by public 

health and other challenges. This approach, which helps partners to categorise large 

settlement areas to tailor their responses to community needs, may not always reveal 

other heterogenous aspects of the communities.  

 

 

PARTICIPATORY INTERVENTIONS AT COMMUNITY LEVEL 

Participatory interventions at community level have to include buy-in from community leaders, 

gatekeepers and participants as well as incorporate indigenous knowledges for the projects to 

be successful and to stand a chance to be regenerated in the community. Projects are co-created 

with men, women, boys and girls as gender champions, and behaviour change facilitators.  

 

MEN DOMINATE LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES AND DECISION MAKING 

Women’s voices and girls’ voices are “never” heard  

➢ LDPs find that women are absent in leadership structures and, as a result, their 

concerns and experiences lack representation. Partners conclude that women’s 

voices are therefore silenced and this pattern is repeated in their exclusion from 

paid work and participation in the local economy leading to gender injustice. 

 

➢ Progressive anecdotes exist about women who are incorporated into leadership 

structures and one young woman who was asked to deputise one of the chiefs in 

Matobo, Zimbabwe. LDPs on the ground and in the dialogues continuously 

reflected on ways to include women and unsilence their voices.  

 

MARRIAGE AS A SURVIVAL MECHANISM AND A SITE FOR SOCIO-ECONOMIC MOBILITY 
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➢ Early and under-age marriage (child rape) is more than a cultural and religious 

phenomenon. Marriage is also a survival mechanism and a site for socio-

economic mobility within constrained choices.  

Child marriage, child rape: Girls pay the price for men’s disdain for 

older women’s bodies?  

➢ Critical observations and research by partners in Mashonaland Central, 

Zimbabwe reveal that research interventions frequently exclude the experiences 

of women over forty-nine. Yet, LDPs established a correlation between the sex 

lives of older and younger women. In terms of child marriage, partners identify 

the following beliefs/behaviour that contribute to this harmful practice:  

 

a) LDPs found a patriarchal custom which requires women from about forty 

or fifty to stop engaging sexually with their husbands.  

 

b) The prescribed shorter sexual lifespan for older women impacts younger 

girls negatively by contributing to early and forced marriage and holding 

older women to different sexual standards than their male counterparts. 

 

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Relationships between theory and practice show that while theory and models are good 

guidance for working with communities, in practice, reality is complicated and constantly 

shifting. As such, constant surveillance and critical reflection are on-going.  

 

➢ Some partners also allude to the need to do away with a “Western gender perspective” 

and instead appeal to indigenous knowledges while exhorting men as protectors of 

women. Is it possible that the above view is a result of a compromise between Western 

and indigenous knowledges and, if so, to what effect? 

➢ Some partners grapple with the gap they see in the field between theory and practice. 

They say that many of the stories told about men and women are rooted in a Western 

hegemony, which measures gender equality according to “Western ways of knowing” 

that they see as rigid. 

➢ Partners in South Africa are of the view that the #MenAreTrash, mobilised by the 

women’s movement towards the first ever GBV Presidential Summit in 2018, may 

inadvertently have played into the narrow and racialised discourses that singularly see 

black men as violent thereby denying them gender justice.  

➢ Partners also reflected on the need for a critical approach to language use particularly in 

capacity building so as to avoid reproducing gendered harmful beliefs and behaviours 

which devalue certain bodies and mark them as disposable or abusable.  

 

MULTI-SECTORAL AND MULTI-STAKEHOLDER APPROACHES TO GENDER JUSTICE 
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Multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder approaches to gender justice are an attempt to take a 

holistic approach to GBV and address the on-going issue of gaps between policy and 

implementation.  

 

Partnerships have the potential to be significant new crucibles in which development 

solutions will be forged 

➢ In South Africa and Zimbabwe during the pandemic, mainstream media shined a 

spotlight on the issue of forced child marriages and/or child pregnancies leading in 

some cases to the death of girl children in childbirth. Partners in Zimbabwe highlighted 

they were tackling first hand these issues in their interventions. To that end, the 

existence of a myriad partnerships working in different capacities may be the major 

difference needed at a time when the pandemic has isolated women and children 

thereby intensifying violence against them. A participant made the following 

observation:  

 

… in Zimbabwe we may be experiencing that tipping point moment … Too 

early to tell but it seems with the issue of the young 14-year-old girl2 that 

died whilst giving birth.  … the outcry from all corners of the country has 

shifted things a bit … (Transcript Day 4: p. 34). 

 

➢ Literature on multi-partnerships also posits that it is not rigorous to assume that 

development goals are shared among diverse partners, much less the principles and 

values underpinning them. In that vein, partners echoed facing challenges, for example, 

where local politicians may try to highjack livelihood projects for their own benefit or 

beneficiaries of their own choice. In Zimbabwe, like in South Africa, working in local 

communities for gender justice is complicated by the failure of government to address 

structural issues such as access to land and property rights for marginalised women 

and men. 

➢ While development partners intensify efforts towards eliminating all forms of violence 

towards women and girls, some old intervention models remain unchanged. The 

volunteer model, which requires women’s free labour to implement interventions, is 

still in place. Arguably it undermines and undervalues mostly poor women’s labour as 

noted in critical development literature. However, partners also share that their NGOs 

are instrumental in assisting communities with livelihood projects for survival. 

 

COMMUNITY NETWORKING MODELS   

Community networking models include mainly informal partnerships forged at community 

level with identified stakeholders with the broader aim of reaching all concerned and affected 

parties, leaving no one behind. 

 

                                                           
2 Her name was Anna Machaya – may her soul rest in peace.  

https://www.263chat.com/plot-twist-memory-machaya-is-alive-parents-conceal-deceaseds-identity/
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➢ Figure 3 under Section 7.2.3 depicts relationships established by UN Women as per their 

dialogue presentations and showcases mainly formal relationships between institutions. 

However, partners indicate that they also establish networks with individuals or 

sometimes organisations outside of formal partnerships where they rely on each other to 

share information and best practices. Their current programme uses gender champions 

from the community to mentor children. Gender champions include village health 

workers, ward coordinators, church group leaders and childcare workers and their 

involvement is considered as key in gaining a wider acceptance of GBV prevention 

and mitigation measures. 

 

➢ One of the Spotlight Initiative pillars deals with capacitating and strengthening the 

women’s movement. The movement has historically been at the forefront of articulating 

gender injustice and advocating for policy changes and, in some cases, implementing 

development interventions. Some of the complexities around the women’s movements 

in post-independence Zimbabwe and post-apartheid South Africa can be attributed to a 

feminist stance that equivocates for patriarchal approval, particularly when situated 

within national party politics.  
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KEY TERMS  

ANC African National Congress 

BCFs Behaviour Change Facilitators 

CBAs Community-Based Advocates  

CBOs Community-Based Organisations  

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women 

CSA&G Centre for Sexualities, AIDS, and Gender  

COVID-19 Coronavirus Pandemic 

EU European Union  

FBOs Faith-Based Organisations  

GEWE Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment  

GHASS Gender, HIV and Sexualities Seminar Series  

GBV  Gender-Based Violence  

GBVF Gender -Based Violence & Femicide 

HIV/AIDS Human Immunodeficiency Virus/ Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome 

HP Harmful Practices 

IPV Intimate Partner Violence 

IMF International Monetary Fund 

LDPs Local Development Partners  

LGBTQI+  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Intersex Life 

MDGs Millennium Development Goals 

NGOs Non-Governmental Organisations  

NPO Non-Profit Organisations 

NSP-GBVF National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and Femicide 

SAPs Structural Adjustment Programmes 

SADC Southern African Democratic Community 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals  

SGBV Sexual and Gender-Based Violence  

UN United Nations  

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Educational Fund 

VAWG Violence Against Women and Girls  

WSSD World Summit on Sustainable Development 

ZANU PF Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front 

ZIMSTATS Zimbabwe National Statistics  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Centre for Sexualities, AIDS, and Gender (CSA&G) at the University of Pretoria in 

South Africa commissioned this report to record and analyse the critical reflections and 

explorations by project partners on gender justice3 interventions/programmes implemented in 

2020 and 2021 across communities in South Africa and Zimbabwe.   

The gender justice interventions and programmes fall under the banner of The Just Gender 

Project, a flagship project within the research portfolio of the CSA&G. The CSA&G works 

towards the advancement of gender justice through the use of various modalities, including 

research and writing, but predominantly through the creation and provision of platforms and 

spaces where critical engagement and writing around gender-related issues can occur. The 

CSA&G views gender and sexualities as key to debates and practices around an inclusive 

sexual citizenship, in an open society, in the context of an emerging democracy with greater 

calls for accountability and active citizenship (CSA&G, 2020). In this context, Just Gender is 

a body of work that sees collaboration between the CSA&G research unit with nine project 

partners4 in Zimbabwe and South Africa, supported by the Embassy of Ireland in South 

Africa. The project falls within the Irish Embassy’s five-year strategy of 2017 to 2021 to 

strengthen practice through collaboration with its international and local development 

partners (Government of Ireland, n.d.).   

The project, Strengthened Practice through Collaboration, is funded by Irish Aid South Africa 

and seeks to develop new avenues and means through which to attain more open, inclusive, 

and democratic societies (The Just Gender Project, 2021). Within the socio-political context 

of Southern Africa, and specifically in South Africa and Zimbabwe where gender-based 

violence (GBV) and gender inequality remain particularly worrying, the project seeks to 

maximise the quality of the impact of the work and contributions made by those working in 

the field of social justice (Ibid).  

The CSA&G’s mandate is situated within a broader, multi-level context while that of the 

Embassy of Ireland is nested within the context(s) of local and international development 

                                                           
3 Social, political and economic equality for women is integral to the achievement of all Millennium Development 
Goals. Hence, gender justice entails ending the inequalities between women and men that are produced and 
reproduced in the family, the community, the market and the state. It also requires that mainstream institutions – 
from justice to economic policymaking – are accountable for tackling the injustice and discrimination that keep too 
many women poor and excluded (UN Women, 2010).  
 
 
4 See Page viii above for the project partner list. 
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trends and gender configurations. This creates synergy between the two organisations and the 

rest of the partnerships in the network where key stakeholders at each level each have 

particular imperatives, functions, policy frameworks, and strategies and targeted areas of 

implementation. Collaborations are organised around a shared mandate towards promoting 

gender justice at micro and macro levels and as such allow for different levels of community5 

engagement. At a global level, The Gender Justice Project falls within the ambit of the 

European Union/United Nations (EU/UN) Spotlight Initiative and Safe Spaces Programmes. 

In Zimbabwe and South Africa, programmes and projects are implemented by the United 

Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women) 

Zimbabwe, the United Nations Population Fund Africa (UNFPA) Zimbabwe and Sonke 

Gender Justice (South Africa) in rural, peri-urban and urban-poor local contexts. In this 

report these organisations represent and will be referred to as local development partners 

(LDPs).  

While project implementation began in 2018 in both countries, in the absence of in-person 

interactions due to the Coronavirus pandemic (Covid-19) restrictions, the CSA&G created a 

space for partners, key actors, and stakeholders to reflect on evidence and learn collectively 

and collaboratively through online dialogues. This platform for dialogues, dubbed Gender, 

HIV and Sexualities Seminar Series (GHASS) by the centre was designed with The Just 

Gender Project’s theory of change in mind, which states that, by providing opportunities and 

support for a) evidence-informed collective reflection, b) focused use of methodologies for 

interventions, and c) innovative ways of understanding and using evidence, partners, 

                                                           
5 Community can refer to people in a specific geographical area and time; it can refer to a social system, to a 
construction of a way of life or to a socio-political organisation. Owing to the history in South Africa, the concept 
of community assumed a specific racial connotation. During the apartheid era, this concept was used to 
emphasise the differences between various racial groupings and that each group has its own distinct culture 
(Thornton & Ramphele, 1988 in Visser & Moleko, 2012).  
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programmes and key stakeholders will be able to increase the effectiveness of their work on 

GBV6, violence against women and girls (VAWG7) and gender equality8.   

This report is based on three such dialogues facilitated by CSA&G which occurred between 

July and September 2021 among three of its nine project partners: UN Women Zimbabwe, 

UNFPA Zimbabwe and Sonke Gender Justice in South Africa. The purpose of this report is 

therefore to: 

i. Offer a critical analysis of key themes emerging from the dialogue content through 

relevant literature and to; 

ii. Add to the partner repository for on-going reference in thinking through evidence-based 

practice, tensions and successes between theory and practice, as well as lessons learnt 

in specific locations. Ultimately, the report is intended to serve as a resource for 

organisations operating in local civil society and development sectors that are looking 

to identify synergies in social/gender justice work that is being implemented regionally. 

The report may be of interest to scholars, students, activists, and other change agents as 

an evidence-based resource that provides information about the kinds of interventions 

that are being implemented at grassroots level.  

1.1 Methodological Approach 

 

The researcher collected primary data for the report by recording and transcribing over eight 

hours of critical engagements between project partners over five days. There was multi-level 

representation from partner organisations taking part in the conversations ranging from 

                                                           
6 GBV is “the general term used to capture violence that occurs as a result of the normative role expectations 

associated with each gender, along with the unequal power relationships between […] genders, within the 
context of a specific society.” (Bloom, 2008, p. 14). This term encompasses the fact that men and boys and 
especially people from the LGBTQI+ community also experience gendered violence.  

7 “The UN Declaration defined VAW/G as including physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the 

family and general community, which is perpetrated or condoned by the State, and includes traditional 
practices such as child marriage and female genital cutting/mutilation (FGC/M). All types of VAW/G stem from 
unequal power relations between women and men”. (Bloom, 2008, p. 12, 13). This term is important to 
capture the fact that women all over the world disproportionately suffer from violence targeted at them 
because they are women. GBV & VAWG are sometimes used interchangeably. In this document GBV will take 
precedence.  

8 Equality between women and men (gender equality) refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and 
opportunities of women and men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become 
the same but that women and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they 
are born male or female (UN Women, 2001). 
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directors, project coordinators, researchers, and others from academic, NGOs9 and 

community-based organisations10 (CBOs). Non-partner participants from various 

organisations with an interest in gender justice work also joined Zoom meetings and engaged 

with project presentations. An average of 35 attendees joined online daily over the five days. 

The researcher also collected secondary data from project documents such as 

conceptualisation, planning, and implementation frameworks. Other sources of data include 

websites and public access institutional repositories of policy, programmatic and project 

information from participating and funding organisations at global and local levels, and in-

country government structures as well as relevant literature.   

The report takes a thematic analysis approach using emerging themes from the dialogues 

where project partners discussed the methodological, theoretical, conceptual, and contextual 

considerations informing their delivery of development interventions in local contexts in 

South Africa and Zimbabwe. “Thematic analysis is a method for analysing qualitative data 

that entails searching across a data set to identify, analyse, and report repeated patterns 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006 in Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p. 2). The surfacing of repeated patterns 

demonstrates that themes are organisational tools which are helpful in classifying and 

labelling data; moreover, “through thematic analysis the research constructs themes to 

reframe, reinterpret, and/or connect elements of the data” (Ibid, p.3). The themes, laid out in 

Section 1.2 below, are a gateway for “seeking to understand a set of experiences, thoughts, or 

                                                           
9“A large body of literature has emerged that sees NGOs as providing an improved way to deliver development 

(Bhatia 2000; Fisher 2003; Fowler 1991; Mehra 1997).NGOs are seen as vehicles that allow grassroots 
organisations to voice their concerns, as the organised form of social movements, and as having the ability to 
“empower communities and to build social capital in civil society” (Kudva 2005, p. 234). For some scholars, 
NGOs are civil society organisations that emerge in opposition to the state and provide important checks to 
state power (Bratton 1989; Clarke 1998). Others contend that NGOs are best understood as agents or 
consequences of neoliberalism, expanding globalisation processes (Schuller 2007), reducing local power 
(Feldman 1997), and forming part of a “contemporary neoliberal aid regime” (Schuller 2009, 84). Much of the 
recent literature provides more critical and contextual understandings of the relation between NGOs and 
development (Mercer 2002), including those by scholars who view NGOs as a form of neoliberal co-optation 
(Kamat 2004) and by others who locate NGOs within transnational circuits of neoliberal power (Grewal 2005). 
Some current scholarship, such as a special issue of PoLAR (2010), looks at NGOs as they are caught up in 
relations with funding sources, governments, and neoliberal processes that create a double bind for NGOs, 
situated between the powerful forces dominating them and the disenfranchised communities they intend to 
serve (Bernal & Grewal, 2014, pp. 3–4). 

10 “A CBO is an organisation that provides social services at the local level. It is a non-profit organisation whose 
activities are based primarily on volunteer efforts. This means that CBOs depend heavily on voluntary 
contributions for labour, material and financial support” (Chechetto-Salles & Geyer, 2006, p. 4).  
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behaviors across a data set” in line with observations of the project partners throughout the 

duration of project implementation (Braun & Clarke, 2012 in Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p.2).   

The flexibility offered by thematic analysis, in that it can be incorporated into “a wide range 

of theoretical and epistemological frameworks, [as well as] a wide range of study questions, 

designs, and sample sizes” (Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p.2), is indispensable to qualitative data 

scholars. In that regard, this report interrogates emerging themes through additional 

frameworks, including a post-colonial and transnational feminist11 approach to discourse12 

analysis. These frameworks allow a historicised exploration of contemporary systemic 

structures that intersect to aid and also constrain different actors contributing to the discourse, 

and to understand the differential power dynamics between actors and the effect thereof. 

These are fitting frameworks to dialogue themes between partners who debated the need to 

de-centre Western ideas when trying to understand local actors. As the report shows in 

succeeding sections, the LDPs engage in discussions which explore development as a 

discourse they participate in both to shape and contest it.  

Michel Foucault one of the leading postmodernist (and poststructuralist) thinkers … 

argues that discourse – a historically, socially and institutionally specific structure of 

statements, terms, categories and beliefs – is the site where meanings are contested, and 

power relations determined (Scott 1988, p.38 in Marchand & Parpart, 1995, pp. 2–3).  

 

Hence, the framework choices influencing the analysis of this report approach the prevailing 

discussions with this meaning of discourse in mind.   

Methodological considerations 

All dialogues took place on a virtual Zoom platform, and as such were subject to time 

constraints. Due to online time limitation, the discussions may not fully reflect the project 

partners’ thoughts and experiences in the field.  

 

1.2 Emerging Discussion Themes 

Themes guiding the report outline include: 

                                                           
11 “Postcolonial feminist approaches enable us to situate the silent ‘spectral’ power of colonial times as it appears 
in the production and reproduction of marginalised, racialised and gendered others in new contemporary times” 
(Mirza, 2009, p. 3). Furthermore, “the contingent and critical project of black and postcolonial feminisms is to 
chart the story of raced and gendered domination across different landscapes and time lines through the counter 
memories of black/ethnicised women” (McKittrick, 2006 in Mirza, 2009, p. 3).  

 
12 “Discourse is a historically, socially, and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, categories, and 
beliefs. It is considered the site where meanings are contested and power relations determined.” (Marchand & 
Parpart, 1995, p. 244). 
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Doing gender justice work in local contexts 

LDPs do gender justice work in local contexts with structural inequality, high rates of 

VAWG compounded by high rates of unemployment and poverty, and inconsistent 

service delivery and state support.  

Participatory interventions at community level 

Participatory interventions at community level have to include buy-in from 

community leaders and gatekeepers as well as incorporate indigenous knowledges for 

the projects to be successful and to stand a chance to be regenerated in the 

community. 

Relationships between theory and practice 

Relationships between theory and practice show that while theory and models are 

good guidance for working with communities, in practice reality is complicated and 

constantly shifting – constant surveillance and critical reflection are on-going.  

Multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder approaches to gender justice 

Multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder approaches to gender justice are an attempt to 

take a holistic approach to GBV and address the on-going issue of gaps between 

policy and implementation.  

 

COMMUNITY NETWORKING MODELS   

Community networking models include mainly informal partnerships forged at 

community level with identified stakeholders with the broader aim of reaching all 

concerned and affected parties, leaving no one behind.  

 

The report focuses on three project partner interventions. Two partners implement several 

GBV interventions in rural and peri-urban areas at district and community level in the 

provinces of Matebeleland South, Mashonaland Central, Mashonaland West and Manicaland 

in Zimbabwe. One partner implements policy and legal local government accountability work 

in a semi-rural setting in the Eastern Cape province in South Africa. Partnered organisations 

attended the GHASS series and used the platform according to their availability, hence three 

of the nine partners are represented in this dialogue.  

 

2 INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS ON GBV 

 

The disproportionate rate at which VAWG occurs in all parts of the world has led to the on-

going attempts to understand the nature and extent of this violence which is also perceived as 

GBV. In this regard: 

Gender refers to the social construction of masculinity and femininity, not to the sexual 

differences between men and women. The purpose of emphasising gender relationships 
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is to highlight the particular manner in which women have been subordinated and 

oppressed through socially constructed differences (Goldblatt & Meintjes, 1996). 

 

Efforts to name and define the VAWG and GBV phenomena by various institutions at global, 

regional and local levels have helped criminalise GBV acts and identify other feminised 

populations13 that may be victims of GBV, such as men, boys and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, queer/questioning and intersex (LGBTQI+) community. There are global and 

localised definitions of GBV, which sometimes overlap, as feminists and activists work and 

struggle to find meanings that are broad enough to include many forms of violence yet also 

narrow enough to set a template to work from, especially in the justice system. Some 

localised meanings of GBV include:  

[It is] the general term used to capture violence that occurs as a result of the normative 

role expectations associated with each gender, along with the unequal power 

relationships between […] genders, within the context of a specific society” (Bloom, 

2008, p. 14). 

 

Broadly speaking, GBV is characterised by unequal power dynamics between women and 

men and is recognised to be a disciplinary technique used by men to coerce women into 

confining their behaviour and aspirations within socially and culturally sanctioned roles in 

society, thereby maintaining the gender order that sustains patriarchy. Most countries 

(Zimbabwe and South Africa included) rely on international conventions to describe VAWG 

and/or GBV as state led efforts have taken long to lead to specific definitions. According to 

the United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (United 

Nations, 1996):  

[…] the term, “violence against women” means any act of gender-based violence that 

results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering 

to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 

whether occurring in public or in private life. … Violence against women shall be 

understood to encompass, but not be limited to, the following: Physical, sexual and 

psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, sexual abuse of 

female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital 

mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and 

violence related to exploitation … Physical, sexual and psychological violence 

occurring within the general community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual 

                                                           
13 “Feminised” is a derivative of “feminine”. Therefore, feminised populations as those regarded as the “weaker 
sex” in different contexts and relationship dynamics. These extend to more than just women to include men and 
boys, and the LGBTQI+ community – e.g. the gendered violence within same sex relationships captures the idea 
of abuse of the feminised weaker other.  
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harassment and intimidation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, 

trafficking in women and forced prostitution … Physical, sexual and psychological 

violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, wherever it occurs. 

 

The definition above is far-reaching and represents a cumulative process towards efforts to 

understand and end GBV and works in conjunction with other international conventions 

signed and ratified by many countries. Some conventions signed and ratified by the Southern 

African Democratic Community (SADC) include the Beijing Platform for Action, 1995; UN 

Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, 2000; and the Protocol to the African 

Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, 2003. Being 

signatories to these conventions is a sign of commitment by respective leaders to eliminate 

GBV in SADC countries. This commitment is, however, undermined in most cases by 

different countries’ unstable political and economic environments which put women at 

increased risk of violence. Scholars suggest that while the democratic state is expected to 

facilitate an open, inclusive and just society, there is also “a deep suspicion of the State, of its 

interests and its capacities, of its will to protect against, rather than to commit or condone, 

corruption and predatory crime” (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2017, p. x).  

It may be essential to point out here that the terrain of understanding violence against women 

is filled with contentions and contestations, and, in addition, this report teases out some of the 

complexities surrounding global and local definitions of GBV. Sometimes creating local 

definitions takes time for various reasons, which may range from lack of political will to 

lengthy, complex, and expensive policymaking processes and procedures marked by 

disagreements between political and civil society representatives. For instance, in some cases 

there are disagreements on what constitutes GBV. A good example is the protracted debate 

on whether female genital mutilation is a sacred cultural practice or a violation of human 

rights. Studies based in Ghana highlight how, in some cases, state and civil society discourses 

work in agreement to stop these practices by portraying people from certain regions as 

backward and in need of civilising (Hodžić, 2016). And yet, in other cases, state and civil 

society discourses in the same country have been at loggerheads when the state employed 

cultural discourses to reject the notion of marital rape. When the state finally ratified the 

relevant global convention in relation to marital rape they had retracted the part on marital 

rape constituting a crime (Ibid).   

Despite relentless on-going efforts to define and combat GBV, GBV still remains a pervasive 

human rights violation on the continent including in South Africa and Zimbabwe, which is 
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the focus of this report. The next section explores how historic and contemporary forms of 

government have contributed to constructing, sustaining and entrenching the normative role 

expectations associated with each gender, along with the unequal power dynamics between 

women and men.  

By portraying complexities of colonial and apartheid rule, the report sets the stage for 

analysing enduring forms of power-knowledge and sensibilities that live on in democracy and 

inform current gender ideologies. For example, some theorists analyse that while it is 

generally and globally true that “men use rape to inscribe subordinate status on to an 

intimately known ‘Other’ – women … in the case of South Africa, such activities draw on 

apartheid practices of control that have permeated all sectors of society” (Moffett, 2006, p. 

129). Be that as it may, while “issues of [gender and] sexuality in South Africa cannot be 

separated from race and culture, and vice versa, the South African public arena is bedevilled 

by a kind of race discourse which serves to silence and displace feminist attempts to discuss 

rape as a form of sexual or gender power politics” (Hassim, 2014 in Coetzee & du Toit, 2018, 

p. 222).  
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“The patterns of complicity that prop up gender-based violence require historicized feminist 

[understanding and] undoing”14 

 

3 GLOBAL AND LOCAL CONTEXTS OF GBV 

3.1 The logics of power 

Throughout recent history, evidence shows that violence sits comfortably within the rights-

based language and against principles of international and local conventions. There is also 

evidence that acts of “violence and violation are not only contained in time, but have effects 

that far exceed the original moment of violence” (Srinivasan, 1990 in Motsemme, 2004, p. 

909). A case in point is how aspirations for modernity have not only relied on violent 

constructions of race, ethnic and gender differences but continuities of these troubled 

identities have seeped into and continue to be mobilised and exploited in democratic projects. 

Many writers point out the stark contrast between people’s lived realities and the promises of 

freedom and equality, in addition to the continually widening gap/s (i.e. inequality) between 

the two. The distance or gap/s between constitutional rights promised in democratic projects 

and the violence, deprivation and exploitation that characterise millions of people’s lives, 

particularly women and girls, has become a refrain most writers rely upon as a point of 

departure in exploring real and imagined forms of citizenship. This section focuses on 

unearthing the underlying logics which sustain the gap/s and make violence necessary for 

contemporary configurations of power.  

In most democratic projects, state and civil society organisations are invested in 

understanding (and ending) violence as a phenomenon “…that is contested … and … shapes 

our very existence” (Khanyile, 2020, p. 1). However, the project is complicated by the fact 

that “violence is a dynamic phenomenon capable of shifting its meanings, effects, and agents 

across time and space, such that a given person, for instance, can be a witness, victim, and 

perpetrator of violence” (Khanyile, 2020, p. 2). New understandings and formulations of 

violence have been led by global institutions such as the UN and EU, established after World 

War II through organised attempts to re-make the world, centralising an egalitarian approach. 

Through a plethora of declarations, statutes, protocols and laws, the institutions have 

attempted to reinscribe the humanity previously disproportionately stripped from various 

people/bodies. It is in the current re-making of a new world order that new identities and 

                                                           
14 See Gqola (2007). 
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forms of citizenship are being imagined, and certain acts previously committed with impunity 

are now categorised as crimes against humanity. These efforts have also led to new forms of 

personhood that inform contested and evolving understandings of gender as a fluid category 

and therefore gendered violence as a crime against humanity.  

In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault posits that “power lies in structures, in 

their capacity to determine identities and acts, values and norms” (Foucault, 1982 in 

Williams, 2005, p. 109). To Foucault “power is the net of historical determinations that we 

have to struggle in and cannot escape, at least not fully” (Williams, 2005, p. 109). To that 

end, slavery, colonial and apartheid power decimated all forms of life for the colonised, 

remaking their identities, values and norms. The inhumanity which characterised Western 

progress was achieved through economic exploitation, political oppression and cultural 

degradation of others (West, 1999); it normalised seizing/ending life with one hand while 

nourishing life with the other hand. As a result, violence was “the springboard of modernity 

where its foundation was predicated initially on terrors and horrors visited on enslaved 

Africans” (West, 1999). The construction of “gender and racial categories emerged during 

this epoch as two fundamental axes along which people were exploited and societies 

stratified” (Oyěwùmí, 2002, p. 1).  

Within this century, most African nationalisms have emerged through demands for 

democracy as a response to the violence and inhumanity of colonialism and apartheid – while 

these demands also resorted to civil violence and war. However, the movement from older to 

new systems of power equally placed women and children at great risk, as such systems have 

been characterised by gendered violence. The terrors alluded to by Cornel West (1999) 

above, resulted in displacement, dispossession, impoverishment and underdevelopment in 

locations now termed the “Third World”. These acts were typified by abduction, rape, 

enslavement and killing of women and children as a sign of political conquest driven by the 

logic of dominance. Violence against women as conquest and covertly policing the gender 

order to maintain gendered hierarchies represent a prevalent historical fact traceable in all 

contemporary societies. This violence has also been relied upon even in national liberation 

struggles (Goldblatt & Meintjes, 1996; Muzenda, 2019). By applying a gendered lens on the 

liberation struggle on the continent, researchers have revealed use of rape, abuse and 

exploitation of female cadres, for example as Zimbabwe and South Africa’s liberation parties, 

Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and the African National 

Congress (ANC), have done respectively (Muzenda, 2019).   
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The brutality of colonial conquests also required that enslaved and colonised males were 

humiliated, tortured and demeaned, resulting in anger and violence that seep into the present. 

It goes without saying that conquest required inhuman acts from colonising males, and their 

“masculinity, inseparable from the exercise of racial power” (Keegan, 2001, p. 459) is still 

observable today in maintaining race/class positions in the legacy of white supremacy. 

“White Supremacy generally implied the domination of the white male as the supreme 

evolutionary exemplar of civilisation” (Keegan, 2001, p. 461). Patriarchy, “the social, 

political and economic system which provides men with unequal power and authority in 

relation to women in society … existed in pre-colonial societies, and interacted with 

colonialism to create specific forms of gender subordination in South [ern] Africa” (Goldblatt 

& Meintjes, 1996). As such, this section will continue to demonstrate that women’s 

subordination is intricately linked with and at the centre of all forms of power.  

Within capitalist and industrialisation endeavours in different geographic and temporal 

locations, state power often emerges with its often-violent attempts to control, govern and 

regulate women and men’s bodies in service of nationalist agendas. While socio-economic 

and cultural dynamics may differ in particular geopolitical contexts, what remains constant in 

various constructions of the nation-state is male privilege organised around heteropatriarchal 

power. The following sub-section explores gender, race and class configurations employing 

South(ern) African examples. 

 

3.2 Primitive Accumulation and Gender 

 

In South(ern) Africa, race, class and gender dynamics were influenced by colonialism and 

apartheid and structured social relationships in ways that influence GBV currently. “In this 

conceptualisation, women's experience cannot be understood in isolation from men's, but as a 

consequence of the interrelationship of women and men's roles and statuses in society 

generally”(Goldblatt & Meintjes, 1996). 

In colonial and subsequently apartheid South Africa for example, fears about racial 

contamination and degeneration shaped white masculinity, and female chastity shaped white 

femininities while both were mobilised for statecraft. The state engineered the Black Peril 

narrative, “the imagined pandemic of sexual assaults by black men on white women” 

(Keegan, 2001, p. 460) to simultaneously authorise violence against black men and control of 

white women’s sexual and reproductive autonomy. In this script, where racial boundaries 
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were central to racial dominance, white women where the signifiers of racial purity and 

standards while black men presented a sexual threat and labour competition for white men. 

Keegan (2001, p.460) argues that:  

The imagery of the dominant male provider, the patriarchal white family, the chaste 

white wife and mother, and indeed of the black brute at the gate, underpinned the racial 

and gendered edifice of the colonial order. 

 

State propaganda was successful in instilling and maintaining fear and intolerance among the 

races. Moreover, Harold Wolpe’s (1972) earlier work in South Africa demonstrates how the 

Land Act of 1913, which dispossessed the native population of land, demanded particular 

gender configurations for African men and women as they tried to resist domination and for 

white men and women as they brutally policed the racial boundaries. In regard to African 

men being violently made into a new working class, Wolpe (1972, p.434) elaborates that 

“capital is able to pay the worker below the cost of his reproduction … [as] capitalism enters 

into, lives off, and transforms the rural economy” (Ibid, p.434).15 At the same time, the social 

reproduction work performed by women in the Bantustans was central to constructing and 

sustaining capitalism and industrialisation in South Africa (Wolpe, 1972). Similar 

configurations were happening across the Limpopo River in colonial Zimbabwe. The Land 

Apportionment Act of 1930 was preceded by land reserves for Africans going back as early 

as 1894 in Matebeleland (Moyana, 1975). Like in South Africa, the act maintained by 

brutality towards the natives created an “inexhaustible labour reservoir” out of Africans and 

also “retarded the economic development of the country by excluding the majority of its 

citizens from actively participating in the exploitation of its resources” (Moyana, 1975, p. 17 

,34). Part of the result of the people’s banishment to the arid Bantustans and reserves were 

malnourished children and male workers as well as a broken-down family structure.   

These events are important in illustrating the making of gender, race and class roles still 

prevalent in South(ern) Africa. In a bid to identify wider connections, Amina Mama (1996) 

establishes links between the oppression of women in Europe and existing pernicious forms 

                                                           
15 Wolpe’s (1972) work was ground-breaking in the sense that it challenged narrow Marxist and liberal 

understandings of South African racism as an ideology separate from capitalism and argued instead that the 
South African state and capitalists authored and perfected a system of racialised capitalism. 

To connect to the present, Hickel (2014) argues that in the current global economy “institutional sexism and 
racism keep the wages of women and ethnic minorities artificially low. And [also] that wages go down when 
(right-wing) politicians pass anti-union legislation or cut welfare and working standards”. 
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of violence against women in post-colonies. Through a Marxist-feminist perspective, Federici 

(2004) also demonstrates that the burning of “witches” in Europe in the Middle Ages was the 

beginning of a gendered accumulation of capital as women were forced into unpaid social 

reproductive labour through extreme violence. Ultimately, Federici argues that “at every state 

of capitalist expansion, new rounds of primitive accumulation involving violence and 

expropriation can be observed” (Heenan, 2017). Federici also documents women’s refusals 

through peasant revolts. Importantly, she demonstrates the early remaking of women to suit 

capital needs while making connections with contemporary global capital’s remaking of 

women in the Global South through World Bank structural adjustment programs (SAPs) 

(Ibid, 2017).  

3.3 Knowledge/Power and the Coloniality of Gender 

 

Oyěwùmí (2002, p.1) calls attention to the fact that accumulation of power, firstly, positioned 

Europeans as dominant sources of knowledge, and secondly, with that came the imposition of 

“male gender privilege [based on] the European ethos enshrined in the culture of modernity”. 

To reiterate Foucault, power comes with “the capacity to determine identities and acts, values 

and norms” (Williams, 2005, p. 109). One way norms were governed, for example, was by 

disrupting African ways of being and imposing Victorian sexual morality on Africans. Any 

resistance by natives became “a source of embodied racialised-sexualised shame for the 

colonised” (Gqola, 2015 p. 40 in Coetzee & du Toit, 2018). African women were regarded 

with sexual fascination and their construction as lesser or non-human created a double 

exclusion from humanity which legitimated rape or classified them as un-rapeable, with 

lasting consequences particularly in South Africa (Gqola, 2015) and elsewhere on the 

continent. 

Oyěwùmí (2002) argues that “this global context for knowledge production must be taken 

into account in our quest to comprehend African realities and indeed the human condition” 

(Ibid, p. 1). Furthermore, (Connell, 2011, p. 103) urges that “a re-thinking of gender is 

required, which will involve a rethinking of the historicity of gender, a reconsideration as 

embodiment, and a recognition of world-level gender dynamics.”   

Feminists from the developing world, such as Amadiume (1987), Lugones (2010) and 

Oyěwùmí (1997), through “in-depth analysis and ethnographic studies” offer analysis 

“grounded in particular places but closely attentive to wider connections” (Hart, 2002, p. 17).  
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Amadiume’s (1987)16 pioneering work showed that colonialism was an ideologically 

gendered project which systematically made African female power invisible, whilst 

entrenching rigid dualistic Western gender categories, thus effectively foreclosing the 

fluidity that existed within African gendered structures that made it possible for women 

to access a wide set of social, cultural, and political power structures (Magadla, 

Magoqwana & Motsemme, 2021). 

 

Scholars reiterate colonisers “imposed a new gender system” exclusive to the colonised 

(Lugones, 2010) and that “Western patterns were violently enforced in ways that were 

extremely and holistically disruptive”(Coetzee & du Toit, 2018, p. 6). Relationships between 

native women and men were restructured in ways a lot more disempowering to women 

(Amadiume, 1987; Oyěwùmí, 1997). The invisibilisation of African women’s modes of 

power is important in understanding their position in contemporary societies – especially in 

rural settings.  

It is important to also point out that African patriarchs had started “the process of separating 

the public/private spheres [prior to] colonization but [the process was ] precipitated, 

consolidated and reinforced by colonial policies and practices” (Tamale, 2004, p. 52). This 

demarcation sanctioned women’s domesticity; domesticity as “an ideology is historically and 

culturally constructed and is closely linked to patriarchy, gender/power relations and the 

artificial private/ public distinction” (Tamale, 2004, p. 51).   

The colonial system also shaped traditional power structures and deployed chiefs to manage 

and contain the masses (Chigwata, 2016). African patriarchs who had their own ways of 

subordinating women, now colluded with colonial patriarchs to further strip or narrow 

women’s agency. Identifying instances of patriarchal solidarity and/or collusion across 

different systems and power structures is important as it may point to ways in which current 

systems may act together to subordinate women.17  

An important aspect of literature mentioned earlier is that colonial and apartheid conditions 

of dispossession and dehumanisation contributed to the vicious breakdown of the African 

family. In addition, the increased dependency of African women on African men in turn 

                                                           
16 This literature proposes that the ground breaking work by African feminists and others also serves to show 

that, though gender and race are social constructions, the materiality of these categories renders them 
intractable, i.e. in specific contexts, such as post-colonies, historicising gender hierarchies reveals the multi-
layers and intersections of many forms of oppression around patriarchy and gender, which suggests that 
gender justice programs need to acknowledge intersecting systems of oppression to be effective. 

17 Like the idea that NGOs acknowledge traditional leaders as respected custodians of patriarchal culture and 
tradition without addressing the tension that this implies in gender justice work.  
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increased marital violence (Hetherington, 1993; Sibeko, 2021; Van Onselen, 1982). Current 

masculinity scholarship also attributes this historical interruption (for example the racial 

segregation Group Areas Act of 1950) of the black families as an important aspect to 

consider when discussing the current alienation of black fathers from their children (Langa, 

2020; Sibeko, 2021). 

Accordingly, gender roles also shifted for the colonisers as the system hierarchised labour 

expectations by gender and race. Jacklyn Cock (1980 cited in Ally 2010, p.2) argues that paid 

domestic service was a form of servitude within South Africa’s modernising racial capitalism 

and best depicted the allegory of servant and master envisioned by racial modernity: 

  

Cock argues that paid domestic work reproduced not only the labour power of 

capitalism but also reproduced the racialised logics of apartheid that constructed 

blacks as a servant class and socialised white South Africans into ‘the attitudes of 

racial domination’…  necessary for racial modernity.  

In Southern Africa, African men predominantly performed general domestic chores for white 

households in the colonial era. In South Africa, mostly Zulu men performed domestic work 

on the Witwatersrand and worked alongside trained British female cooks, a situation which 

ironically created proximity in intimate spaces between races and reconfigured gender roles 

(Van Onselen, 1982). In South Africa, domestic work was first preserved for coloured 

women after African men. African women were later allowed to enter this industry eventually 

including childcare services. This redefining of gender roles among the colonised and 

colonisers have led some writers to theorise gender as follows (Oduyoye, 1995): 

The gender ideology presupposes that the masculine encompasses the female, or takes 

priority in relation to the female and is entitled to expect subordination and 

submissiveness and self-abasement of the female. The gender ideology is not limited to 

biology. It is also social and appears in relations among men as among women and 

among nations. It functions, as a pecking order, colonies were females in relation to the 

colonising nations. Men slaves are females in relations to women in the master's 

household.  

 

So far, these historic events demonstrate the organising of gender roles through daily life in 

ways that sustain inequality in subsequent systems as well as the underlying logics which still 

make violence “logical” in contemporary configurations of power. All in all: 

The history and development of South (ern) Africa since colonial rule is the history of 

conquest and the institutionalising of racial discrimination and subordination ... 
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patriarchal power relations were integrated and used to bolster the power of the 

oppressors within indigenous communities. Patriarchy … was embedded within the 

social fabric of apartheid in particular ways and meant that women and men from 

different racial, class and cultural backgrounds experienced life very differently 

(Goldblatt & Meintjes, 1996). 

 

Tracing historical events also allows broad explorations of the category “women” as a result 

of particular spatio-temporal and material forces. Butler (1990) implores that “feminist 

critique ought also to understand how the category ‘women’, the subject of feminism, is 

produced” and equally important how the category is “…restrained by the very structures of 

power through which emancipation is sought” (Butler, 1990, p. 2).  

For example, participation of women in the liberation struggle led to abuse and sexual 

exploitation, (Gaidzanwa, 2015; Muzenda, 2019) and participation of women in the labour 

market is still largely underpinned by extreme income and oftentimes sexual exploitation 

(Oxfam, 2020). Evidence further shows that women seeking justice through law enforcement 

and the justice system are often retraumatized and denied justice. Decades into democracy, 

women on the continent continue to have to fight for the realisation of their political, 

economic, educational, health and socio-cultural expression.  

3.4 Re-thinking Gender  

 

In 1996, the Centre for Applied Legal Studies commissioned a report titled ‘Gender and the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’ to assist the commission to understand apartheid 

violence from a gendered perspective. The report detailed the following (Goldblatt & 

Meintjes, 1996): 

The evidence which will be presented here will show, that men and women experienced 

sexual torture: electric shocks to genitals, and to women's breasts were commonplace. 

Both men and women were brutally beaten; slammed against floors and walls; flung 

around on beams; deprived of sleep; forced to stand or to sit on imaginary chairs for 

hours; teargassed; held in solitary confinement for months on end and forced to endure 

days of endless interrogation and even killed. But the nature of these experiences, even 

the sexual aspects, were felt differently. Assaults on pregnant women, which led to 

miscarriage, body searches, vaginal examinations, were all assaults on the sexuality and 

sexual identity of women. Our intention is to show that gender was a key aspect in the 

power relations which pertained in detention and in prisons in South Africa. We wish 

to show that there was a keen awareness by the police of the nature of gender power 

relations, and how this could be used to threaten and engender fear in their victims. 

Tactics used against women changed considerably during the period under review, as 

we will show. 
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This primary data gives insight into a localised version of GBV crimes in South Africa under 

apartheid, and an early attempt at formulating meanings of GBV and working towards gender 

justice in the country. The above excerpt demonstrates that colonialism and apartheid did 

much more than just influence socio-cultural, economic and political lives of native people. 

Despite these gruesome experiences in South Africa and Zimbabwe, definitions of GBV were 

formalised almost 25 years into democracy in both countries. In Zimbabwe, where similar 

atrocities were unleashed on the people both at the hands of the colonial and democratic 

states, no state truth and reconciliation process ever occurred. The testimonies that inform the 

only truth gathering report which exists for post-independence atrocities in Matebeleland was 

conducted by the Catholic Commission in Zimbabwe. In the preamble, the report (The 

Catholic Commission, 1997, p.3) says:   

This story is not just about the past, but about how the past affects the present. There 

are many problems that remain in communities as a result of what happened, in 

particular from the murders and beatings by soldiers. There is still much pain in the 

communities as a result of what happened. This affects not only the bodies, but the 

hearts and minds of those who suffered. Some people are bitter and suspicious of the 

government to this day. This means people often do not feel that their ability to 

contribute in Zimbabwe is recognised, or do not see any point in taking part in 

development projects.  

 

The state and mainstream media, which has a major influence in shaping discourse, remains 

centred around heteropatriarchal power. For example, researchers argue that none of the 

factors listed in this literature “all of which might amplify sexual violence – supplies an 

authentic aetiology … Nor do they fully explain the prevalence of sexual violence across 

every sector of South African society, including the wealthy, privileged, educated and 

employed classes” (Salo, 2000, p.137). That this categorisation of “the wealthy, privileged, 

educated and employed classes” needs to be made betrays historical prejudices maintained by 

local and global matrices of power that work to reproduce harmful stereotypes against the 

poor through institutions such as mainstream media.  

Chimusoro Tafira (2015, p. 203) argues that “one has to be adequately familiar with the 

global matrices of power of which race is the chief explanatory and classificatory device. A 

major player in the global media complex”. In other words, the wealthy, through ownership 

and control of mainstream media, are able to reproduce racial and gender stereotypes and to 

frame a discourse that makes GBV the problem of the poor, victimised (by 

colonialism/apartheid) males whereas evidence shows that GBV is found across racial, class 
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and status intersections. A historicised feminist understanding of events is encouraged to 

identify patterns of complicity so as to undo them as opposed to a narrow approach to gender 

ideologies which demonises certain men. Understanding inequality also helps to realise that 

the wealthy and educated are able to hide GBV in their private and not easily accessible 

domains, especially as GBV does not only refer to physical violence, but also threatening and 

humiliating words and actions which may contribute to emotional, and psychological 

violations. A major proposal of the 2015 SADC Protocol on Gender and Development 

following on the 2008 one, is the need to combat harmful gender stereotypes in media content 

and promoting women leaders into media leadership structures (SADC, 2015). 

Current discourses on gender indicate that discussions about gender ideologies need to go 

beyond colonial and apartheid influence in understanding the present order. However, theorists 

also posit that the legacy of these systems complicate the discourse because “our subsequent 

focus on race still tends to repress open scrutiny of gender issues; and the tendency of apartheid 

to drive violence into intimate and domestic spaces continues to fuel the epidemic of sexual 

violence” (Salo, 2000, p.137). The issue of race superseding gender is a contentious one in 

most patriarchal societies, but where previously dominated and disadvantaged communities are 

concerned, reporting a man for GBV to a white carceral system marks a woman as a sell-out. 

Gqola (2021, p.137) says “to be a sell-out was to be a black person who sided with white 

supremacists against other black people and the freedom project.” Another side of this legacy 

of racism is the reluctance of the system to pursue justice for women deemed “un-rapeable”. 

As Toni Morrison (1992, p. xvii) expands based on events surrounding the Anita Hill vs 

Clarence Thomas sexual misconduct trial: 

 

In a racialized and race-conscious society, standards are changed, facts marginalized, 

repressed, and the willingness to air such charges, actually to debate them, outweighed 

the seemliness of a substantive hearing because the actors were black. 

 

In addition, Alaine Salo (2000, p.140) posits that some men’s participation in sexual violence 

and other GBV acts is driven by the need to perform what they view as a socially sanctioned 

project to keep women within the confines of agreed societal boundaries: 

(as well as a state of continuous but necessary fear). After all, the ‘Other’ has 

historically been seen as powerful, subversive, potentially unstable, needing to be 

policed 

(even if this meant torture, detentions and murder) not only ‘for their own good’, but 

also for 

the ‘greater good’ of society. This kind of hierarchical thinking (and anxiety about 



 
 

20 
 

how to 

keep certain groups stable and bounded within socially prescribed and limited domains) 

does 

not disappear simply as the result of a democratic election. 

 

So, theorists continue to emphasise that in order to understand how the gender ideology 

functions in certain locales, we have to pay attention to our past. “[T]here was the perception 

that the dawn of democracy signalled a break with violence [and that] difficulties and 

conflicts, in a democracy, would be resolved without resorting to violence” (Khanyile, 2020, 

p. 2). However, Salo (2000) suggests that the subordination of the “Other” through GBV acts, 

like the ones described in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report, does not 

disappear from public memory “as a result of a democratic election”. Gqola (2021, p.138) 

proposes that “the public routine performance of violence creates regimes of meaning that are 

difficult to undo” and men have access to these regimes when they need to discipline or kill 

women. Gqola made this observation while analysing the recent “necklacing” of a woman 

reported in the media. As the work of understanding and combating GBV continues, it 

suffices to say women’s bodies in patriarchal settings are sites on which masculine anxieties 

about power are performed, and unresolved historical inequalities and injustices serve both to 

inform the violence and to deflect from accountability.  

Activists and theorists raise concern that the “topics as vast as gender-based violence, rape, 

femicide, infidelity, crime and extreme forms of violence and aggression have often been 

read as a crisis of fragile and toxic masculinities” (Motimele, 2022, p. 5). For Motimele, 

masculinity is not purely a gendered mark but rather a fundamental part of the violence of 

gendering as it functions within the logics of racial capitalism and western modernity. 

3.5 Gender and Development  

 

The feminist movement has been prominent in inserting women in development policy, 

advocating for recognition of women’s contributions (Elson, 1992) and also their human 

rights through fighting to undo unequal gender power dynamics in the private and public 

spheres. It follows therefore that development as a discourse aimed at undoing violence, 

poverty and inequality is central to the discussions of VAWG, GBV and harmful practices 

(HP).   

Over the years, development discourse through policy and programmes has been 

characterised with fighting for gender justice in education, health, labour participation, access 
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to land and property rights, food security and other relevant sectors. Global development 

agents have led this fight and work(ed) with state and non-state bodies both to conceptualise 

and realise the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). This fight is coordinated at local and grassroots levels led by women’s groups, civil 

society and CBOs with the aim of reaching women in urban, peri-urban and rural areas.  

As such, development is a vast discourse, which is also highly contested. In that respect, post-

development criticism came to the fore in the 1990s, offering critical reflections on 

development. The school of thought characterised the theories and practices of development 

as Eurocentric and responsible for reproducing asymmetrical “power relations between 

developed and less developed regions or individuals – even in well-meaning development 

projects aiming at poverty reduction” (DuBois, 1991 in Ziai, 2016, p. 139). To that effect, the 

post-development scholarship proposes that development discourse depoliticises poverty and 

inequality, with a tendency to appropriate and incorporate critical approaches (Escobar, 1995; 

Ferguson, 1994; Wilson, 2012). In some ways, post-development criticism mirrors critical 

feminist scholarship in the Global South as seen in some of the critique of local interventions. 

For example, taking stock of local responses by various actors to gendered violence (in 

particular, the South African state’s position on former president Jacob Zuma’s trial), South 

African feminist Pumla Gqola (2007, p. 115) contends that: 

The discourses of gender in the [South] African public sphere are very conservative in 

the main: they speak of ‘women’s empowerment’ in ways that are not transformative, 

and as a consequence, they exist very comfortably alongside overwhelming evidence 

that [South] African women are not empowered: the rape and other gender based 

violence statistics, the rampant sexual harassment at work and public spaces, the siege 

on Black lesbians and raging homophobia, the very public and relentless circulation of 

misogynist imagery, metaphors and language. 

 

Some view development as a large, diverse and indispensable field offering timely relief to 

massive populations in regions facing war, starvation and displacement among other 

challenges. In response, scholars like Mkandawire and Soludo (1999) also suggest that the 

indispensability of development is subject to the weakening of the state especially on the 

African continent by, for example, ill-advised World Bank policies and the global structure of 

power. As a result, scholars suggest that, overall, development as a discourse is a sum of 

complex and unequal power dynamics structuring engagement between the Global South and 

Global North (Wilson, 2012) and lately between local elites and poor populations (Hodžić, 

2016). Taken into context, post-development thinking suggests that gendered power 
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dynamics do not exist in a vacuum but rather exit within larger systems and structures of 

power between nations, institutions and individuals in society. Understanding that gender is 

about power, as feminists urge us to do, requires dissecting power at structural and individual 

levels of society. The urging from feminists may also betray anxieties that approaches to 

gender justice may be depoliticised. Some have the following to say (Everjoice Win quoted 

on The Just Gender Project, 2021): 

It is time to reclaim women’s spaces and re-politicise our movements with feminist 

politics. We can only do so if we put back on the table that this is about POWER. 

Gender is about men and women and the UNEQUAL power relations between them. 

Its back to feminism 101. Sadly.  

 

Post-development scholarship has also received its fair share of criticism for overlooking “the 

profound transformations which have taken place in development policy since [the 1990s]18” 

(Ziai, 2016). However, the field can still attribute inviting critical reflections to policy and 

interventions in the developing world. Beyond addressing poverty, discrimination and 

violence, current interventions at large seem to signal an attempt to re-look, re-think, re-

focus, reflect and in some ways decolonise and politicise development to try and centre the 

most marginalised. In the face of the on-going scourge of GBV, local and international 

development agents work with women and communities to make demands for gender justice 

on various structures of the state and local and traditional authorities.   

The discrimination, inequality and violence suffered by women and girls legitimate them as 

subjects of development interventions. And yet, development agents without a historicised 

feminist understanding of the complex systems that intertwine to oppress women and to 

undercut the effects of their interventions, may likely continue to implement projects with 

limited results19.    

                                                           
18 There has been a transformation in development discourse which includes the rise of neoliberalism, good 
governance, sustainable development, global governance, civil society, participation and partnership (IDS 2001, 
Mosse 2005 in Ziai 2017, p. 139). 
19 The Coronavirus pandemic has helped to lay bare the fact that the hypervisibility of women and girls through 
interventions has not adequately reduced the violence they suffer at the hands of men and institutions. The 
pandemic not only intensified the conditions under which GBV crimes thrive but also exposed the fault lines of 
inequality deepened by the neoliberal economic restructuring of modern society.  
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“… meaningful justice must involve ‘deep structural transformation’, which will require 

‘reinventing the production–reproduction distinction and reimagining the gender order’”20 

4 SOUTHERN AFRICA: AN OVERVIEW OF GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT 

EFFORTS 

 

In a continental perspective, a report compiled by the The Nelson Mandela School of Public 

Governance & The Kofi Annan Foundation (2020) estimates that 11% of the African 

continent is politically free and the average level of democracy, understood as the respect for 

political rights and civil liberties, fell over the past 14 years. Despite democratic gains and an 

increasingly influential civil society in the early 1990s, recent trends point to the rapid 

decline in the democratic governance in the region with a surge in the militarisation of 

politics.  

The Vienna Declaration of Human Rights states that democracy is based on the freely 

expressed will of the people to determine their own political, economic, social, and cultural 

systems and their full participation in all aspects of their lives (Inter-parliamentary Union, 

1998, p. 5). As an ideal, democracy mainly seeks to preserve and promote the dignity and 

fundamental rights of the individual to achieve social justice, and to foster the socio-

economic development in communities thereby strengthening social cohesion of society and 

enabling a climate of peace (Ibid). As a system of government, democracy was envisaged to 

be the best way to achieve these objectives21. In the SADC region however, the situation is 

far from ideal with most countries characterised as “hybrid” regimes that combine democratic 

features such as regular elections with autocratic ones such as the repression of opponents 

and critics, resulting in the brutalisation and impoverishment of citizens (The Nelson 

Mandela School of Public Governance & The Kofi Annan Foundation, 2020).  

A feature of hybrid or backsliding democracies is that they are not conducive to sustainable 

development, alleviation of poverty for all or equitable access to resources. Instead, they are 

                                                           
20Fraser, 2016 in Kay, 2020.) .  
21 Hickel (2016, p.142) argues that “More than 40 years of experimentation with neoliberalism shows that it 

erodes the power of voters to decide the rules that govern the economic systems they inhabit. It allows for the 
colonization of existing political forums by elite interests – a process known as political capture – and sets up 
new political forums, such as the World Bank, the IMF, and the WTO, that preclude democratic representation 
from the outset. Neoliberalism also tends to undermine national sovereignty, to the point where the 
parliaments of putatively independent nations no longer have power over their own policy decisions, but are 
governed instead by foreign banks, the US Treasury, trade agreements, and undemocratic international 
institutions, all of which exercise a kind of invisible, remote-control power.”  
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defined by unequal development. Unequal development is consistent with structural 

inequality embedded in socio-economic and political institutions mostly along geographic 

location and racial, class, gender, age, sexuality, and disability divides. Continuities between 

colonial and apartheid histories of displacement and dispossession in the region and hybrid 

democracies leave women and girls on the continent and in Southern Africa vulnerable to 

continued experiences of subordination, exploitation, exclusion, and marginalisation.  

Although women and girls constitute 51% of the population in the SADC region, they 

represent the majority of the most poor, subject to high illiteracy rates (SADC, 2018). They 

face restrictive and discriminatory laws, and limited access to, and control over, both 

productive resources and reproductive rights (SADC, 2012). Women face gendered 

discrimination and gender-based exploitation and violence both in the private and public 

spheres of life. Resistance to a meaningful change in gender power dynamics that persists on 

the continent and in Southern Africa betrays a region still firmly entrenched in patriarchal 

ideologies.  

In recent decades, however, a lot of development policies and efforts have gone into 

improving 

women’s socio-economic and political conditions in the region. The SADC Gender and 

Development Protocols of 2008 and 2015 are the regional working documents which attempt 

to harmonise the implementation of various gender equality instruments that member states 

are signatory to at regional, continental and international levels. Poverty alleviation and 

gender equality are the foremost issues at the heart of international instruments like the 

MDGs and SDGs, which are credited with a lot of the positive impact on women and girls 

development outcomes.   

Be that as it may, some poverty alleviation efforts have also been ill-advised such that women 

also have fallen victim to harmful and misguided development policies over the past few 

decades. For example, the rolling back of the state in the 1980s to 1990s through the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) SAPs in Southern Africa came at the expense 

of women who had to shoulder the burden of productive and social reproductive labour due 

to austerity measures (Chant & Sweetman, 2012; Elson, 1988). Aimed at inducing 

sustainable economic growth in the region, SAPs policies and programs comprised 

macroeconomic measures which promoted deregulation of domestic economies, while 

relaxing trade policies and reducing public expenditure. Some of the consequences 
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accompanying privatisation polices were the roll back on public health and education 

expenditure, shrinking formal employment and wages, rising food insecurity and the 

expansion of the informal sector (Elson, 1992). The high job losses during SAPs losses 

fuelled the growth of the informal sector which became a precarious employer largely to poor 

women. This trend continues to this day as women have lower education levels, and skills, 

which usually attract micro-finance and a lower bargaining power.  

Furthermore, the privatisation of basic services such as water and electricity became an 

exclusionary measure which assisted in the construction of the urban poor. Together with the 

rising cost of living, these events became the precursors to social justice and service delivery 

protests in the region. This economic environment did not allow for protection of indigenous 

entrepreneurs, as was the case with Asian economies termed “The Asian Miracles” in the 

period 1960 to 1996 – these countries defied the liberal self-regulating market approach and 

could afford to do so as they did not rely on World Bank and IMF loans (Nelson & Pack, 

1999).    

Analysts at the time observed that “a central assumption of the structural adjustment process 

is that over the long-term it will produce more sustainable growth and thus, reduce future 

poverty” (Marquette, 1997). But this of course did not happen. SAPs economic policies were 

a huge failure dubbed “the lost development decades” (Mkandawire & Soludo, 1999, p. xi) 

and the economically marginalised, especially women in the region bore the harsh burden of 

failed international development policies. In Zimbabwe, for example, the initial years of 

ESAP [Economic Structural Adjustment Programs] implementation overlapped with the 

onset of a major drought in 1991–92. In South Africa, the end of apartheid coincided with 

“the …  ascendency of globalisation and economic liberalism based on market 

fundamentalism” (Mhone & Edigheji, 2003, p. 1). The pressure on African countries to 

liberalise their economies and promote democratic governance as the solution to economic 

and political problems was high. However, as noted in the opening of this section, neoliberal 

policies are not necessarily compatible with democratic values: 

A major conclusion is that the implementation of domestic economic reforms 

predicated on market fundamentalism, with its dominant logic and paradigm of 

globalisation and economic management, is incompatible and irreconcilable with the 

quest for democratic governance and equitable development (Mhone & Edigheji, 

2003).  
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For example, South Africa’s movement from the Reconstruction and Development Program, 

designed to lift the majority poor from poverty immediately after apartheid, was abandoned 

in this era. Zimbabwe and South Africa’s new leaders had been “drawn from the Marxist-

Leninist resistance ... post-independence [their] government[s] not surprisingly adopted a 

state-socialist22 approach that actively sought to reduce poverty” (Marquette, 1997, p. 1142). 

However, as a result of complex local and external pressures, the environment in African 

post-colonies was not conducive to policies which favoured the poor. Further to droughts, an 

additive factor to SAPs, which had a crippling effect on socio-economic conditions on the 

continent, was the advent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  

Similar to the present Covid-19 pandemic, the HIV/AIDS pandemic had far-reaching socio-

economic consequences which did not spare the lives of newly trained technocrats and 

created a generation of orphans. Women and girls were disproportionately affected by 

HIV/AIDS, with the effects exacerbated by poverty conditions and patriarchal traditions 

which promoted gender inequality. In the face of privatisation, women’s free labour was 

extended to nursing the sick and working in the informal sector to augment dwindling family 

incomes. African feminist Everjoice Win, based in Zimbabwe at the time, observed how 

women, although caring for the sick, could not afford health care for themselves (Win, 2004). 

The over-reliance on African women’s free and under-valued labour to sustain SAPs by local 

and international development organisations entrenched women and girls’ inequality and the 

trope of the strong African woman with unending strength to trump poverty – this view had 

the effect of feminising both poverty and responsibility.  

Up to now “from a global perspective, the typical person living with HIV/AIDS is likely a 

sub-Saharan African woman” (Hodge & Roby, 2010, p. 27). The authors (Ibid) add that the 

region represents the most vulnerable populations in the world with less than 0.6% of the 

world's gross domestic product and the most affected are women and children.  While 

“globally, 15% of women living with HIV are aged 15-24 years, […] 80% live in sub-

                                                           
22 Examples of state-socialists on the continent are: “Nyerere in Tanzania was … socialist. Post-colonial leaders 
such as Kenneth Kaunda in Zambia, Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana, Leopold Senghor in Senegal, Modiba Keita 
in Mali, Mathieu Kerekou in Benin, and Sekou Touré of Guinea were also prominent advocates of their own 
brand of the ideology. In Africa, there were already barriers which prevented socialism from flourishing. The 
conditions for increased industrial and agricultural production based on the socialist model were not applicable 
in poor African countries. In Europe, socialism was based on the class struggle of workers and farmers against 
the bourgeoisie. In Africa, there was neither a strong industry, nor an organized workforce. The arable land was 
mostly managed by traditional authorities” (Schwikowski, 2018). 
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Saharan Africa” (Kharsany & Karim, 2016). Researchers say “gender and racial disparities 

rooted in structural and contextual inequalities remain important factors for the maintenance 

of the generalized HIV epidemic … ” (Mabaso, Makola, Naidoo, Mlangeni, Jooste & 

Simbayi, 2019).   

Therefore, concerted policy and institutional responses over the years towards women’s 

empowerment in Southern Africa came with the realisation that women were adversely 

affected by the World Bank and IMF SAPs (Chant & Sweetman, 2012). To try and address 

these challenges, education is still touted as part of the core strategy if not the silver bullet for 

women’s empowerment in development policy. Despite on-going challenges, there have been 

substantial achievements in access to higher education and labour market participation by 

women and girls, as marked by milestones from the MDGs to the SDGs. For example, there 

has been a marked increase in girls and women’s access to education in most of the countries 

in the SADC region. Thirteen out of fifteen countries have achieved 50/50 enrolment of boys 

and girls at primary level, eight countries at secondary level and eleven countries have 

achieved parity at tertiary level (Gender Links, 2018). However, the percentage of enrolment 

drops at high school level and girls also drop out for various reasons including poverty, 

sometimes intensified by early and unwanted teenage pregnancies and/or forced child 

marriage. Researchers therefore advise that educational outcomes are also contingent on 

structural issues such as intergenerational inequality and functional and equitable economies 

(Allais, Shalem & Cooper, 2021). Access to education is, however, still more likely to trump 

structural barriers in comparison to any other poverty reduction initiatives such as, for 

example, microfinance empowerment initiatives and/or livelihood projects set in the informal 

economy. 

Zimbabwe has a population of 13 million and South Africa has a population of 60 million and 

with South Africa’s GDP seven times more than that of Zimbabwe (Statista, n.d.), both 

countries have high levels of inequality characterised by high levels of poverty and millions 

of unemployed, impoverished people. The countries have high rates of teenage and under-age 

pregnancies as well as school dropouts for both boys and girls. Women and girls on the 

continent still contend with gender discrimination and sexual harassment both in the private 

and public spheres including in the education system and labour market, and employed 

women are more likely to earn less than men and occupy fewer positions of leadership.  
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Although the importance of higher education in development policy is internationally 

recognised, the higher education system in the SADC region has been characterised by 

considerable neglect. In sub-Saharan Africa, access to higher education falls below the 15% 

global threshold and as a result remains an elitist system (Kotecha, Wilson-Strydom & 

Fongwa, 2012). In South Africa, this has led to protests over financial exclusion in higher 

education post-apartheid, with the latest protests which erupted in 2015 dubbed 

#FeesMustFall. In Angola, Mozambique, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, low 

enrolment figures in higher education have been attributed to the negative effect on the 

education sector caused by protracted civil wars (Kotecha et al., 2012). Meanwhile, in 

countries like Zimbabwe, the negative impact of socio-political and economic contexts are 

reversing previous gains with a lowered female student enrolment rate at 37%, compared to 

countries such as Namibia (58%), South Africa (52%), Botswana (51%), Mauritius (51%) 

and Swaziland (48%) (Ibid). 

Outside of education initiatives, women’s empowerment programmes are diverse and range 

from health awareness and prevention programmes to entrepreneurial initiatives. 

Empowerment projects supported by micro-loans, or livelihood projects23 as they are 

popularly known, are acknowledged for giving women the immediate ability to feed their 

families thereby creating a certain level of food security and meeting other daily needs. They 

are, however, criticised for failing to deal with structural poverty in the long-term. Most 

development initiatives take a volunteer approach at grassroots level and this model is 

normalised in the Global South and on the continent among poor women. The phenomenon is 

nonetheless criticised for relying on women’s gendered participation in projects due to lack 

of access to remunerated opportunities, leading some scholars to say that: 

The assumption that the time and energies of women in poor households in the Global 

South are infinitely elastic, and can always incorporate more income-generating 

activity, has come to be taken for granted in development discourse and policy (de la 

Rocha, 2009), even when the notion of a double or triple burden (of productive, 

reproductive and community labour) is acknowledged, … the underlying moralism and 

paternalism are particularly apparent (Wilson, 2015, p. 812). 

 

                                                           
23 Livelihoods are the means of making a living, the means that allow human beings to construct a living and 
satisfy their daily needs. Livelihoods are one of the main components that create resilience within a household 
or a community (Livelihood Centre, n.d.).  
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Critical feminist scholarship suggests that the current smart economics24 approach to gender 

equality by international banks, UN subsidiaries and others, is devised based on the resilience 

seen in women during the SAPs period. Even now, criticism for current empowerment 

programmes has been rising as programmes aimed at women in the developing world 

including Africa are considered to not only entrench but rely on the unequal gender dynamics 

they purport to challenge (Chant & Sweetman, 2012; Mupavayenda, 2017). 

4.1 GBV: South African contexts and Interventions 

 

The recently unveiled National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and Femicide 

2020-2030 (NSP-GBVF) defines GBV as being a result of the normative gender role 

expectations, as associated with the sex assigned to a person at birth, as well as the unequal 

power relations between male and female genders (South Africa, 2019). “Gender, like race, is 

socially constructed, with rights, access to resources, power, participation in public life, and 

is interpreted through a cultural lens” (Mantell et al., 2009, p. 3). In a heteropatriarchal 

nationalism defined by homophobia and misogyny, “GBV is disproportionately directed 

against women and girls and is often experienced by people who are seen as not conforming 

to their assigned gender roles, such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and/or intersex 

people” (SaferSpaces, n.d.). GBV includes physical, sexual, verbal, emotional, and 

psychological abuse or threats of such acts or abuse, coercion, and economic or educational 

deprivation, whether occurring in public or private life, in peacetime and during armed or 

other forms of conflict, and may cause physical, sexual, psychological, emotional or 

economic harm (South Africa, 2019). 

“The terrain of gender roles in South Africa is both complex and diverse, and gender 

inequalities persist at many levels in the economy, social institutions, households, and sexual 

partnerships” (Mantell et al., 2009, p. 3). Due to the inherited histories of systemic inequality, 

which continue to deepen, women experience economic vulnerability accompanied by high 

levels of unemployment and poverty (Statistics SA, 2019). Statistics SA has reported that the 

country is the most unequal in the world and that black women make up the majority of those 

                                                           
24 The Smart Economics approach, premised on the capabilities rhetoric, makes the assumption that women will 
always work harder and be more productive than their male counterparts, and, further, that they will use their 
income more productively than men. Current empowerment discourse promoted by international development 
agents and banks support that, since women constitute more than half of the world, do 66% of the world’s work, 
earn 10% of the income and pour 90% of this income back into their families, it is therefore smart economics to 
take advantage of women’s resourcefulness. See Chant and Sweetman (2012).  
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most vulnerable to poverty and with high rates of unemployment. This places women in an 

inescapable precarity as instances of violence often occur under circumstances where the 

female has less power or resources than their perpetrator. An intense combination of these 

conditions came to bear during the Covid-19 lockdowns and surveys showed that women 

were more likely than men to lose their jobs, or work shorter hours due to childcare and 

household needs and they were also concentrated in the hardest hit parts of the economy 

(Casale & Shepherd, 2021).   

Studies conducted in Southern Africa, including South Africa and Zimbabwe, showed that 

“some homes across the region became enclaves of cruelty, rape and violence for women and 

girls trapped with abusive family members and nowhere to report or escape the danger” 

(Amnesty International, 2021). The violence women experience perpetuates a culture of fear 

which results in a negative impact on women’s structural and physical mobility and moreover 

their well-being and access to full human rights. This culture of fear which Gqola (2021, p. 

29) terms The Female Fear Factory “terrorises women all the time and is woven into the 

fabric of women’s lives [such that] women are always in the process of being made and kept 

female.” “The vigilance required from women to keep themselves ‘safe’ is a permanent state 

of being for South Africa women” (Ibid, p. 31) altering their experience of being human.  

Outside of the pandemic, South African women face some of the highest rates of rape and 

intimate partner violence (IPV) in the world which lead to high levels of femicide. Femicide 

constitutes a hate crime wherein women are killed by men because they are women. In South 

Africa “approximately 8 women a day die from femicide making the rate of femicide five 

times more than the world average” (Brodie, 2020). Statistics show that 21% of women in 

South Africa with a partner have experienced physical violence in their lifetime and 6% have 

experienced sexual violence. A total of 50% of such assaults were perpetrated by someone 

known to the victim, namely an acquaintance, intimate partner, or a relative (Statistics SA, 

2019). Statistics SA also reports that 42 289 rape cases were reported within the 2019/2020 

financial year alone. 

The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action notes that the elimination of VAW in all 

areas of life, the public and the private, is central to the attainment of women’s human rights 

(International Justice Resource Center, 2014). A significant change post-apartheid is that “the 

Constitution champions the achievement of equality, including gender equality, throughout 

its provisions and particularly … Section 9 of the Constitution creates a basis for the 
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obligation of the public sector, the private sector and civil society to eliminate and remedy 

gender, race and social inequalities and equality” (Department of Women, n.d.). The 

Department of Women (n.d.) also notes that the law reform processes undertaken since 1994 

have resulted in the formulation of an unprecedented body of laws and policies and the 

department is responsible for monitoring and evaluating its impact on women. Section 9(3) 

and (4) of the Constitution prohibit unfair discrimination by the state or another person 

against anyone on the ground of gender, race and other factors. Based on section 9(3) and (4) 

of the Constitution, legislation such as the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair 

Discrimination Act, 2000 (Act No. 4 of 2000), the Basic Conditions of Employment Act, 

1997 (Act No. 75 of 1997), the Employment Equity Act, 1998 (Act No. 55 of 1998) and the 

Preferential Procurement Policy Framework Act, 2000 (Act No. 4 of 2000), seek to prevent 

and prohibit unfair discrimination on the basis of, inter alia, race, class, gender and people 

with disabilities and to promote equality. 

Other more targeted laws include the Domestic Violence Act (116 of 1998), also referred to 

as the DVA, that intends to protect victims against domestic violence by means of protection 

orders and provisions such as offering temporary shelter among other things. The Protection 

from Harassment Act, 2011 (Act 17 of 2011) is a law that addresses sexual harassment 

specifically and it was the first of its kind in SADC (South Africa, 2015). To protect children, 

the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) was specifically developed for children to protect their 

constitutional rights and provide provisions and interventions for vulnerable children (South 

Africa, 2005). “There are currently 3.7 million AIDS orphans in South Africa (National 

Action Plan 2009-2012), and, it is estimated that 42% of boys and 43% of girls in South 

Africa will suffer some form of abuse before the age of 18” (Childline South Africa, n.d.). 

Girl children are more likely to suffer GBV, child marriage, child and teenage pregnancy and 

co-constitute the school dropout rate.  

According to the Public Servants Association (PSA, 2019, p. 1), “government increased 

spending on education by over 551 per cent in the period of 1994 and 2012, representing a 

spike from R31.8 billion to R207 billion” in expenditure. The state’s commitment to primary 

education is symbolised by “policies making education compulsory for all children up to the 

age of 12, the no-fee schools, the feeding schemes and others,” which illustrate government 

commitment to universalise primary education (Ibid; p.1). Despite these efforts, the quality of 

education has not been addressed “as [of] the 1.4 million children who enrolled in grade 1 in 

1998, only 552 000 made it to matric in 2009” (PSA, 2019, p.1). The Association reports that, 
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due to the Covid-19 pandemic, up to 750 000 learners have dropped out, and “these numbers 

have been accompanied by an increased birth rate by under-age girls” (Damons, 2021). A 

Statistics SA media report (2021) states that a total of 33 899 births occurred to mothers aged 

17 years and younger. Over 600 children aged 10-13 years (including late birth registrations) 

gave birth; of these, 499 gave birth in 2020. This signifies the statutory rape of girl children. 

 

4.2 GBV Policy and Campaign Efforts in South Africa 

 

To highlight the practical, complex and important work to end GBV nationally, this section 

focuses briefly on recent national campaigns to end gender violence while also giving an 

overview of national and grassroots efforts by one of the local partners – Sonke Gender 

Justice based in South Africa – as an example of civil society contributions/interventions. 

South Africa has a particularly high rate of violence, and as noted in the discussion above, a 

huge part of the violence is gendered affecting women, girls and the LGBTQI+ community. 

According to the GBV Summit Report (2018 p. v, ix): 

With the staggering figures of gender-based violence cases and the unmatched spate of 

gruesome killings of women and girls in our country …. Gender-based violence and 

femicide (GBVF) remains a pervasive scourge that South Africans continue to face, on 

a daily basis. Instead of focusing on their future goals and aspirations, womxn are 

forced to submit to, flee and endure violence within and outside their homes – with 

these realities compounded by structural violence driven by patriarchal systems that do 

not respect womxn’s rights and cannot provide the protection they are entitled to … 

something needed to be done urgently. 

 

The situation in the country necessitates coordinated efforts – by the state, civil society, the 

justice system, and other interested groups including the women and feminist movement – to 

put an end to the scourge of GBV. The SaferSpaces website reiterates that (SaferSpaces, 

n.d.):  

Although accurate statistics are difficult to obtain for many reasons (including the fact 

that most incidents of GBV are not reported …, it is evident South Africa has 

particularly high rates of GBV, including VAWG and violence against LGBT people ). 

 

This insight on the unavailability of accurate statistics points both to the multifaceted nature 

of GBV as well as to the problematic context in which GBV work takes place – a result of 

unequal power dynamics between women and those who harm them at individual and 

institutional level. The gap in accurate data also further complicates adequate responses to 



 
 

33 
 

GBV – this challenge will be discussed in fuller detailed in Section 4.5 The (un)reliability of 

GBV Statistics. 

4.2.1 STOP GENDER VIOLENCE: A NATIONAL CAMPAIGN 

On their website under the topic ‘Stop Gender Based Violence: A National Campaign’, 

Sonke points out that “Government has made some efforts towards ending GBV, but these 

have been marred by inefficient coordination and almost no budget provisions made towards 

prevention and services” (Henderson, n.d.-b). Sonke lists “the National Council on Gender-

Based Violence (NCGBV), a council created for the purpose of drafting, costing, and 

implementing a national strategic plan (NSP) to combat GBV’ as one of the laudable efforts 

by government towards effective coordination (Henderson, n.d.-b). However, the 

organisation also expresses concern and states that since this council’s inception in 2012, it 

has been undermined by political changes and lack of funding to execute its mandate (Ibid).  

Furthermore, Sonke reports lack of expected updates from the relevant minister in the 

Ministry of Women on this council since 2014, which led civil society organisations to seek 

urgent and immediate action on GBV through new formation. According to Sonke, in 2014 

civil society organisations in South Africa came together to form the National Strategic Plan 

on Gender-Based Violence (NSPGBV) campaign. In the beginning, the campaign demanded 

(Henderson, n.d.-b):  

[...] a fully-costed, evidence-based, multi-sectoral, inclusive and comprehensive NSP 

to end GBV. The campaign’s mandate and objectives have since broadened to 

holistically address and respond to GBV more broadly. As such, the campaign was 

renamed in May 2016 to Stop Gender Violence: A National Campaign. 

 

The Sonke website also lists the following activities carried out by civil society through the 

campaign since its inception (Henderson, n.d.-b): 

• Research and policy work on civil society’s NSPGBV shadow framework – a 

framework to inform the aim of a government-led NSPGBV. 

• Provincial engagements with grassroot organisations and beneficiaries to ensure that 

grassroots voices are able to shape the NSPGBV agenda. 

• Capacity-building and administrative support to civil society groups in advancing 

efforts of the campaign. 

• The production of technical materials and briefs to strengthen the content of the 

NSPGBV. 

• A petition in 2014, signed by South Africans demanding an NSP on GBV.  

• A postcard campaign in 2014 with individualised personal stories of women affected 

by GBV, posted to the Minister of Women, urging action.  
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• Marches across the country in 2014 demanding an NSP on GBV and calling for an 

end to lip service, unfunded mandates, and no more empty promises. 

 

The activities by civil society highlighted above demonstrate some of the intricate and 

important work involved in fighting to end GBV in the country – from the conceptual 

involving research and designing policy frameworks right down to the physical involving 

marching in the streets. It is also important to note that The Report of the Presidential Summit 

Against Gender-based Violence and Femicide, 2018 was a culmination of civil society 

activism and coordination in particular through #TheTotalShutDown which resulted in the 

first ever Gender-Based Violence and Femicide Summit presided over by the State President 

Cyril Ramaphosa (GBVF Interim Steering Committee, 2018). The #TheTotalShutDown 

demanded the country and those in power including the president to stop and acknowledge 

failure of the State and other bodies to stop the on-going “civil war” of GBV (Ibid). Most 

profoundly, the summit also sought to build a new framework and social contract involving a 

multi-layered and multi-sectoral response to the complex challenge of GBVF led by the 

Ministry of Justice (Ibid).  

 

4.2.2 SONKE GENDER JUSTICE INTERVENTIONS/RESPONSES TO GBV 

The Sonke Annual Report 2017-2018 states that “Sonke works across Africa to strengthen 

government, civil society and citizen capacity to promote gender equality, prevent domestic 

and sexual violence, and reduce the spread and impact of HIV and AIDS” (Henderson, 2019, 

p. 2). In addition, the Sonke Annual Report 2021 succinctly states that “Sonke is a women’s 

rights organisation that is committed to feminist principles, using a rights-based and gender 

transformative approach to achieve human rights and gender justice” (Henderson, 2022, p. 5). 

The non-partisan, non-profit organisation (NPO) adds that “Sonke’s foundation came about 

as a result of the shared understanding that violence against women and girls constitutes one 

of the gravest and most pervasive human rights violations and that it undermines South 

Africa’s new democracy in far-reaching ways” (Ibid, p.5). 

In line with the UN’s SDGs motto, “Leave No One Behind”, Sonke prioritises work that 

improves the lives of the most marginalised populations, such as refugees and migrants, sex 

workers, the LGBTQI+ community, prisoners and ex-offenders, people living with HIV, 

children and youth (Henderson, 2022, p. 5). As a non-partisan civil society organisation, 

Sonke works with CBOs, faith-based organisations, UN agencies, media, academic 

institutions, government, international NGOs, private sector, multilateral agencies, 
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international human rights bodies, development partners and intergovernmental agencies to 

achieve human rights and gender justice (Ibid, p.5). Therefore, Sonke works at a community, 

national, regional and global level.  

In South Africa, Sonke offices are in the provinces of the Western Cape, Gauteng and Eastern 

Cape, particularly in Butterworth and East London. They also have a Wellness Centre 

situated in Gugulethu township in Cape Town. At a communal level, Sonke work constitutes 

community engagement, participatory work, capacity building, networking, and grassroots 

work. An example of some of the work are the community dialogues Sonke facilitates 

between and with community leaders, members and community structures that govern 

community life. Sonke also builds capacity among community members by offering training 

sessions to equip citizens to know, understand and demand their citizen rights in the face of 

poor service delivery mainly by the local state and justice system.   

Some of the participatory community dialogues with men and women and boys and girls 

open conversations and raise awareness on social norms surrounding issues of femininity and 

masculinity that are entangled with GBV. Through community engagement with traditional 

leaders, Sonke leads grassroot work on HIV/AIDS and gender equality. Their sexual and 

reproductive health and rights (SRHR) portfolio “mainstreams SRHR into all of Sonke’s 

work to ensure that women and men, girls and boys are able to access their rights to sexual 

and reproductive health education and services, including comprehensive sexuality 

education” (Henderson, n.d.-a). 

Sonke’s advocacy and communication on gender-based human rights issues are broad and 

serve as a bright example of an NPO/NGO working to enable an open and inclusive society. 

The organisation lends its voice to obscure communities on public fora and in mainstream 

media as it often speaks to condemn GBV and demand action from relevant authorities. Thus, 

Sonke plays an important role in democratic South Africa in shaping the narrative on GBVF, 

moreover, in doing so, the NPO/NGO contributes to the country’s GBV lexicon that imagines 

and desires a violence-free future.  

The analysis section helps shed more light on Sonke interventions based on their discussion 

in the critical dialogues. The following section turns to an in-country discussion about 

Zimbabwe, which gives an overview of the context before focusing on GBV responses from 

UN Women Zimbabwe and UNFPA Zimbabwe.  
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4.3 GBV: Zimbabwean Contexts and Interventions 

In a symposium discussion about the ‘Constitutional and Legal Frameworks for the 

Protection of Women against Violence in Zimbabwe’, the Zimbabwe Legal Information 

Institute (ZIMLII, 2016) says “Violence against women is one of the most direct expressions 

of the power imbalances between men and women”. Zimbabwe is a deeply patriarchal and 

now militarised nation-state. As is custom in societies that privilege male supremacy 

accompanied by unbridled male power and authority in private and public spheres, male 

members of society are conferred at birth with the right to arbitrary decision-making over 

women’s lives and bodies. A right which implies the discretion to discipline women who 

transgress the patriarchal order. It is a deeply entrenched social norm, expectation and 

practice that “women are generally regarded as inferior to men both physically and 

intellectually, and are therefore treated with contempt” or juniorised to the role of children 

(Chitsike, 1995).  

Women are routinely humiliated and violated in public and private as a way of keeping them 

in line, regardless of their level of education or achievement. In the political sphere, women 

who dare to harbour and/or follow their political aspirations are often labelled wayward 

and/or prostitutes (Mudiwa, 2017). In professional settings, in addition to the gender pay gap, 

sexual harassment is institutionalised, such that in some cases sexual favours are expected in 

return for employment despite women being qualified for job positions (Radu & Chekera, 

2014). Other public displays of phallocentric disciplining power can also be observed when 

“inappropriately” dressed women are attacked and stripped naked in public. In fact, the insult 

“prostitute” is a refrain often used by both men and women to refer to women who subvert 

the hegemonic order in a given context. Although the label is attributed to sex workers, it is 

also often used to denote women who lack the dignified respectability prescribed and 

weaponised by patriarchs to divide women (Hungwe, 2006).  

In Exploring the Teachers’ Role in the Social Construction of Gender through the Hidden 

Culture Curriculum and Pedagogy researchers from Zimbabwe establish that the schooling 

system is also a powerful site for gendered socialisation next to the home due to the fact that 

“a wide range of the gender biases and prejudices [are] embodied in the school curriculum, 

[and] entrench gender disparities by polarizing the educational and occupational aspirations 

of boys and girls along gender lines” (Mutekwe, Maphosa, Machingambi, Ndofirepi & 

Wadesango, 2013, p. 307). In their study, which seeks to obtain deeper insight to the 
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enduring gender dynamics that fuel harmful practices towards women and girls, the authors 

(Mutekwe et al., 2013, p. 307) find that: 

Through their classroom pedagogy teachers play an influential role in the 

perpetual production and peddling of gender role ideologies and 

stereotypes that culminate in the consequent gender polarization of social 

roles for boys and girls or men and women in society. The study also 

revealed that in spite of the level of consciousness on the need for equality 

and equity between women and men in society, the Zimbabwean school 

curriculum continues to play a significant role in the reproduction and 

structuring of gender role stereotypes, prejudices and disparities  

It is this background of gender stereotypes and prejudices underpinned by patriarchal social 

norms that global and local NGOs respond to. Like South Africa, Zimbabwe is also bound by 

international and regional conventions concerning gender equality and violence against 

women. Zimbabwe ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1991, which constitutes a bill of rights for 

women. The country is also a signatory to the Beijing Declaration of 1995, the Protocol to the 

African Charter on Women’s Rights of 2003 and the SADC Protocol on Gender and 

Development of 2008 (ZIMLII, 2016). However, Zimbabwe is not yet a party to the 

CEDAW’s Optional Protocol of 2000 which allows the CEDAW Committee to receive and 

consider complaints from individuals or groups from member states (Ibid). 

Locally, the government of Zimbabwe enacted the Domestic Violence Act [Chapter 5:16] in 

2007, an instrument considered by UN Women (2016) to be a very progressive law aimed at 

protecting women against GBV in the country. According to UN Women (2016), “the act 

addresses various forms of violence including physical, emotional, sexual, economic and 

emotional abuse. The Act also provides for protection and relief to survivors of domestic 

violence. The act further aims to protect women and criminalises domestic violence and such 

acts as abuse derived from any cultural or customary rites or practices that discriminate or 

denigrate women.” Examples include “virginity testing, female genital mutilation, pledging 

of women and girls for the purpose of appeasing spirits, abduction, child marriages, forced 

marriages, forced wife inheritance and such other practices” (UN Women, 2007).  

The Act is supported by the country’s constitutional framework which makes provision for 

gender equality, although ironically Zimbabwe’s constitutional reform in recent years has 

been a highly protracted and contested process marred by political violence which itself 

constitutes GBV. The resultant 2013 Constitution espouses founding values and principles of 
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fundamental human rights and freedoms and gender equality among many others. As in the 

case of South Africa, these glorious documents point to a far-fetched aspirational reality 

rather than a lived reality. Similarly, Zimbabwe is also a highly unequal country governed by 

patriarchal norms and consistent with such conditions are gendered abuse and violence 

towards feminised populations. 

In Zimbabwe, the working definition of GBV is based on government policy drawn from the 

General Recommendation Number 19 of CEDAW which defines GBV as “violence that is 

directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately” 

(Zimbabwe Red Cross Society, 2017, p. 2). This includes any act or threat to inflict physical, 

sexual or psychological harm. According to the Zimbabwe Red Cross Society (2017), “this 

working definition, also reflected in the laws, substantially equates ‘gender’ with sex, so the 

main focus is on violence against women. This is narrower than the scope of sexual and 

gender-based violence (SGBV) as described by the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 

which recognises more overtly that, while SGBV mainly affects women and girls, it can also 

include violence against men and boys based on gender roles”.  

By contrast, in Zimbabwe, “gender-based violence” is often used interchangeably with 

“sexual violence” and “violence against women” (bid: p. 2-3). Women and girls are 

predominantly subjected to SGBV, rape, sexual harassment, and child rape, child marriage, 

and emotional and economic violence. Noticeably, femicide is not discussed or 

acknowledged as prevalent in Zimbabwean criminal discourse as it is in South Africa where 

statements from evidence-based research such as “a woman is killed every three hours” now 

permeate colloquial everyday language for many. Resent research in Zimbabwe reveals that 

(Chirambwi, 2022, pp. 2–3): 

Femicide discourse is not visible in the criminal justice system (possibly a denial in 

using the concept). The statistics from the police and courts are staggering due to 

institutional and practical barriers. Research evidence shows that legal and procedural 

practice do not aggregate data, separating homicide from femicide, making it 

challenging to interpret incremental trends of the murder of women meaningfully. The 

absence of disaggregated data on forms and nature of femicide has undermined 

efforts to understand the geographic spread and magnitude of the murder of women. 

 

The above research reveals that femicide is in fact a pervasive issue in the country. Women 

and girls’ experiences of violence in Zimbabwe in recent history may also be better 

understood through recent political and economic shifts, underpinned by constructions of 
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violent, militarised masculinities which have driven millions to “bare life”.25 A unique aspect 

about the country is that “during the 2000s, Zimbabwe faced an economic crisis. Over the 

span of eight years, the value of … money plummeted to extreme depths that had not been 

seen since eastern Europe at the end of World War 1” (Makochekanwa, 2007 in Napoleon, 

2020). According to the Amnesty International (2008), about four million people required 

food aid due to the declining economy, erratic rains and shortage of agricultural inputs such 

as maize seed and fertiliser. During this time, the state victims of the 2005 mass forced 

evictions continued to live in deplorable conditions, and the government failed to remedy 

their situation (Ibid).   

Evidence shows that Zimbabwe has been existing in a continuous humanitarian crisis, a 

situation which deepens the probability of IPV. Recent data demonstrates that “the 

prevalence of IPV decreased from 45.2% in 2005 to 40.9% in 2010, and then increased to 

43.1% in 2015. Some of the risk factors associated with IPV were younger age, low 

economic status, cohabitation and rural residence.” (Iman’ishimwe Mukamana, Machakanja 

& Adjei, 2020). The authors find that, in Zimbabwe, educational attainment of women is not 

significantly associated with IPV, a contrast with South Africa where lower levels of 

education correlate with higher levels of physical violence (Statistics SA, 2018).   

Kudakwashe Chirambwi, in his study Understanding and Addressing Femicide in Peacetime 

Zimbabwe carried out in 2020–2021, corroborates that there is a correlation between the rise 

of statistics on violence against women, in particular femicide, and negative economic and 

political outcomes. Chirambwi’s (2022, p.3) evidence “shows that structurally, patriarchy, 

fractured relationships, reversal of gender roles, financial stress, high male unemployment, 

food insecurity, drug, and alcohol abuse intersected in instigating all forms of femicide”, 

especially during Covid-19. In the study, which seeks to understand the typologies and 

circumstances that lead to femicide, Chirambwi (2022) elucidates that the correlation of high 

household stress caused by financial pressure correlates with violence against women as a 

result of the prevailing and entrenched patriarchal order in the country.  

Since the rapid economic decline, the gains associated with post-independence Zimbabwe 

and MDGs have been drastically deteriorated for most of the population as a whole and for 

women and girls in particular. Some of these gains include access to free or subsidised 

                                                           
25 Bare life refers to a conception of life in which the sheer biological fact of life is given priority over the way a 
life is lived, by which Giorgio Agamben means its possibilities and potentialities (Oxford Reference, 2022).  
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quality education and public health services, formal employment as well as access to basic 

service delivery. The number of school dropouts has increased significantly alongside with 

forced child marriage and under-age and teenage pregnancy. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, 

stories of underage girl children giving birth continue to grab the headlines, a feature the 

country shares with South Africa and other countries on the continent. In Zimbabwe, the rate 

of dropouts was about 26% between 1980 and 2004, which constituted 1, 7 million learners 

with a disproportionate number of girls (Zengeya, n.d). A total of 50% of this dropout 

number experienced in 24 years was replicated within two years of the pandemic with the 

dropout rate almost reaching a million.  

In a report partly titled Out-of-School Girls’ Lives in Zimbabwe … researchers say reasons 

for dropouts “vary between contexts and are recognised to be a complex combination of 

economic and sociocultural issues. These include school location, absent parents, religious 

beliefs, inadequate resources, irrelevant curriculum, hunger, poverty, early marriage and 

teenage pregnancy (Chinyoka, 2014; Dakwa, Chiome, & Chabaya, 2014; Mandina, 2013; 

Mawere, 2012; Moyo, Ncube, & Khuphe, 2016; Mukwambo, 2019; Ngwenya, 2016), with 

financial constraints repeatedly reported as the most significant” (Buckler, Chamberlain, 

Mkwananzi, Dean & Chigodora, 2021). GBV has also increased among girl children who are 

forced to leave the schooling system early.  

Dire poverty and political repression, which has had a hand in sustaining economic 

instability, has driven millions of Zimbabweans into the regional and global diaspora with 

higher numbers found in neighbouring South Africa. Researchers have observed that the 

number of Zimbabwean women participating in cross border and mobile sex work around the 

country’s border towns increased in the past decade or so, thereby exposing women to more 

sexual and gendered crimes (Matiashe, 2020; Nyangairi, 2010). United Nations Children’s 

Educational Fund (UNICEF) also indicates that “one in three girls is raped or sexually 

assaulted before they reach the age of 18 and that poverty has a child’s face in Zimbabwe 

where out of 6.3 million boys and girls in the country, 4.8 million live in poverty, including 

1.6 million in extreme poverty” (UNICEF Zimbabwe, n.d.). Women and children in rural 

areas are likely to face higher levels of poverty. These conditions of inequality become a 

bedrock for GBV to thrive, resulting in violations of women and children.   

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTATS) in their Demographic and Health Survey 

(ZIMSTATS, 2016) show that 8,069 women were raped in 2016; 7,752 cases of rape were 

https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0014
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0018
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0041
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0043
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0048
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0049
https://www.tandfonline.com/reader/content/17de54dc67e/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1970718/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml#cit0050
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reported in 2015, 7,000 cases in 2014, 5,717 cases in 2013, 5,412 cases in 2012, 5,446 cases 

in 2011, 4,450 in 2010. Altogether, available statistics translate to 22 women being raped 

daily or an equivalent of one woman being abused every 75 minutes and an average of 646 

women being sexually abused monthly (ZIMLII, 2016).  

The following section gives a brief outline of some of the challenges affecting 

women and girls in Zimbabwe, the difficult terrain in which civil society 

organisations operate and the interventions and approaches applied in communities 

by UN Women Zimbabwe and UNFPA Zimbabwe.  

 

4.4 GBV Policy and Campaign Efforts in Zimbabwe 

In the last few decades, civil society through the women’s movement in Zimbabwe has 

promoted urban and rural engagement with communities and diverse power structures to 

advocate for women and girls’ human rights. Furthermore, the movement has been 

instrumental in advocating for and locally translating global and regional statutes for 

women’s gender equality and empowerment. Examples of notable successes include: 

• Contesting and shifting gendered inheritance laws, as well as questioning the 

extensive exclusion of women from structures and processes of governance (Zhou, 

2014). The former is a response to “[p]roperty stripping [which] implies ‘depriving a 

widow of acquired or inherited movable or immovable possessions that rightfully and 

legally belong to that person’” (Dube, 2011 in Dube, 2017, p. 340). This practice still 

persists in the country as only civil registered marriages qualify under inheritance law 

and customary marriages are left out. Customary marriages are the most prevalent in 

rural areas.  

 

• Political and civil society contesting around the Constitution. This resulted in “the 

transformative nature of the 2013 Constitution [which] provides a concrete 

theoretical foundation upon which the promotion and protection of women’s rights 

can be practically implemented and enforced through institutional and societal 

systemic changes” (ZIMLII, 2016). 

 

• NGOs and women’s organisations challenging the legal age of marriage for girls as 

well as customary approval of child marriages. The country had conflicting legal 

provisions on the minimum age for marriage, which was 16 years for girls while boys 

could marry at 18 years of age. Moreover, the constitution does not expressly prohibit 

child marriage, and a number of laws effectively condone it. As of May 2022, 

however, the state succumbed to civil society activists and raised the legal age of 

marriage to 18 years for girls (UNFPA Zimbabwe, 2022).  

 



 
 

42 
 

Scholars however argue that the political environment in the country “fraught with repressive 

legislation, violence and replete with intimidation and polarisation has made it very difficult 

for civil society to operate” (Zhou, 2014, p.62). Some have said that civil society in 

Zimbabwe is in a state of chronic underdevelopment that they attribute to social paralysis 

(Moyo, 1993 in Zhou, 2014). The author (Ibid) adds that by the standards of other African 

countries except South Africa, Zimbabwe has a robust civil society although its development 

has been shaped by the state policies of co-optation in the early years of independence to 

being vocal during the height of the Zimbabwean crisis. This observation is consistent with a 

strong presence of Global North-based development agents as home-grown organisations 

lack funding or face political persecution. 

 

4.4.1 UN WOMEN ZIMBABWE INTERVENTIONS/RESPONSES TO GBV 

UN Women based in Zimbabwe reiterate some of the literature presented so far in stating that 

“sexual violence, inadequate reproductive health and rights information and services and high 

rates of child marriages hinder attainment of equality [for women and girls]. Zimbabwe has 

high prevalence of child marriages and sexual violence against adolescent girls and young 

women” (UN Women Africa, n.d.). The UN subsidiary credits these continuing challenges to 

the inadequate implementation of Constitutional provisions due to inadequate capacity of 

state institutions. Some of the concerning statistics which reflect the lived experience of the 

population and women include that the country was ranked 156/187 on the Human 

Development Index in 2014 and 110/149 for gender inequality (UN Women Africa, n.d). 

Women’s participation in leadership and politics remains low at 35% in parliament, 16% in 

local government and 11.5% in Cabinet. A total of 80% of women reside in rural areas and 

participate in the agrarian sector where 70% work on land owned by men (UN Women 

Africa, n.d). However, a more recent report indicates that women’s participation in politics 

has dropped to 31.9% as of February 2021 (UN Women, n.d.). This may be an indication that 

other statistics may have negatively changed as well.  

According to the UN Women Africa website, the UN Women’s office in Zimbabwe is based 

in Harare and works with the UN country team, the government of Zimbabwe, donors, media, 

influencers, civil society organisations, academia, private sector and partners across all 

sectors to set national gender equality and women’s empowerment standards and to achieve 

SDG 5 in Zimbabwe. The development agent expects to achieve specific objectives through 

thought leadership programming, public advocacy and research. As a result of on-going and 
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deepening violence against women, the marginalisation of HIV positive and disabled women, 

and the highest level of unemployment in the world among other challenges, UN Women 

Zimbabwe champions institutional and community engagement in achieving the following 

objectives (UN Women Africa, n.d.): 

• Ending VAWG 

• Achieving women’s leadership and political participation 

• Achieving women’s economic empowerment 

• Supporting women living with HIV/AIDS and disabilities 

• Promoting women’s peace and security 

• Achieving gender mainstreaming and coordination  

 

4.4.2 UNFPA ZIMBABWE INTERVENTIONS/RESPONSES TO GBV 

According to UNFPA Zimbabwe (2016), their operations began in the country at the dawn of 

independence in 1981 through the provision of support to the 1982 population census. Their 

offices are currently based in the capital city of Harare. The development agent works to 

improve the quality of life of the people of Zimbabwe, especially women and young people 

through promoting universal access to sexual and reproductive health and rights (UNFPA 

Zimbabwe, 2016). UNFPA Zimbabwe implements its programmes at the national level in 

partnership with government ministries and departments, local and international NGOs, the 

entire UN system, civil society, CBOs and within communities. Community engagement and 

participatory projects involve men, women and young people, and are informed by national 

development priorities. The uneven development trajectory taken by the country has 

necessitated participatory community engagement to facilitate: 

• Lowering maternal mortality  

• Managing the unmet need for family planning  

• Curbing new HIV infections 

• Responding to GBV  

UNFPA programmes are informed by a better understanding of population dynamics and 

using an integrated, rights based and gender sensitive approach (UNFPA Zimbabwe, 2016). 

The following section discusses the worldwide phenomenon of the contested and 

(un)reliability of GBV statistics with a focus on local experiences in Zimbabwe and South 

Africa. 
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4.5 The (un)reliability of GBV Statistics  

GBV constitutes highly sensitive crimes which mostly occur in private and intimate spaces; 

therefore, crime research and statistics largely depend on survivors’ self-reporting. 

Unsurprisingly, under-reporting of crimes related to GBV such as sexual offenses is widely 

perceived to be a global phenomenon which is also commonly attributed to the failure of 

structures such as the justice systems (Moore & Baker, 2018; Parti & Robinson, 2021). 

Under-reporting may also be caused by individual challenges, underpinned by societal norms 

which normalise and entrench women’s subordination. Frequently cited barriers to reporting 

at individual level include “guilt, shame, embarrassment, concern over others discovering 

one’s victimization, fear of not being believed, fear of retaliation, and beliefs that the 

victimization is personal and not criminal” (Moore & Baker, 2018). 

Research institutions such as the Medical Research Council in South Africa produce some of 

the most relied upon in-country data on GBV, even amid limitations on self-reporting among 

survivors and perpetrators (Jewkes, Watts, Abrahams, Penn-Kekana & García-Moreno, 

2000). The researchers suggest that “data need to be competently analysed and findings must 

be interpreted in the context of local meanings” to avoid misinterpretation and under-

reporting of specific crimes (Ibid, p.100). The Commission for Gender Equality in South 

Africa has been at the forefront of questioning GBV data supplied annually by the South 

African Police Service (SAPS). The Commission for Gender Equality (2018) says:  

While the annual release of this information is extremely helpful, the SAPS has not yet 

resolved long-standing issues that the CGE has raised every year regarding the accuracy 

and reliability of data relating to some of the categories of crime, especially those 

incidents/figures that cannot be independently verified. It is common cause that the 

statistics around sexual offences, as is the case with other categories of crime, are 

subject to questions of accuracy and reliability not only in terms of the manner of their 

recording at each local police station, but also in terms of the methods of collection and 

even definitions and categorisations of incidents of crime. In some instances, the 

victims of crime or their relatives lack the motivation and resources to report certain 

categories of crime, including domestic violence, rape and attempted rape, to their local 

police stations. In other words, the SAPS figures on sexual offences could, at best, be 

a mere indicator of the scourge of violence facing South Africa rather than an accurate 

reflection/capturing the truth/reality of all incidents of crime in the country. 

 

Researchers explain that reluctance to report GBV to the police on the part of survivors may 

also be due to stigmatisation and the negative attitudes of police officers with entrenched 

patriarchal attitudes. Concerning Zimbabwe, latest reports (Chirambwi, 2022, p. 2) reveal 

that:   
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Although the International Classification of Crime for Statistical Purposes provides 

the framework for recording femicide and gender-related crime data, based on the 

situational context, geographical location, date, time, and motive, this data is not 

readily available in Zimbabwe. The statistics from the police and courts are staggering 

due to institutional and practical barriers.   

Furthermore, Chirambwi’s (2022) study, which collected data from various levels of the 

justice system, Chapter 12 Institutions26 and survivors and their family members, report that 

institutions established for gender justice are not known or used by people who are supposed 

to use them. A related issue to under-reporting is the low rate of conviction in both countries, 

which may also discourage people to report. For example, although South Africa has been 

dubbed “the rape capital of the world”, “it has … one of the lowest conviction of all serious 

crimes, with … only about ten percent of reported rapes receiv[ing] the guilty verdict” (Artz 

& Smythe, 2007). Another report from Zimbabwe expanded on the on-going challenges with 

reporting to include “mistreatment by authorities, evidentiary challenges, fear of retribution 

and lack of trust in the criminal justice system and secondary trauma which victims and 

survivors often suffer at the hands of authorities, including the police and health services 

when they attempt to report cases” (Centre for Innovation and Technology, 2021).  

These challenges that people face in both countries further deepened at the height of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Evidence shows that, despite numerous efforts by civil society 

organisations to reform the law, improve the justice, health and other systems pivotal to 

curbing GBV, as well as challenging social norms, GBV, as experienced by most women and 

girls, remains heavily under-reported. Complexities surrounding the multi-faceted issue of 

GBV and its interventions are further surfaced when, in reference to South Africa, Smythe 

and Artz (2008) argue that “the reforms enacted focused more on the creation of new sexual 

offences, rather than on the improvement of specific procedural mechanisms to reduce 

secondary victimisation and address the arbitrary application of measures designed to protect 

victims.” 

This section concludes the literature foregrounding the critical reflections to follow. The next 

section provides a descriptive analysis of local interventions that partners highlighted during 

the dialogues.   

                                                           
26 In Zimbabwe, Chapter 12 Institutions are independent commissions supporting democracy such as the Peace 
and Reconciliation Commission and Zimbabwe Gender Commission included in Chirambwi’s (2022) data. 
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5 AN INTRODUCTION TO LOCAL INTERVENTIONS 

5.1 The Spotlight Initiative Overview 

 

The Spotlight Initiative27 is a global multi-year partnership between the EU and the UN that 

seeks to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls by 2030. The initiative was 

launched in September 2017 by the UN Secretary-General and the EU High Representative 

and Vice President. The initiative, which supports the UN Development System reforms to 

implement SDG 328 and SDG 5, constitutes one of the world’s largest targeted efforts 

towards the realisation of gender justice. Informed by years of institutional surveillance and 

research, the initiative targets five regions with a focus on ending the trafficking of human 

beings and sexual and economic labour violations in Asia, femicide in Latin America, 

domestic violence in the Pacific, family violence in the Caribbean, and sexual violence, GBV 

and HP in Africa.  

The initiative comprises six mutually reinforcing programming pillars focusing on transforming 

laws and policies, capacitating various institutions, developing evidence-based prevention 

programmes, establishing one-stop centres that will integrate multi-sectorial services for GBV, 

strengthening the capacities of key stakeholders to collect quality data, and supporting women’s 

rights groups and civil society to effectively influence change. The pillars are a comprehensive 

approach to gender justice in that, together, they are designed to contribute to ensuring that all 

women and girls live a life free of violence by mobilising and supporting multi-level partnerships 

within state and non-state entities. The six pillars seek to guide interventions at different structures, 

institutions and service areas affecting women and girls at country level such as laws and policies, 

prevention programmes, service delivery, data management and women’s movements. 

Country level partnerships are forged with relevant experts to deliver the intervention. In 

Zimbabwe, the initiative’s report will focus on GBV, VAWG and HP in Zimbabwe implemented 

by UN Women and the UNFPA. In South Africa, the report will focus on Sonke Gender Justice 

work on masculinity and local government law and policy interventions for gender justice. In 

addition to collaborating with CSA&G and the Embassy of Ireland, partners variously collaborate 

                                                           
27 For a comprehensive look at the initiative see: https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/.  
28 For a detailed look at the SDGs see https://www.undp.org/sustainable-development-goals.  

https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/
https://www.undp.org/sustainable-development-goals
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with other UN entities29 on the ground as well as participate in broad partnerships with civil 

society, government, the private sector and media.  

 

5.2 The Safe Spaces Concept 

The safe spaces concept is based on UN Women’s Global Flagship Initiative, Safe Cities and Safe 

Public Spaces for Women and Girls, and builds on its Safe Cities Free of Violence against Women 

and Girls Global Programme that began implementation in January 2011 to prevent and respond 

to sexual violence and VAWG in public spaces (UN,n.d.). The concept supports local and national 

governments to address multiple SDG targets across multiple goals. Designed to mitigate different 

forms of harassment and sexual violence against women in public spaces, the programme 

recognises that these ills curtail women’s ability to participate in school, work and public life 

thereby limiting their freedom of movement and ultimately impeding on their human rights (Ibid). 

UN Women (n.d.) contends that “although domestic and workplace violence is now widely 

recognized as a human rights violation, sexual harassment and other forms of violence against 

women and girls in public spaces are often neglected, with few laws or policies in place to prevent 

and address it.” Projects designed under the Safe Spaces concept are adapted to respond to the 

various threats women face in public spaces in local contexts in collaboration with all stakeholders 

in the community.  

Under the Spotlight and Safe Spaces initiatives smaller programme models are developed in 

collaboration with CBOs to implement education and prevention programmes targeting women 

and girls, and men and boys. Some of the programmes in Zimbabwe include Catch-Them-Young, 

focused on the youth, and Peace Begins at Home focused on community dialogue. In South 

Africa, interventions are also modelled on training and community dialogue in the form of 

Imbizos.    

5.3 Theoretical models underpinning interventions 

 

An overarching theory of change for the African project under the EU/UN Spotlight Initiative 

and Safe Spaces is that all women and girls, particularly those who are most marginalised in 

target countries, should live a life free from SGBV and HP, made possible through prevention 

                                                           
29 In Zimbabwe, UN Women and UNFPA are in multi-sectoral multi-partnerships to implement the objectives of 
pillars one to six of the Spotlight Initiative, including the International Labour Organisation (ILO), United Nations 
Development Fund (UNDP), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and 
UNICEF. 
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strategies from strengthened multi-sectoral responses. At project level, prevention 

interventions are largely guided by the ecological systems theory, the social cultural theory 

and adolescents development model, and different aspects of these theories are combined and 

tailored to suit programme needs in different contexts.  

5.4 Participatory Interventions at Community Level 

LDPs reveal that participation is a cornerstone of their work in the communities, as they find 

that involving community members is crucial to the acceptance and survival of their project 

aims in the communities. As a practice, “participatory development attempts to move away 

from externally led interventions. It aims to facilitate action and social change that is led and 

shaped by the so-called 'beneficiaries' themselves. It emerged as an alternative to the top-

down development approaches of the 50s and 60s” (Colom, 2013). 

In Spotlight and Safe Space interventions, participation takes place at various levels in the 

community, beginning with community entry, and progressing to identifying and setting up 

possible working groups and working methods which include training the identified 

volunteers who ultimately go door to door and building the capacity of residents to identify 

and report VAWG. Participation in inception meetings, as seen in the previous section 

discussing access to communities, mainly involve trusted traditional and community leaders 

to recommend suitable members of the community to get capacity building training.  

To that end, capacity building is also identified as a keystone of participation interventions, as 

training imparts the much-needed knowledges for learning and acquiring new attitudes, 

behaviours and skills while also unlearning the harmful and unwanted ones. Collaborative 

gatherings include sensitisation meetings and Indabas and Imbizos, which are traditional 

ways of gathering together to deliberate on issues affecting the community. LDPs share that 

they co-create interventions with local communities, meaning that they invite different 

stakeholders to have a say on an upcoming intervention. Spotlight Initiative literature shows 

that co-creation is a deliberately designed participatory strategy to enable communities to 

have a say in issues which affect them. Co-creation is one of the core values of community 

engagement, which is an evidence-based approach to developing interventions towards 

justice, peace and social cohesion. “The current rhetoric both in academic literature and 

among policy-makers is that participation is good, and that it has a positive effect on social 

cohesion” (Dekker & Van Kempen, 2009, p. 3).  
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Altogether, LDPs emphasise that failure to involve the participation of not only internal 

community members but line ministries, for example in Zimbabwe, creates a potential 

challenge in their work environment. They also mention that it is through participation in co-

creation meetings that community leaders could advocate for livelihood projects to be 

brought alongside the interventions. An aspect of participation that highlights the notion of 

participatory development is that “[a] bottom-up approach means that projects are determined 

by actual needs, grounded in the local realities and shaped by those who will be impacted by 

them” (Colom, 2013).  

 

 

5.4.1 Catch-Them-Young: It is better to teach a child than to change a man 

Partners say Catch-Them-Young is a child-led and driven edutainment initiative based in 

Mashonaland Central Province in Zimbabwe designed to foster inclusion of children and 

young people in SGBV, GBV and HP awareness programmes. Young people are socialised 

to become change agents who can help to end the cycle of violence against women and girls 

as an upcoming generation also violated and affected by violence. Participants are engaged 

through edutainment using music, poetry, and drama as mediums for communication of 

relevant messages. Edutainment is considered a successful medium in engaging both adults 

and children. In South Africa, this model was designed and made popular by the Soul City 

Institute for Social Justice in 2012.30 Soul City also used the form to reach primary school-

going children in a nation-wide programme called Soul Buddyz designed like Catch-Them-

Young to teach children about their rights, to instil self-confidence and give them a voice to 

speak up in cases of abuse. This current programme uses gender champions from the 

community to mentor children. Gender champions include village health workers, ward 

coordinators, church group leaders and childcare workers and their involvement is considered 

key in gaining a wider acceptance of GBV prevention and mitigation measures. Partners find 

it important to teach and train children about their rights as they represent a high population 

of the most victimised in society.  

                                                           
30 The existence of free and accessible online reports on overlapping areas of interventions in the two countries 
may be useful for current partners interventions. For more information, see 
https://www.comminit.com/global/content/soul-buddyz-tomorrow-ours-evaluation-report-2008. 
 

https://www.comminit.com/global/content/soul-buddyz-tomorrow-ours-evaluation-report-2008
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5.4.2 #HEFORSHE INDABA MODEL 

The #HeForShe Indaba model used in Matebeleland South province is a response to high 

rates of GBV fuelled by gender inequality. The model seeks to address low male involvement 

in gender equality and women’s empowerment initiatives. The multi-stakeholder approach 

insures that local leadership, religious leaders, as well as government leaders, and NGO 

partners are involved. The model is designed to accommodate physical interactive meetings. 

However, due to movement restrictions, online group discussions were also incorporated. In 

this model, gender champions through community structures mobilise commitments and they 

target men and boys for socialisation out of harmful masculinities and women and girls are 

also socialised to normalise equality:  

So, the involvement of men and boys, girls and women, was trying to take a holistic 

approach, a healthy dialogue that is a clear reflection of a real community, leaving no 

one behind ... so that we build pressure on these social ills (Transcript Day 5: p. 37).  

 

According to the Irish Joint Consortium on GBV (n.d), “working with men to address GBV is 

important in order to change behaviour, to get men’s assistance in strengthening community 

institutions that can address GBV, and to get men involved in promoting women’s equality 

and leadership.” This way, the model encourages a holistic and inclusive approach of 

dialogue. Other stakeholders involved are religious leaders as custodians of religious norms 

and customs, as well as community leaders for the same role, they are seen as representative 

of community voices. The #HeForShe model also endeavours to integrate indigenous and 

community-centred ways of tackling GBV. These include existing knowledges and resources 

such as community traditional courts. In collaboration with health workers, child protection 

committees are also established to deal with issues affecting children that may be identified 

during the intervention training. Discussions under this model show that gender champions, 

with the assistance from project coordinators, had to embrace new technology for interventions 

to go on in the absence of physical meetings.  

Then there is also an issue of flexibility innovation and embracing of technology and 

implementing projects. So, this one can even talk to issues of WhatsApp dialogues that 

we had during the lockdown period when we couldn’t meet in person – some virtual 

meetings and conferences. 

 

This works for places where mobile networks are present. This model was also applied at 

partnership level to discuss the interventions represented by this dialogue. In line with 

emerging literature on GBV and the pandemic, partners confirm that lockdown measures 

confined women in the same spaces as their abusers. GBV statistics skyrocketed as the 
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vulnerability of women and girls adversely increased. In the initial stages of total shutdown, 

NGOs did not have access to communities and women or girls. When the restrictions were 

lessened, they eventually started working with CBOs to reach women through mobile 

technologies and networks such as WhatsApp.  

 

5.4.2.1 The ecological systems theory 

 

The ecological systems theory underpins both the Catch-Them-Young and #HeforShe 

campaigns. The model is based on the thinking that an interdependent and bi-directional 

relationship exists between the person and their environment, and the various environmental 

systems play a role in socialising a person’s behaviour. The theory therefore suggests that 

creating an enabling environment should have a positive effect on behaviour. In this , the 

environment should be conducive to socialising individuals who are agents of gender equality 

who fight for women’s human rights. 

 

 
Figure 1 

Source: Partner Presentations 

In addition, the ecological systems theory underpins this model. A system is an 

interrelationship between different parts and/or sub-parts, and the “systems theory holds the 

assumption that reality is complex and that the characteristics of systems underlie all 



 
 

52 
 

processes” (Visser & Moleko, 2012, p. 25). The authors further assert that the theory 

“provides a conceptual framework for understanding the complexities of community 

processes, development and change, and is used with great conviction in the understanding of 

social systems” (Ibid). They suggest that the assumptions on which ecological systems theory 

is based should be taken into account whenever seeking to understand or plan community 

interventions.   

5.4.2.2 Adolescents development model 

 

Another theory underpinning interventions aimed at youth is the adolescents development 

model . The adolescents development model’s primary aim is to impart to children the basic 

key competences and skills necessary for them to navigate through life successfully. Some of 

the skills and attributes imparted and encouraged through an intervention like Catch-Them-

Young include planning and organisation, decision making, vision and goal setting, critical 

thinking for problem solving, communication, self-management, enterprise, and money 

management skills as well as self-assertiveness and the ability to use one’s voice. As seen 

earlier, music, poetry and drama are some of the creative channels used to teach and to 

encourage young people’s voices.   

 

5.4.3 Imbizo: Thinking with men through participatory work 

 

Different partners find different creative ways to stimulate participation within communities. 

In Butterworth, in the Eastern Cape province in South Africa, Sonke partners share that they 

hold Imbizos:  

… part of a participatory intervention for example, that Sonke did, might include what 

has been called Imbizo. So Imbizos are kind of workshop dialogue events, where 

women and men, different stakeholders from community spaces are invited to grapple 

with these issues and to have hopefully more critical discussions around them 

(Transcript Day 3: p. 42). 

 

Sonke’s work centres around masculinities. Through participatory work, they invite men to 

redefine what it means to be a man. However, in Butterworth, LDPs engage local 

municipalities on the gendered effects of lack of service delivery. The basic level of service 

delivery is often lacking and often the gendered impact of the gaps and deficits are hidden. 

Sonke does the work of visibilising these gaps by facilitating knowledge around service delivery 

issues and ways to communicate these issues at local government level, capacitating local 



 
 

53 
 

councillors to speak on gendered aspects of lack of service delivery and to propose council 

budgets that mainstream gender concerns. As one participant shared: 

… the way the project … the community education and mobilisation unit is sorted out 

is in every province the Sonke team trains and raises community action team members. 

These are volunteers who we would give some sort of an allowance to assist us, they 

… mobilise members of the community to come to specific engagements (Transcript 

Day 3: p. 13-14). 

 

LDPs share that they train the volunteer community action team members who in turn go into 

communities – a train-the-trainer model. 

 

5.4.3.1 Masculinity Studies, Ubuntu and Indigenous Knowledges 

 

Partners like Sonke do not present a specific theoretical model but discussions reveal that, like 

in any development work, their approach embeds ecological and social cultural theories. 

However, in dealing with men and masculinity, they lean on masculinity studies and endeavour 

to centre indigenous knowledges such as Ubuntu in their interventions. Kopano Ratele (2008, 

pp. 4–5), a prominent masculinity scholar often cited in Sonke’s work, offers the following on 

masculinity:  

In [a] sense masculinity is akin to group membership which a person is seduced or 

compelled to join. Group membership enables the person to exercise certain rights as 

well as puts certain obligations on him … In order to better appreciate the development 

and reproduction of masculinity we ought to understand power attending to, contests 

around, and the proliferating meanings of sexuality. A discursive position from which 

the world is ruled, masculinity is position bolted into place by sexual power but also 

buffeted by struggle around sexuality. Yet, however unmovable masculinity sometimes 

might appear, individuals or groups do unscrew masculinity from its place. Masculinity 

is thus at once a position which individuals inhabit but also constantly try to rearrange 

…. 

 

Sonke emphasises the importance of engaging traditional leaders and their cultural 

backgrounds in the fight against HIV and promotion of gender justice. The LDPs emphasise 

that it departs from a Western gender perspective often used by civil society in advocating for 

gender justice. “Sonke bases its strategy on the African concept of ubuntu, ‘a person is a person 

through other persons.’ Ubuntu is the fundamental principal of every African society and 

addresses humanity and people’s interdependence in the broadest sense”. This perspective is 

persistent with the fact that academic discourse is increasingly trying to know and understand 

knowledge from an African perspective. The discourse increasingly reflects African people’s 
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search for self-understanding, self-determination and political emancipation (Visser & Moleko, 

2012).   

However, prevailing criticism in the literature suggests that Ubuntu can be performed as a form 

of academic posturing and epistemological convergence (Curry, 2011 in Dladla, 2017). 

Epistemological convergence is exemplified by the “[b]lack cultural perspectives only being 

given the status of knowledge to the extent that they extend or reify currently maintained 

traditions of thought in European philosophy” (Ibid: p. 42). Skepticism is also not only 

confined to literature as sentiments in the room also noted: 

… any time I see the word ubuntu used in the context of like a gender development 

sector intervention, it kind of triggers me a little bit in the same way that things like 

capacity building do (Transcript Day 3: p. 42). 

 

Sonke, however, departed from this view and firmly expresses that chiefs as custodians of 

culture should be engaged with respect and in ways that allow masculinities to be discussed 

from an African Ubuntu perspective as opposed to a Western perspective. In Sonke’s 

experience, the involvement of chiefs has proven to be crucial to work around HIV and gender 

justice in South Africa.  

5.4.4 PEACE HUTS: PEACE BEGINS AT HOME 

In both countries, traditional leaders are seen as influential community champions not only 

for entry into communities but also for championing the fight against GBV. These leaders are 

able to attract people to co-creation and sensitisation meetings before projects take off. In 

Manicaland Province, the village head, also referred to as Mutape, is the primary convener of 

Peace Hut meetings and he works closely with community-based advocates that are trained 

on GBV referral pathways and gender awareness: 

So, for the Peace Huts, why this really worked for us in Manicaland province, was the 

fact that from the onset of the project, we had what you call inception meetings, we had 

what you call sensitisation meetings. So, during the inception and the sensitisation 

meeting we have the local leaders. As you are aware, here in Zimbabwe, the local 

leaders are very influential people, you know, messages are passed through them. They 

communicate well with the communities; they live within the community. But I can say 

that their role – you know, they are community champions (Transcript Day 5: p. 16). 

 

LDPs engender community participation through the Peace Hut concept in Manicaland 

province in Zimbabwe. This model incorporates various local leaders within the community 

to be part of the people that work on GBV issues and referral pathways at local level. The 
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concept revolves around a village meeting place where community members discuss and 

address issues related to GBV, negative masculinities, referred to as chishawa pavarume in 

local dialect, HP as well as sexual reproductive health rights. LDPs share that Peace Huts 

offer community-based conflict resolution and psychosocial assistance at family level. Their 

model draws on the cultural significance of a “hut” in the Shona and Ndau cultures as a 

central place in the home where families are nourished by food and conversations. 

Traditionally, the hut is a place where meals are cooked and shared around the fireplace, and 

where folklore tales are shared between different generations in the evenings before families 

retire to bed. This way, storytelling is used to communicate life lessons between elders and 

younger people.  

In terms of participation, the coordination of Peace Hut meetings is based on a multi-

stakeholder approach as it involves CBOs, village development committees, faith-based 

organisations, traditional leaders and other development partners. The Peace Hut meetings 

are essential as a vehicle for dissemination of information on gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. The excerpt below further demonstrates that participation through co-creation 

meetings happens at different levels and intersections with different stakeholders in and 

around the community: 

… our focusing on Sanyati and Chegutu in Mashonaland West Province, there was not 

much of a resistance in terms of when we introduced this intervention at community 

level. And I am sure [we] would also attribute our success to the approach that we took 

where we had the co-creation where we were actually involving even stakeholders at a 

district level like the local authorities, even the district administrator’s office and then 

also the other relevant government departments in the other civil society organisation 

at district level. We involved them so that there was buy-in for the programme. And 

then also, subsequent to that, we then moved on to facilitate community sensitisation 

meetings, which I thought were quite helpful in terms of maybe, you know, laying the 

ground for the implementation of the problem at community level (Transcript Day 1: 

p. 20-21).  

 

All dialogues discussions reveal that LDPs generally have the support and participation of 

chiefs or traditional leaders in local communities in both Zimbabwe and South Africa. In 

Zimbabwe, the following observations were made: 

…we have also tried to really work with the local knowledges like working with the 

traditional leaders within the communities, in raising GBV, also involving them in GBV 

work, … these are the custodians of the laws and the rules within the communities at 

subnational level and these people normally are respected by their communities 

(Transcript Day 4: p. 31-32).  
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5.4.4.1 Social cultural theory 

 

The social cultural theory, which suggest that society through its cultures and beliefs shapes 

human behaviour, permeates all the intervention models discussed so far. Culture is a primary 

determinant of knowledge acquisition as people learn behaviour in a social process, through 

interaction with peers, parents and others. For example, the prevention interventions operate 

from the premise that if negative masculinities, attitudes and values that perpetuate gender 

inequality can be learnt through social processes, they can also be unlearnt through the same 

interactive process. Interventions then take an interactive approach to activities as seen in the 

Indaba model in the #HeForShe campaign which facilitates productive discussions, 

constructive feedback and collaboration.  

5.4.4.2 Feminist and gender theories of equality: Salient yet unstated 

 

Although feminist and women and gender studies’ theories are not explicitly mentioned in the 

various interventions [presentations of Spotlight Initiative and Safe Spaces], it is clear that 

interventions supporting gender equality and prevention of VAWG rely on aspects of these 

theories to challenge and dislodge patriarchal ideologies of domination. These theories are 

deeply embedded in ways of being, doing and knowing such that they have at once become 

common sense knowledge (in prevention interventions as well as public dialogue) and yet are 

also contested and violently rejected in lived experience. In her book Feminism is for 

Everybody, bell hooks (2014, p. viii) writes in an accessible manner and offers that "[f]eminism 

is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression". This understanding is an 

underlying idea in most development interventions working with women’s issues, including 

the ones under discussion in this report.  

The overarching understanding in feminism, however, is that sexism, like misogyny and other 

hate-filled discriminatory practices against women, thrive under a patriarchal system whose 

core values are control and domination of masculine over feminine (hooks, 2014). 

Understanding patriarchy as a system is important to formulate appropriate responses to its 

manifestations. This understanding may be influencing the current approach to development 

partnerships, including the EU/UN multi-sectoral, multi-partnerships as shall be explored later. 

Johnson (2004) argues a system is a sum of interrelated parts, just like language – one requires 

different parts to work together to create and sustain meaning. “Patriarchy like any other social 

system is something people participate in … an arrangement of shared understandings and 
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relationships connecting people to something larger than themselves” (Ibid, p. 28). In this 

arrangement, GBV is a means to an end – it “might serve other more ‘normalized’ ends such 

as male control and domination” (Johnson, 2004, p. 26). From this perspective, the patriarchal 

ideology is maintained and reinforced through everyday language, music, media images, and 

institutional practices (which are found in the exosystem and macrosystem part of the 

ecological systems theory).  

The discussions above, from masculinity, gender, feminist studies up to Ubuntu, reveal that 

theories are a contested terrain. Therefore, it is important to understand that LDPs’ interactions 

with theoretical models in local contexts are preceded by contention and contestation in the 

theories which inform development work. As a result, development practice then becomes a 

contested field of theories and ideas brought into equally complex local contexts.   

5.4.4.3 Theoretical models, gaps and contradictions  

 

Dialogue participants consider that the assumptions that underlie models such as the 

ecological systems theory, are that primary spaces of socialisation are capable of instilling 

both the positive and negative. Interventions work from the premise that negative 

masculinities can be countered through the same institutions/environments that instil them. In 

Butterworth, for example, this theory was tested where participants shared that with domestic 

violence “there's a lot of stigma attached to the person who goes to make a report … in the 

sense that you can easily end up being ostracised if you are the person who is reporting a 

member of your family” (Transcript Day 3: p. 17). Participants (Ibid) said: 

We have seen a lot of incidences where a woman who opens up a case for a protection 

order can easily get shunned even by her own family. You know, the other family comes 

in and puts pressure and says: what are you doing, this person will lose their job, 

they will lose their income, how do you expect [the person], or his mother, his family 

to survive, or how do you expect your children to be taken care of?  

 

This is a typical example in line with the literature which points out that entrenched social 

norms contribute to low levels of self-reporting. LDPs questioned whether these models or 

methods used were effective based on what they observed on the ground. From the above 

anecdote, it seems that while interventions work to create awareness in different co-

constituted environments to promote positive reinforcement, evidence seems to point to the 

fact that pragmatic reasoning such as economic decisions may override other decisions and 

interrupt the linear responses expected in theory. Seemingly, the prevailing entrenched beliefs 

are that men as patriarchal heads should expect acquiescence from women and, in its absence, 
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they have the right to discipline women. This anecdote observes a negative influential 

relationship between the environment and the individual. Some participants attributed such 

behaviour to cultural conditioning while others felt that “culture and tradition” are so often 

co-opted and used to further stigmatise communities, such as Butterworth. “… Butterworth is 

not the only one [where] this happens …the work of that [i.e., co-option] is to conceal the 

broader issues at play” (Transcript Day 3: p. 17).    

An interesting juxtaposition can be found in the case of former Finance Minister Malusi 

Gigaba when he got a specialised branch of the police, the Hawks, to swiftly arrest his wife, 

Nomachule Mngoma, for alleged assault and malicious damage to his property (Mtshali, 

2021). The arrest led to an initial denial of bail, a night in jail, and confiscation of Mngoma’s 

personal property, including mobile phones, a laptop and other devices. The Pretoria High 

Court later ruled that Mngoma’s arrest had been unlawful and constituted an abuse of power 

on the part of her husband and the Hawks (Mtshali, 2021) – a branch which only deals with 

organised crime and corruption. This judgement followed Mngoma’s representation by a very 

high-level defence team. Throughout the much-publicised case, the public on social media 

remained spellbound by 1) the ability of the law to act swiftly when it consistently fails 

ordinary citizens seeking justice, 2) the law holding women to a higher standard than men – 

the husband was not turned away and told to go and settle the issue at home, and 3) 

constructions of gender and class which intersect with power, privilege and wealth. The 

public also managed to witness a favourable outcome where a woman had access to 

resources.  

LDPs should complicate their theorisation further than attributing the continuation of HP in 

certain contexts to mere culture as it seems that the ideology of male dominance permeates 

all spheres of life. To that end, there is also positive evidence that partners do understand that 

financial independence is one of the factors which may lessen household tension, and aid 

women to act in their best interests. Hence, NGOs promote livelihood projects in 

communities, as discussed later. The following section/s offer a closer reading of the 

dialogues. 
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“…you know it’s funny, in Zimbabwe for stock theft, if someone steals a cow, they get nine 

years. It’s mandatory, non-negotiable, you can’t argue. If you are caught stealing a cow, it’s 

nine years. And yet, when someone rapes a child, there are mitigating circumstances.”31  

 

A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF DIALOGUE DISCUSSIONS 

6 GENDER JUSTICE WORK IN LOCAL CONTEXTS: 

 

6.1 The local informs the global?  

The projects in Zimbabwe are iterations of the global Spotlight Initiative and Safe Spaces 

project. As discussed above, these projects include #HeForShe – Innovators Against GBV, 

Peace Begins at Home and Catch-Them-Young, which focuses on the youth. LDPs share that 

data collected in local contexts inform the conceptualisation of interventions at global level:  

[…] UN Women Zimbabwe …. have tailored their work on the Spotlight Initiative, to 

meet the specific conditions and realities that feature in the Zimbabwean context, 

primarily through their Innovators Against Gender-Based Violence interventions 

amongst other work that they have ongoing (Transcript Day 5: p. 2). 

 

This approach demonstrates to a certain extent the conscious effort in development in recent 

years to shift from the heavily criticised Global North to Global South hegemonic 

power/knowledge nexus towards a more inclusive and consultative development informed by 

local contexts. While the projects in Zimbabwe are led by UN Women and UNFPA, 

organisations contextualised as Global North to Global South in development, the project in 

South Africa is led by Sonke, a Global South-based organisation focusing on local 

development. In all instances, interventions are designed around local histories and lived 

experiences of people in the communities. In South Africa, partners offered the following 

about the context in which their intervention is based: 

… in as much as Sonke does local government accountability work in different 

provinces in the Eastern Cape [Butterworth] it takes on an additional different twist just 

because of the terrain and the landscape and everything that is going on … right now 

in Butterworth there is an issue of lack of water. [So, we] look at the gendered impact 

of lack of water … seeing that a lot of the women bear the brunt of an issue of poor 

service delivery where there is no water in the community (Transcript Day 3: p. 11). 

 

  

                                                           
31 Dialogue discussion, UN Women Zimbabwe participant. 
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This approach by Sonke and other partners, as underlined in prior discussions on intervention 

models and the theories which underpin them, is that of co-creating solutions with affected 

communities. An aspect of participation that highlights the notion in participatory 

development is that “A bottom-up approach means that projects are determined by actual 

needs, grounded in the local realities and shaped by those who will be impacted by them” 

(Colom, 2013). A working definition for participatory development in this discussion is 

(Kapoor, 2005, p. 1203): 

… discarding mainstream development’s neo-colonial tendencies, Western-centric 

values and centralised decision-making processes. It stands instead for a more inclusive 

and ‘bottom-up’ politics, which takes two dominant institutional forms: 1) Participatory 

Rural Appraisal (PRA), which aims at promoting local community ‘empowerment’; 

and 2) country ‘ownership’ of development programmes, where the state and/or 

international development agency seeks civil society involvement for policy 

development and agenda setting.  

 

The positive implications for gender justice in the participatory approach is that local actors 

tailor solutions to challenges they have an in-depth understanding of, working alongside the 

affected communities. This approach attempts to subvert the long-criticised centralised 

decision making in favour of local community empowerment as noted in the above definition. 

African feminists posit that “the goal is to find ways in which African research can be better 

informed by local concerns and interpretations and at the same time, concurrently, for 

African experiences to be taken into account in general theory-building, the structural racism 

of the global system notwithstanding” (Oyěwùmí, 2002, p. 1). 

In the following section, we investigate how and to what extent LDPs know and understand 

the communities they work in.  

 

6.2 LDPS Understanding of Local Contexts 

 

Some of the most defining characteristics overlapping in both countries, as shared in the 

dialogues, are the gaps between policies and the lived experience of the populations in under-

resourced areas in terms of service delivery, high rates of unemployment, subsequent 

employment in the precarious informal sector (such as dangerous informal mining) and 

unequal power dynamics between men and women which see women with little to no access 

to land, paid labour and the law as a recourse when they experience violence. In rural 

Zimbabwe, partners say the context was characterised by lack of road and communication 
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infrastructure, and high unemployment rates caused by the on-going economic crisis creating 

a pattern where women are left to bear the brunt of poverty when men cross neighbouring 

borders into other countries. In Matebeleland, the situation is compounded by droughts since 

rural areas depend on a subsistence agricultural economy as families face starvation. 

The South African partners discussed Butterworth in Eastern Cape Province as follows:  

When you look at Butterworth where it’s a more rural area, there's a lot of stigma 

attached to the person who goes to make a report. … we have actually seen incidences 

where you come and this lady is being beaten and people are actually standing outside 

in a crowd watching as this lady is being violated by her partner and it’s being done in 

public … Thinking a little bit more critically about this GBV hotspot list that was put 

out by Bheki Cele and a couple of other members of our government last year, on which 

Butterworth ranked no. 29. And I was wondering if that was the first kind of stigmatic… 

 

The discussion above reveals that Butterworth is characterised by poverty, poor service 

delivery, and harmful social norms that perpetuate high rates of GBV. The Minister of Police, 

Bheki Cele, ranked Butterworth twenty-nine out of thirty places in 2020 (Maphanga, 2020). 

Furthermore, literature evidence also points out that Eastern Cape is historically connected to 

the coercive method of marriage called Ukuthwala. “Although varying in prevalence over 

time, violence has been sanctioned by local understandings of consent and interpersonal 

relationships” (Karimakwenda, 2013). 

Partners based in Zimbabwean had this to say about the contexts in which they operate in the 

five provinces (Transcript Day 4: p. 7-8): 

So, in terms of the mapping when GBV was being done, when you look at the five 

provinces, each province has got something peculiar: 

• Mashonaland Central has one of the highest early marriage rates in the country 

and the percentage of young women between 15 and 19 who have actually started 

childbearing is quite high in that province.  

• In Mashonaland West you realise … there is the highest percentage of women who 

have experienced some form of violence, physical, sexual or emotional.…  

• In Manicaland you have the highest percentage of women who have never sought 

help or told anyone even though they do experience violence of some sort. 

Manicaland, it’s some of the very remote, very far communities …   

• In Matebeleland South a lot of the young girls, a high percentage of girls have 

actually started childbearing at a very early age. Even though the percentage of early 

marriage itself is low, they don’t often get married but they do start having kids 

quite early. So still, that then complicates their lives and leaves them quite 

vulnerable when they are now trying to fend for those kids. For the bordered towns 

in Mat South, there were issues with men, young men and men within that area, 

actually getting girls pregnant and then skipping the border [migrate to South 

Africa]. So, you find a lot of the young girls with children are left on their own 
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fending for those children, which then drives them to do some very risky sexual 

behaviours just to be able to feed their children. 

 

The above statements offer a brief overview of partner feedback on the local contexts to 

signpost upcoming discussions which will later delve into the meanings imbedded in the 

statements. At a glance, we can see that the local context is depicted according to geographic 

location and the set of public health challenges and levels of GBV affecting the communities. 

6.2.1 DESTIGMATISING CULTURE & TRADITION 

In the meantime, partners from both countries attested to the spaces they work in as being 

previously excluded, marginalised and impoverished urban, peri-urban, and rural areas whose 

poverty conditions are predetermined by historic socio-economic and political factors. 

Partners share that in each of the provinces they work, sexual and GBV acts are rife and 

usually underpinned by cultural and religious beliefs and norms of each community. 

Reflections among LDPs were critical in their thinking about culture and tradition – they 

understood that these terms are subject to historical tropes the partners cannot ignore in 

approaching communities. Some articulated their thoughts as follows (Transcript Day 3: p. 

18): 

I think that also we have to … be balanced with an acknowledgement that … very often 

things like ‘culture and tradition’ are so often co-opted and used to further stigmatise 

communities, such as Butterworth, I mean Butterworth is not the only one that this 

happens, I don't think. And I think the work of that is to conceal the broader issues at 

play or some of the underlying issues at play. It’s history, it’s the fact that ongoing 

poverty and unemployment prevail and whilst ‘culture and tradition’ might be things 

that allow certain problematic or certain patriarchal viewpoints and practices to be 

perpetuated, I think a sole focus on that only increases this idea that poor black 

communities are inherently very violent and very dangerous spaces to be. 

 

While some partners allude to culture, as noted in the section before, some call for a more 

nuanced reckoning with local conditions. The dialogue also reveals that most challenges 

affecting women and girls are largely similar in terms of gender inequality and SGBV with 

variations in causation based on location. As seen in the above quotation, some LDPs 

demonstrate an awareness of the embeddedness of history in current constructions of space 

and identities. A detailed discussion in this regard is captured below. However, it is also 

important here to acknowledge the importance of civil society organisations and their work in 

contesting and shifting stigma and changing the perceptions about marginalised people and 

places.  
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6.2.2 CONTINUITIES IN HISTORICAL FACTORS INFORM AND AFFECT GENDER 

IN/JUSTICE 

 

LDPs discussed the notion of the nation as a social construct and a product of socio-material 

forces and as such an imagined community with particular hegemonic histories (Anderson, 

2016). From that perspective the work being done by LDPs can be seen as an attempt to re-

imagine each of their countries as inclusive democratic spaces capable of making room for 

the members of society deliberately excluded and marginalised historically and at present. 

Zimbabwe and South Africa as post-colonies both exhibit high levels of inequality and 

SGBV. LDPs exhibit awareness that gendered power inequality rooted in patriarchy is the 

primary driver of GBV (SaferSpaces, n.d.). One contributor noted that (Transcript Day 3: p 

21): 

The construction of apartheid divide and rule strategies also meant that particular 

so-called racial or ethnic divisions were given a lot of strength for the processes of 

indirect or Bantustan administration and rural. And through that, what we have seen is 

the kind of ratification, even perhaps the invention of tradition, and to quote from 

Benedict Anderson’s famous work on Imagined Communities, to give power to ethnic 

or to racial constructs that perhaps didn’t exist before, for the purposes of patriarchal 

rule and for greater power over black people, over women or over other marginalised 

categories of people.  

 

LDPs exhibited both hope (in their interventions to imagine new societies) and ambivalence 

(due to unchanging attitudes), and in that vein one participant said, “you can’t change a 

society that refuses to be changed” (Ibid: p. 21). In both countries, the women’s movements 

have had to negotiate a terrain of women’s equality which remains contested. In South 

Africa, the discussion alludes to the difficulty faced by the women’s movement to manoeuvre 

around two systems of oppression as women have historically had to privilege the fight for 

racial equality at the expense of gender equality. Shireen Hassim’s (1993) writing explores a 

theme on women mobilising around the mother-of-the-nation trope for various reasons; the 

category unifies women beyond class divisions but also presents limitations as a category in 

the long term.  

Analysis shows that women’s militancy is only acceptable in patriarchal societies if tempered 

by notions of family and motherhood. A participant in Hassim’s study observed that women 

in the anti-apartheid struggle generally mobilised as mothers rather than advocating specifically 

for women (Ibid, p.21). Hassim (1993) sheds light on some of the reasons why this happened, 

arguing that for “many women the construction of their mothering roles as heroic validate[d] 
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an important area of their experience that [wa]s denied by apartheid policies of influx control 

and split families”. Hassim observes that this highlights some of the differences, complexities 

and divides between the struggles of white and black women in the movement. 

Unfortunately, motherhood as a strategy for organising has also been subject to manipulation 

for the maintenance of women’s subjugation by men. In contrast McClintock (1993, p.75) 

argues that: 

African women nationalists, unlike their Afrikaans counterparts … 

transformed and infused the ideology of motherhood with an increasingly 

insurrectionary cast, identifying themselves more and more as the mothers 

of revolution. 

 

This discussion surfaces the agency, the differences, the constraints and strategies deployed 

by women to chart their own way around the nation building project which tended to ignore 

gender justice issues. The discussion is relevant in the context of the sixth pillar in the 

Spotlight Initiative which seeks to strengthen the women’s movement for gender justice. It is 

important for partners to have an in-depth knowledge of not only the history but also where 

the movement is at the moment as well as the systems that aid and constrain the women’s 

movement. –The knowledge may serve them well as they design interventions.   

In addition, partners also captured in the discussion the aversion to the f-word (Feminist) still 

seen in communities. The ambivalence around feminism (as the f-word) that conflicts with 

traditional norms in communities still persists (as demonstrated later in the way LDPs 

sometimes have to subvert feminist knowledges to access local communities). Some of the 

complexities around the women’s movements in post-independence Zimbabwe and post-

apartheid South Africa can be attributed to a feminist stance that equivocates (for patriarchal 

approval) when situated within party politics, as consistently exhibited by both the ZANU-PF 

Women’s League and ANC Women’s League. As women in politics, both leagues occupy 

very big, very public and strategically situated platforms. However, subsumed under 

nationalist parties, the women frequently manage to polarise the movement by promoting the 

binaries of “good” versus “bad” women prototypes. There are countless incidents to mention 

but two come to mind: for the ANC Women’s League, it was their controversial stance of 

defending an alleged rapist through the trial of former President Jacob Zuma. For the ZANU-
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PF Women’s League, it was the public vilification of former Vice-President Joyce Mujuru 

through the use of particularly misogynistic language as a performance of support for former 

President Robert Mugabe when he fired her from her position (Mudiwa, 2017).  

6.2.3 DISCONTINUITIES IN HISTORICAL FACTORS: A CASE FOR ZIMBABWE? 

It suffices to say, however, that the above discussions, which tease out the continuities of 

oppressive systems and the role of recent colonial, apartheid and nationalist histories in the 

formation of racialised and gendered identities, is a conversation central to the South African 

discourse as opposed to the Zimbabwean one. This may generally be informed by the 

different trajectories travelled by each country after political independence and/or the 

policing of free speech in the countries experienced by journalists, NGOs and others. South 

Africa’s democracy is younger and the country faces racialised inequalities with more than 

85% of the wealth still in the hands of 10% mostly white minorities (Chatterjee, Czajka & 

Gethin, 2021). For example, public health researchers point out the entanglements of race, 

history and poverty in their studies, analysing that “in South Africa, persistence of the HIV 

epidemic [is] associated [with] gender and racial disparities … a major concern after more 

than 20 years of democratic dispensation and efforts to create a more healthy and equal 

society” (Mabaso et al., 2019, p. 1).   

Zimbabwe, however, attained its independence fourteen years prior to South Africa. 

Increasingly, such discourses in and about the country are now less focused on the 

continuities of colonial ideologies and more focused on corruption by the black elite. 

Particularly after the state violently ejected white “colonial settler” farmers, very few white 

Zimbabweans live in the country, so much so that race is less likely to be centred in 

conversations about racialised inequality forty years after independence. In addition, 

discussions on social media reveal that some Zimbabweans now feel that the “race question” 

is no longer important or for that matter applicable to the country, possibly due to the 

lessened physical visibility of the white population and heightened brutalities against citizens 

by the current state.  

The danger with this view is that it may undermine necessary understanding around the 

continuities in constructions of gender, class and ethnic divisions which plague the country. 

In particular for development workers, as seen later in this report, LDPs discuss their concern 

about reproducing Western ways of knowing as they work in local contexts. Their 

discussions also focus closely on culture, tradition and indigenous knowledges, which raises 

questions on what the LDPs’ understanding of these categories is and whether it is possible to 
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interrogate “Western” knowledges without acknowledging how these were historically 

configured. In other words: 

Can the deconstruction of hierarchies of authoritarianism that are sexist 

and patriarchal exclude knowledge of colonial inventions of race and 

gender in Zimbabwean local contexts?  

In this vein, the courts also often act as spaces of secondary victimisation for women post-

independence and post-apartheid. A good example of the past being present, is women’s 

continued lack of access to land in Zimbabwe as cited in the dialogues. This is a result of 

gendered colonial administration decisions to infantilise and deprive women access to land 

and property – a legacy perpetuated by democratic dispensations in both countries. The 

devaluing of women follows the path set by colonialism32 which informed how “[b]lack33 

women’s bodies are read through a sexualizing lens” (Chengeta, 2018, p. 5) and this in turn 

has informed how the courts of law respond to women’s experiences of violence. One 

participant shared a poignant anecdote in talking about gender injustice for women in the 

Zimbabwean court systems. She expressed in exasperation (Day 4 Transcript: p. 39):  

You know it’s funny. In Zimbabwe for stock theft, if someone steals a cow, they get 

nine years. It’s mandatory, non-negotiable, you can’t argue. If you are caught stealing 

a cow, it’s nine years. And yet, when someone rapes a child, there are mitigating 

circumstances.   

 

We see here that NGO workers are confronted and angered by gender injustice in the 

communities they work in, and they continually name, shame and challenge norms while also 

engaging the communities to do the same. In the same vein of devalued lives, in South Africa 

we often hear of how the new government and constitution privilege property rights at the 

expense of the lives of the majority of the poor, black population. Often cited examples 

include the unrestrained apartheid style deadly shooting of mine workers demanding a living 

                                                           
32 “Oyěwùmí (1997, p. 122), critiquing colonialism, argues that the colonial order also created the incorrect idea 
that gender is a biologically determined and universal concept. This understanding of gender is the basis for the 
idea that the masculine is superior to the feminine (Chengeta, 2018, p. 14). 
33 Although SGBV cuts across race and class, racialisation of inequality means that development interventions 
like the ones in this report exclusively focus on poor black women and girls. 
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wage in the Marikana massacre in 2012, and the physical and symbolic violence34 meted out 

to protesting students by police, the justice system and university management during the 

#FeesMustFall movement from 2015 to date. In addition, surviving Marikana widows suffer 

subsequent injustice in their search for justice in the “justice” system. In Zimbabwe, the 

militarised coup and political repression of political opponents also stand in stark contrast to 

the democratic discourse.  

There is similarity in experiences of exclusion, the state’s access and use of technologies of 

violence and the continued devaluation of certain bodies in the post-colonies. Could these 

experiences point to the fact that “spaces are not neutral, rather they are discursively 

produced and discursively produce subjects” (Puwar 2004 in Kiguwa 2019:14); and that “we 

occupy socially constructed spaces that further construct us within the tropes that pre-exist 

us” (Kiguwa 2019:13)? If we acknowledge this, then Pumla Gqola (2007, p. 111) urging that 

“[t]he patterns of complicity that prop up gender-based violence require historicized feminist 

undoing” will make sense, even in Zimbabwe four decades after independence. This is so 

especially because “the sophisticatedness of white supremacy means that even with 

the visuality and presence of whiteness in one location and its invisibility and absence in 

another, both spaces continue to suffer similar kinds of psychic, material and discursive 

impact” (Chigumadzi, 2019). Hence, challenges like spatial apartheid continue and access to 

basic services in certain areas marked as “poor” is gendered, racialised and classed.  

To properly locate the gruesome killings of the Marikana massacre, the violent political 

repressions by the ruling class in Zimbabwe, and the figure of the girl child whose life is 

worth less than that of a cow, we revisit Cornel West (1999). In his analysis of the making of 

empire he observes that “global capitalism and nascent nationalisms were predicated initially 

on terrors and horrors visited on enslaved Africans” (West, 1999). The result of these terrors, 

as discussed earlier, were displacement, dispossession, impoverishment and 

underdevelopment in locations now termed the “Third World”. In contemporary times, the 

forced migration of Zimbabweans, the inescapable noose of poverty enslaving millions of 

South Africans, and the disposability of certain bodies in the service of capital paints a 

recognisable pattern in capital’s configuration of power relations. The current militarisation 

                                                           
34 In an act read by some as symbolic violence, in July 2022, the courts acquitted four police officers accused of 
shooting and killing Mthokozisi Ntumba, a non-participant in the March 2021 fees protest in Braamfontein 
Johannesburg next to the University of the Witswatersrand (Chabalala, 2022).  
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of the nation-state and its endangerment of gendered bodies brings Ann McClintock into 

sharp focus. McClintock (1993, p. 61) observes that “all nationalisms are gendered, all are 

invented and all are dangerous”.  

Going back to the discussion of Zimbabwe and its keenness to move on as a nation, one can 

observe that the silence on race is akin to the silence on ethnic difference – in the way 

ethnicity has been politicised and weaponised by the state in specific times and places, for 

example, in the Matebeleland atrocities committed soon after independence. Ultimately, 

racial and ethnic differences have shaped and continue to shape men and women’s 

experiences of violence in specific locations such that the effects have led to ethnicised 

structural inequality – seen for example in the underdevelopment of Matebeleland (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2012). The persistently high school dropout rate in the region is arguably a long-

term side effect of deliberate uneven development even before the Zimbabwean crisis 

emerged.35  

The following section and others explore what the ideas presented above mean for gender 

justice, using practical examples from comments in the dialogue. In summation, a running 

theme in the literature for this report generally and the discussion above is that “no subject is 

its own point of departure” (Butler, 1992, p.9 in Marchand & Parpart, 1995, p. 3). Rather, the 

subject “experiences life within a discursive and material context … constituted in complex 

historical [and contemporary] circumstances” (Marchand & Parpart, 1995, p. 3). To undo 

injustice, we have to deal with intersecting forms of oppression, or as Oyěwùmí (2002, p.1) 

asks, “Why gender? To what extent does a gender analysis reveal or occlude other forms of 

oppression? Which women's situation does feminist scholarship theorize well?”  

In this view, what then does understanding development participants and the places and 

positions they occupy entail for NGOs? The following section unpacks this question.  

6.2.4 A CALL TO CRITICAL UNDERSTANDING OF LOCAL CONTEXTS 

The dialogue reveals that different ethnic groups located in some provinces perceive 

differently cultural factors36 governing sex and marriage. The analysis seeks to surface how 

                                                           
35 For a comprehensive analysis on construction and mobilisation of ethnicity and regionalism, see Ndlovu-

Gatsheni (2012).  

 
36 Many writers often characterise Zimbabwe as a deeply patriarchal country but rarely refer to it as a country 
deeply divided by tribalism, except through a few divergent voices working to subvert a biased nationalist 
discourse which systematically erases minority experiences of violence such as Operation Gukurahundi (CITE, 
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NGO workers may construct these differences. For example, in talking about perceived 

attitudes towards sex before marriage, some said (Transcript Day 4: p. 18): 

It’s not as conservative in the Ndebele culture [like] some of the cultural norms that 

govern the Shona are in terms of [no] sex before marriage or dating ... So, you find a 

lot of teen mothers there. But then also marriage is not as emphasised .I mean it’s there 

in the country but within the Shona, it’s like marriage is above … all and with the Tsetse 

it’s a tribal thing … 

 

A recent media article reported that young people from Bulawayo, in the province of 

Matebeleland, represent the highest numbers of school dropouts in the country (Newsday, 

2021). While poverty and school dropouts have risen in the country in recent years and affect 

every province, historically, these issues have been intensified in Matebeleland. The media 

report shared in a tweet, was criticised by feminist scholars and activists on-line for sharing 

data in a context vacuum thereby running the risk of reproducing long-existing stereotypes 

peddled by political leaders that the Ndebele are not interested in education – or, in this case, 

in marriage understood here as an institute that symbolises order and respectability in a 

patriarchal society.  

Systemic marginalisation of the region with Ndebele speaking people (Harris, 2022), often 

referred to as Matebeleland, has historically manifested through high levels of under-

development accompanied by high rates of unemployment in the region prior to the economic 

meltdown. Girls in Matebeleland are more likely to be vulnerable to deeper levels of poverty 

due to systemic socio-economic issues. These entrenched inequalities may often lead to higher 

levels of pregnancy and school dropouts. How then can NGO workers engaging with local 

contexts see the higher numbers of Ndebele teenage mothers in a more complex and nuanced 

way without unintentionally viewing them through cultural tropes?  

Another constant feature in the regionalism discourse and literature is that of the perceived 

deliberate deployment of people from other regions to work in Matebeleland at the expense 

of the people in these provinces. This is an institutionalised pattern, likely unintentionally 

reproduced through development interventions by the positioning of international 

development and diplomatic partners in the capital city of Harare in Mashonaland. This view 

may be worthy of consideration in South Africa where the city that is the economic hub of 

the country is cosmopolitan, constituted by local and external migrants within and outside the 

                                                           
n.d.). A major contention in the discourse is that, due largely to state propaganda, the average citizen remains 
uncritical of constructed differences, running the risk of regurgitating harmful stereotypes. 
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country. This is not the case in Zimbabwe where the economic hub is home to the majority 

Shona (in their diverse clans) perhaps due in part to the historic state regionalism policy 

(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2012). The country’s economic hub, Harare, lacks inclusive 

representation. Therefore, the presence of development partners and economic interests in 

Mashonaland may further unintentionally entrench the ethnicised uneven development.  

In a related view, participants share that men in the region are likely to “skip the border” to 

South Africa after they get girls pregnant:  

For the bordered towns in Matebeleland South, there were issues with men, young men 

and men within that area, actually getting girls pregnant and then skipping the border37 

(Transcript Day 4: p. 8). 

 

At face value, partners are sharing statistics and regional experiences: 

But if we deploy the critical approach previously discussed, which 

proposes that a subject is discursively and materially constructed within 

complex historical circumstances, what may we learn about the 

construction of masculinities in Matebeleland? And, importantly, how may 

this critical knowledge contribute to gender justice? 

As a starting point, the issue of migration is complex with a myriad drivers. In Africa, 

migrant labour is a structural feature originally deepened by “the disruption of peasant 

material production” (Zegeye & Ishemo, 1990, p. 2). While the migration of men in the 

mining sectors in Southern Africa dates back to the industrialisation era in the region, 

migration patterns were determined largely by socio-economic factors intersecting with 

geopolitical factors. Having said that, free movement in and out of neighbouring countries 

was a common feature, especially among populations living on the edge of territorial 

demarcations. Before criminalisation of movement, people in border towns did not require 

passports to travel. As a result, they could move freely, participating in micro-trade. 

According to the African Migration Report: Challenging the narrative (IOM, 2020), this is a 

feature still present in some border towns in Uganda and Kenya with intermarriages across 

                                                           
37 In my data collection (for USAID research in 2016: https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00T2V9.pdf) in 
marginalised communities that experienced xenophobia in Gauteng, South Africa, Ndebele men from Zimbabwe 
were among some of the demographics I spoke to. Particularly those who “skipped the border” reiterated that 
they had left the country due to limited material prospects, which they linked to the history of economic 
marginalisation in Matebeleland provinces.   
 

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00T2V9.pdf
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borders keeping the movement constant.38 In the context of cross border movement now 

exacerbated by displacement, movement between especially South Africa and Zimbabwe is 

common due to labour migration as seen also in Manicaland next to Mozambique and 

Matebeleland South next to Botswana.  

Historically, most colonially operated mines in Zimbabwe were situated far from 

Matebeleland, so men in Matebeleland were likely to seek work in neighbouring South 

Africa. Historians also observe that although working conditions in the mining sector were 

harsh, inhumane and characterised by forced labour in the colonial era, wages in countries 

like South Africa tended to be higher than in Zimbabwe. “South Africa offered better salaries, 

better standards of food, accommodation and hospitalisation and compensation” (Van 

Onselen, 1980, p. 19). Shared histories and language between Nguni speaking people also 

positively impacted assimilation patterns. Consequently, post-colonial migration, especially 

for those without prospects of accessing higher education or formal employment, remains a 

mainstay for livelihoods although it may also be used as a way of abdicating responsibility.  

Therefore, in the critical tradition of trying to undo harmful cultural tropes, 

LDPs could ask, “In what ways does criminalisation of borders contribute 

to the construction of masculinities and shape experiences of fatherhood 

for young men seeking livelihoods across the continental borders?” We can 

also reflect on how framing the conversation as “they skip the border after 

getting girls pregnant” may contribute to reproducing the racialised trope 

of black men as irresponsible and absent fathers.  

This consideration is partly prompted by the knowledge that the ability to provide for one’s 

family is a major building block in the formation of masculine identities. Failure to do so is 

most likely to be accompanied by feelings of shame and anger. In a previous section we saw 

that civil society plays the huge role of subverting stereotypes and tackling the stigmatisation 

of under-resourced communities. Now we also learn that in some instances, civil society 

actors can unintentionally reproduce the stigma they work to uproot. A lesson to take away is 

the need for continuous reflection.  

LDPs also relate that a number of marginalised areas where the Spotlight Initiative and Safe 

Spaces interventions are taking place are mining areas. These spaces allow for fast cash 

                                                           
38 The report stresses that African migration trends are largely misunderstood and distorted by policymakers. 
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through “illegal” mining and challenges observed by NGOs include transactional 

relationships and apparent disappearance of men after they get paid. Using a critical post-

colonial lens, which may invoke the globalisation discourse, LDPs could study the 

continuities and discontinuities in patterns that are destructive to family life to better structure 

the interventions and thereby make demands on the state around issues of “illegality”.  

For example, as discussed earlier, when the poor lay claim to resources within their 

communities, they are constructed as “illegal” while corporations use the power of capital to 

lay claim to the same resources. Unequal access to natural resources perpetuates and sustains 

systemic poverty, an underlying tenet of unequal gendered power dynamics. While the 

Zimbabwean dialogue briefly mentioned that the government was looking into giving women 

land, it was not immediately clear if any of the local or external development partners were 

involved or invested in the long-term struggle for land reappropriation.  

This section has relayed how development partners discussed the areas they work in based on 

their research, observations and their own perceptions. The next section focuses on the 

politics of accessing local contexts, which entails understanding the gatekeeping systems and 

the strategies used by partners to reach women and girls.   

 

6.3 The politics of accessing local contexts 

 

Evidence shows that men are disproportionately represented in positions of power in society 

and communities, such that when the state and NGOs or LDPs approach local contexts, they 

are likely to encounter men as gatekeepers and representatives of community leadership. Men 

are usually depicted as both protectors and perpetrators of abuse towards of women and girls. 

6.3.1 APPEALING TO MALE AUTHORITY: A SUBVERSION OR CONFORMITY? 

 

Due to patriarchal norms, most traditional leadership positions are still occupied by men. As a 

result, LDPs’ community mobilisation and access to women are still negotiated through male 

authority. Partners also share that they desire to include men in co-creating GBV solutions. In 

that respect, NGOs appreciate the opportunity to engage men directly. However, in their 

reflections, women partners allude to performing respectability politics by dressing and 

speaking in conservative ways that should not outwardly appear to challenge patriarchal 

authority. LDPs reflect on this tension and complexity in dealing with community gatekeepers 

as well as their frustration with this dynamic (Transcript Day 3: p. 24): 
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… you do what you need to do to get your foot in the door, and, once it’s in the door, 

you have an opportunity to start a conversation. And I know that’s difficult, because 

sometimes you feel like you are there at the patronage of patriarchy if you like, and it 

can feel humiliating or embarrassing. 

 

In this anecdote, we see that NGOs will do whatever they have to, to reach women who are 

otherwise marginalised and likely forgotten by the state. In doing so, they meet their immediate 

policy objectives of reaching women who may more than likely require their urgent help. 

However, LDPs also recognise that they are performing to a patriarchal script and choose to 

see this as a strategic and useful approach in gender justice. This approach could also be read 

as NGOs’ response to patriarchal gatekeeping. The prevailing social norms coerce the NGO 

actors into aligning their own behaviour to patriarchal standards out of fear of being ejected or 

denied entry into the community. It could also reflect the respect NGOs feel they need to 

display for the communities they work in. What is clear so far, is that LDPs should be 

commended for negotiating contested terrains to reach women and girls. What is not 

immediately clear, however, is how the short-term strategies they deploy contribute to the long-

term undoing of patriarchal attitudes. This is especially so because, as the conversation 

progressed, one participant shared that in addressing men (Transcript Day 3: p. 26): 

… one of the things I kept on exhorting to the men was saying, ‘you are supposed to be 

our protectors, culture has called you our protector, culture has called you our 

guardians. We need you to stand up. We are your mothers, your sisters, your daughters. 

We need you to stand up and, you know, take this role’.  

 

This anecdote may be in line with the other overarching views expressed by most partners, that 

male traditional and/or community leaders are an important part in the work of soliciting 

change. They are viewed as the custodians of both power and culture and are well respected in 

their local communities. Following this view, how then do partners navigate differently 

situations which may reinforce patriarchal power, threaten to keep women firmly under 

patriarchal control, and perpetuate the violence being challenged by the various interventions? 

Up to now, theory has demonstrated that patriarchal protection and patriarchal brutality exist 

on opposite sides of the same coin (Moffet, 2006).  

 

6.3.2 CAN NGOS ENTRUST TRADITIONAL LEADERS WITH GENDER JUSTICE? 
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A worthwhile consideration is that traditional leaders are also lauded for leading the way in 

change. One participant shared (Transcript Day 5: p. 43-44): 

… Yes of course, these things are working. So, … one of the wards where the Spotlight 

Initiative is implement[ed] [is] in Matabele South. There’s a chief there ... who elected 

female junior village heads and also enacted bylaws against harmful practice and toxic 

masculinities. 

We also have a male champion in Matobo district who is a traditional leader. This 

traditional leader in ward 14 of the district, he actually reported a child marriage that 

was actually on its way, it was actually being implemented. So, it was on a Saturday, 

then he reported the case to the gender champions, and he reported the case to the 

councillor then it went to other traditional leaders. Then it actually went to the police 

and to Women Affairs. So, the wedding was stopped. 

 

In a beautiful way, the anecdote above offers a glimpse into our imagined and yet also 

present futures – the anecdote bears witness to the presence of diverse and non-hegemonic 

masculinities in the communities. This presence may serve as a glimmer of hope for the 

results that NGOs, activists and communities seek to see. In comparison, LDPs report that 

they experience tension in engaging faith-based organisations due to their conservative 

beliefs which have the effect of reproducing and maintaining patriarchal attitudes. This 

observation is interesting to the extent that it exposes religious discourse as perhaps being 

more resistant to change than cultural and customary discourse, especially if considered from 

Sonke’s experience with chiefs acting as gender champions and the Matobo District anecdote 

above. This observation by partners may also point to the need to revisit their strategies in 

engaging faith-based organisations.    

Traditional leaders sit at the intersection of the colonial and post-colonial, as well as 

traditional and modern forms of power. For the sake of the discussion, the analysis focuses on 

Zimbabwean traditional power structures, which are largely similar to those of South Africa 

and the continent. “Prior to the colonisation of Zimbabwe, the institution of traditional 

leadership was the sole governance structure with legitimacy to govern derived from tradition 

and culture” (Chigwata, 2016, p. 70). Traditional leaders are recognised in the new 2013 

Constitution in the country where their power is juxtaposed to the modern state structures. 

“Traditional leaders are often in conflict with State structures, particularly rural local 

governments, which is largely attributed to competition for power, resources and legitimacy” 

(Chigwata, 2016, p. 60).  

Hence, it is imperative to mention that dialogue between partners did not acknowledge or 

complicate the ways in which chiefs or traditional leaders may be constrained by competing 
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objectives in delivering their day-to-day duties. We pause here and consider that traditional 

leaders may be implicated in both patriarchal and gender justice ideologies as custodians of 

culture and new recruits of development as gender champions. Partners frequently allude to 

the need to find ways to incorporate indigenous knowledges and to approach traditional 

leaders in ways that minimise conflict. This is a guided approach by organisations seeking to 

promote social cohesion.  

A question arises here, however: To what extent can NGOs assist in 

dismantling patriarchal power dynamics with minimal disruption to 

systems of traditional leadership power? Does this idea symbolise a 

depoliticisation of development by NGOs? If so, what may be lost or gained 

by using this approach?  

So far, we see that entrance and participation in communities are gained in ways that could be 

considered as reinforcing existing power dynamics. Bear in mind that criticism levelled 

against participatory development includes that it has “shown to be gender-biased, frequently 

ignoring and reinforcing patriarchal structures” (Kapoor 2005: p. 1204).  

In Zimbabwe for example, chiefs have come under scrutiny and criticism over the past years 

for the alleged role they have played in mobilising their communities to vote for a dictatorial 

government. In this country context, traditional leaders have been incentivised by receiving 

new vehicles periodically from the government and ruling party among other incentives. In 

contrast, a certain Chief Marinye, who recently called for an end to high level corruption 

among the state president’s cronies in government, was reported in the media to have been 

publicly threatened and called to order by the vice-president and former army commander 

(Chibamu, 2021). One may ask what this has to do with gender justice. This demonstrates the 

precarious position traditional leaders occupy which may implicate them in gender injustice.   

In addition, reading the article detailing the state’s response to the dissenting Chief Marinye 

also presents a unique opportunity to analyse the performance of power by powerful men, 

and the subsequent role-modelling of masculinities at the highest level of power in the 

country. In response to Chief Marinye, who is alleged to have threatened to remove the 

current president by coup, the vice-president who engineered the last coup is reported to have 

addressed a gathering of chiefs as follows (Chibamu, 2021):  
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This is the Republic of Zimbabwe, that is not done. Such foolishness is not done, I hope 

you understand me. What did I just say? That is only done by those who drink Mutoriro 

(illicit brew). Chiefs are appointed and they are removed too. From here, 2021, you 

must dig holes in the tar and spit in them, declaring that such words are not uttered. 

 

The exchange exhibits threats and counterthreats, where the first openly denotes militarised 

violence while the latter serves as a thinly veiled warning anchored in the knowledge that the 

state has sovereign power which comes with a monopoly over technologies of violence. As a 

public address to a group of chiefs, it serves as a subversive warning. The tone of the address 

resembles that of a tolerant adult towards defiant children. The other embedded warning 

meant for the greater public is that established hierarchies should not be challenged. We see a 

public display of hardened masculinities. Ironically, one could argue that in a fight between 

men, the one who emerges weaker is “made a woman” in the manner they are ordered to 

behave and not transgress the prevailing power hierarchy. One could also argue, based on the 

theoretical models of socialisation presented before, that such displays of unfettered power 

sustain the patriarchal order which disrespects gender justice. In that respect, although the 

state is a partner in the Spotlight Initiative, ultimately it models problematic masculinities.  

The section below endeavours to dissect who and what constitutes a community and why a 

critical approach is important for development work.  

 

6.4 Communities as heterogenous fragmented spaces  

Returning to the broader discussion about traditional leaders, dialogues categorise 

communities by geographic location, a generalisation of cultural and religious beliefs, socio-

economic statuses, and as informed by public health and other research which helps partners 

to understand the challenges the communities face. This is a very important aspect of NGO 

work, in particular for marginalised communities. LDPs gather knowledge and make the 

communities knowable for those who may want to assist. We also explore here what the 

evidence of various communities within communities, based on political and other 

affiliations, might mean for gender justice, traditional leadership and NGO interventions.  

Research shows that rural areas in Zimbabwe for instance have been sites of political conflict 

leading to neighbour-on-neighbour violence, which in some cases led to the death and 

disappearances of community members (Mvundura, 2014). One of the highest forms of 

violence against women in Zimbabwe currently is political violence where women in 

opposition politics are subjected to torture, rape, and disappearances, both in rural and urban 
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areas. Similar to urban politics, rural politics is also polarised by opposition politics in 

particular from the events leading up to and after the 2008 disputed election results. Research 

conducted in rural Mutambara in Manicaland province shows that “the terror and violence 

which was mainly concentrated in rural communities (which had historically been regarded 

as ZANU PF vote strongholds) took the form of violent assaults, death threats, destruction of 

property, torture, torching of homes, abductions and disappearances” (Human Rights Watch, 

2008b in Mvundura 2014, p. 14).   

The important aspect of this research is that it offers a narrative of first-person experience 

which disrupts totalising narratives about history and place. The research also explores 

coping mechanisms currently being used by people in rural Manicaland as neighbours have to 

continue to exist in proximity to perpetrators who killed members of their families with 

impunity. Importantly for this discussion, in an atmosphere of political impunity for human 

rights abuses including GBV, in what ways can traditional leaders find themselves entangled 

as political actors, and if entangled, does this compromise their position as gender 

champions?   

Partners have encountered some of these challenges with political representatives. In one 

instance, a participant highlights political interference from councillors who attempt to align 

themselves with livelihoods projects as a campaign strategy and in some cases appointing 

themselves as GBV surveillance partners (Transcript Day 4: p. 49-50):  

It becomes a challenge because we had ward councillors who would now want to pull 

the livelihood projects to their side, like a campaigning strategy … also then we have 

ward councillors who would also then want to, more or less, … do the GBV surveillance 

themselves. Like, they would also try and come in with the list of GBV survivors. So, 

proper implementation of the co-creation meetings and the community sensitisation 

meetings would then limit the power of the ward councillor…. [we] conduct … 

interviews, to ensure that we don’t get people [who are] loyal to the councillor or people 

that are being rewarded by the councillor. The questions the councillor provides to the 

candidates for the interview would also give us a bit of power to determine who is the 

most appropriate candidate. 

 

Another factor is that, in polarised political environments, NGOs may be the only social justice 

actors motivated to assist communities with access to basic resources that communities may 

need.  
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6.4.1 MEN DOMINATE LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES AND DECISION MAKING 

6.4.1.1 Women’s voices and girls’ voices are “never” heard 

LDPs found that women are absent in leadership structures and, as a result, their concerns and 

experiences lack representation. LDPs conclude that women’s voices are therefore silenced and 

this pattern is repeated in their exclusion from paid work in the local economy, as one of them 

narrated (Transcript Day 4: p. 15): 

I was based in Matabeleland South, that is Bulilimangwe, … Matobo and Umzingwane 

districts. So, one of the major drivers … of gender-based violence that we came across 

as we were engaging with the communities, was the issue of gender inequality. Because 

within the communities, women’s voices and girls’ voices are never heard. If ever there 

is anything that has to do with community development, it is always a man’s issue. 

 

Partners point out that further to exclusion from most decision-making positions, when women 

do speak, they do not get the attention they need (Transcript Day 4: p. 15): 

Even when it comes to leadership structures within communities, it’s always about the 

men meeting which means that all the needs of women are not attended to and all the 

services that come through are unresponsive to the needs of women. And when it comes 

to gender-based violence now, it’s a case of women trying to make their voices heard, 

but there is no one who is willing to listen to them. And that alone drives gender-based 

violence. And even when it comes to economic opportunities, it’s always about the men 

… 

 

Through this dialogue, partners demonstrate that the work they do is important in exposing the 

violence women suffer in marginalised spaces, as well as in disrupting structures that silence 

women (Transcript Day 5: p. 39):  

We also had to know the numbers of women who were elected to community leadership 

positions, because we did mention that prior to this, women’s voices were not heard – 

women were regarded as children. So, they had nothing to say, and they had nowhere 

to sit when it comes to decision-making tables. So, we really had to follow up on how 

many women had been put in community leadership so that they are part of the 

decision-making teams.  

 

While some partners stop at saying women are not heard, others share that they have found 

ways to make sure women are heard. This is a good example of evidence that can be replicated 

by other partners: making sure interventions make room to hear what women have to say as 

opposed to only reporting that women are not heard. We “… never just portray patriarchy’s 

brutality at work without gesturing towards its unmaking” (Gqola, 2021, p. 13). LDPs can also 

investigate the ways in which women quietly navigate or subvert patriarchy in local contexts 
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prior to interventions to see if they can amplify these ways. This exercise could be guided by 

some questions feminists have asked before: “Are African women voiceless or do we fail to 

look for their voices where we may find them, in the sites and forms which these voices are 

uttered?" (Ogundipe-Leslie, 2001, p. 13 in Gqola, 2001, p. 11).  

Furthermore, the pursuance of gender justice may need to trouble the now normalised notion 

that chiefs/male traditional leaders are custodians of power and culture. The idea that men 

can singularly be custodians of culture may be the result of a Eurocentric patriarchal 

discourse taken advantage of by African men. Oyèrónkẹ Oyěwùmí (1997) registers her 

concern with Anglophone/American white women's feminist politics which privileges and 

universalises a Eurocentric understanding of gender that centres on the concept of a Western 

nuclear family. Oyěwùmí’s (1997) problem with this concept of family is that it valourises 

“male gender privilege as an essential part of European ethos enshrined in the culture of 

modernity”.  

The concept of singular male cultural power departs from established evidence of women as 

cultural signifiers in nationalist projects (Hassim, 1993; McClintock, 1993). Also, reading 

Amadiume (1987), we are persuaded to consider how this approach reproduces the 

invisibilisation of African women’s authority and power aided by coloniality, an 

ideologically gendered project which systematically foreclosed female power (Magadla et al., 

2021). What is not explored by African feminist gender theories, which argue that Africans 

used seniority as opposed to gender, is whether and to what extent ungendered power 

dynamics imply protection of the weak in society. At present, we see the issue of seniority 

also presenting the continent with elderly statesmen who refuse to relinquish power. From 

this perspective, further theorising may seek to deal with unequal power dynamics in 

whatever form they exist. The section below attempts to unpack the tension local partners 

meet when dealing with what they consider to be Western hegemony embedded in theoretical 

concepts.  

 

6.4.2 CONFRONTING WESTERN HEGEMONY IN THEORISING LOCAL CONTEXTS 

 

As demonstrated earlier, some of the strategies used to enter local communities are at odds 

with transformative feminist thinking and practice. To reiterate, fieldworkers contend that 

“you do what you have to do to get your foot in the door” and “there are certain strategies that 

you would have to use to access that space and it depends on how you look at it” (Transcript 
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Day 3: p. 24). We see theory and practice at loggerheads. Some partners also allude to the need 

to do away with a “Western gender perspective” and instead appeal to indigenous 

knowledges while exhorting men as protectors of women. Is it possible that the above view is 

a result of a compromise between Western and indigenous knowledge? It is unclear what it is 

but reading Moffett (2006) is incisive. She offers a critical analysis on a men’s march which 

occurred in South Africa on National Women’s day in 2003 where men had “placards 

announcing, ‘Hands Off Our Women’, … ‘real men don’t rape women and children’ … ‘we 

want our women, our wives, sisters and daughters to walk freely in our streets’” (Moffett 

2006, p. 143-144). She argues that: 

Apart from the entirely unproblematised identification of women as property, this kind 

of discourse reflects that South African men still pose mostly patriarchal solutions to 

the problem of their own violence: if they are not to be predators, they are urged to be 

protectors (Ibid; p. 144). 

 

Moffett’s analysis was offered back in 2006. Scholars like Gqola (2015), in her book Rape: A 

South African nightmare, and others continue to echo these sentiments. Moffett and Gqola 

both are South African scholars whose academic work is rooted in local contexts. If we 

approach the fieldworker’s statement from Moffett’s perspective, it betrays a reinforcing of 

patriarchal power that secures women firmly under patriarchal control, which in turn 

perpetuates the violence being challenged by the various interventions. Patriarchal protection 

and patriarchal brutality exist on opposite sides of the same coin. If we suspend feminist 

reasoning for a moment (or apply it selectively as development discourse does), and see this 

as a viable strategy, we are still forced to review our success based on results: women’s lived 

reality in the face of escalating violence. If this is a strategy of subversion as the dialogue 

suggests, what then is being subverted and what are the implications for evidence-based 

methods if such an approach is taken? 

6.4.3 TENSIONS ARISE BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE  

Based on their discussions, it is clear that partners continuously test and challenge theory with 

practice in local contexts: “solving or addressing an issue as complex, as multifaceted, as severe 

and invasive as GBV, requires equally strong, equally complex and equally critical solutions” 

(Transcript Day 3: p. 10). As one participant said (Transcript Day 3: p. 30): 

… you can have all of the politically, theoretically informed arguments that you want 

to have ready to go in your repertoire as a researcher, as somebody who is the field 

worker but, once you get on the ground, it’s often a much messier and much more 

difficult process to navigate.   
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As LDPs continue to grapple with theory and practice, perhaps further dialogues should 

interrogate what is considered Western and what is considered indigenous by development 

partners. Earlier we discussed that there is an increasing turn to local knowledges. Scholars 

encouraging this turn also say the African individual we have in mind while re-thinking 

theory has multiple identities, including the traditional personhood, transitional personhood 

and Western personhood (Visser & Moleko, 2012). How do we delineate what is Western 

and what is indigenous and for that matter what may be helpful to use as tools or to discard? 

Although development workers seek to detangle the Western gaze from theory, their own 

presence in local spaces is arguably a Western presence as discursively made subjects, 

especially through a Eurocentric education. Their grappling with these questions represents a 

progress disruption to totalising discourses encouraged in critical scholarship. 

 

6.4.4 A SYMBIOTIC RELATIONSHIP BINDS THEORY AND PRACTICE  

There is an undeniable symbiotic relationship between theory and practice. This knowledge is 

evidenced by the working partnerships represented in this report which facilitate critical 

reflections between academics and practitioners and between practitioners and local 

development contexts. With the above dialogue in mind, we acknowledge that development 

discourse is underpinned by a large body of theoretical frameworks (albeit contested). 

However, “the challenge, … becomes how to understand human phenomena, using scholarly 

concepts and definitions, without betraying the complexities, contradictions, tensions, 

fragments, and continuities inherent in human life (Khanyile, 2020, pp. 1–2). LDPs are well 

aware of this challenge and reflect on the relationship between theory and practice throughout 

their dialogues. These tensions and complexities lead partners to constantly reflect and revise 

theoretical approaches to incorporate new findings in the field to improve on existing theories.  

Previous discussions highlight disproportionate male representation in power structures 

complemented by decision-making authority that also translates into privileged access to 

available resources and community gatekeeping. Given this background, the following 

section explores the ways in which women and youth participate in interventions at local 

level and how their current participation in the interventions may be productive in 

(un)silencing them and/or shifting power dynamics.  

 



 
 

82 
 

6.5 Women and youth participation at local level 

 

In Mashonaland West you realise there is … the highest percentage of women who 

have experienced some form of violence, physical, sexual or emotional … In 

Manicaland you have the highest percentage of women who have never sought help or 

told anyone even though they do experience violence of some sort. Manicaland, it’s 

some of the very remote, very far communities … (Transcript Day 4: p. 7-8).  

 

Evidence from the field points to a lack of gender justice and a culture of silence around 

GBV in communities. Local partners touch on cultural and religious discourses that expect 

silence from women. As shared under Section 4.5 The (un)reliability of GBV Statistics, 

individual challenges with self-reporting are compounded by societal and institutional norms 

that expect silence and subservience from women. In Butterworth, we were told earlier, it is 

custom to stand in the street and watch/cheer as a woman is being publicly beaten by a male 

partner. When GBV crimes escalated at the peak of Covid-19 in South Africa, mainstream 

media reported two incidents where men followed women to the police station where they 

were reporting GBV and shot them to death in front of criminal authorities. These extreme 

examples of entitlement to women’s lives may demonstrate how the threat of violence is used 

to maintain a culture of silence, which actively deters women from seeking help in the 

criminal and justice system in line with the GBV training they receive.   

Essentially, GBV interventions are designed to unsilence women and youth by involving 

them in interventions as victims or potential victims of violence and also as trainers and 

participants. Ultimately, if women speak up in unchanged contexts, they stand to endanger 

their lives. We see another crucial aspect of NGO work, like that of Sonke, which actively 

engages men and boys through communication and capacity building efforts. Partners also 

engage police officers in capacity building to create an environment that promotes gender 

justice at key levels of the system.  

All the models presented in this report rely on a train-the-trainer model. The model sees 

various community members, in particular women, performing the grassroot work of raising 

awareness, identifying victims/survivors and utilising the referral system to relevant services 

and safe spaces. By participating in GBV programs, women and girls are empowered to 

understand their rights and to speak up. Men are also empowered to speak up on behalf of 

women. The only danger in sending women door to door as gender champions, is that 

women’s exposure to the risk of violence from perpetrators may also be compounded. Hence, 

the NGOs try to minimise this risk by getting buy-in from community leaders.   
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Women and youth also participate in livelihood projects as a way to gain a measure of 

financial independence and lessen their dependence on men which exacerbates unequal 

dynamics. For their part, the youth are empowered with the ability to recognise abusive 

relationship dynamics and to report violence to relevant authorities when it occurs. Some of 

the attributes the youth programs help to cultivate include critical thinking skills and self-

confidence required for their healthy development as young people. Capacity building is 

therefore a central tenet of development interventions. It is explored in the following section.  

6.5.1 Capacity building: A cornerstone of participatory development 

 

Dialogue participants cite capacity building as the cornerstone of intervention participation. 

This is in line with literature which says, “Capacity building fosters a sense of ownership and 

empowerment, so that community partners gain greater control over their own future 

development” (University of Memphis, 2019). While capacity building has many definitions 

and takes on many forms, in this dialogue it refers to the training and education given to 

community members at large and selected programme facilitators to create a rights-based 

awareness on issues of GBV. Intervention coordinators make use of the train-the-trainer 

models to help trainers and communities prevent GBV before it occurs, and when it does, to 

enable them to identify and access existing structures where they can get assistance. The 

large number of volunteers who are trained to implement the interventions at household level 

demonstrate this (Transcript Day 4: p. 49-50): 

Looking at [the] outcome for the whole province, 84 gender champions have been 

trained so far on SGBV, HPs, child mediators and referral pathways. 4 200 […] should 

really have been reached out to, 21 child-led groups have been created, nine child-led 

choir groups, therefore massive stakeholder buy-in has been witnessed … if [they] 

wanted to replicate their campaign to their operational areas. Children developed 

notable competence skills and managed to develop their confidence, ways, 

assertiveness, and their critical thinking capacities. 

 

Facilitators are differentiated by the names assigned to them upon training. While some were 

referred to as “champions”, others were referred to as “cadres” although the motivation for 

this is not clear. In the dialogue, it appears the names are meant to give confidence and 

authority (Transcript Day 1: p. 52):  

… we have 100 cadres covered in Marange, Chegutu and Sanyati. And this kind of 

cadre is a cadre forebearer of the safe space. They engage the community; they market 

the presence of the safe space within their community.  
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Looking at the large numbers of people involved, it may be safe to say that the prevention of 

GBV is an actively circulating discourse. The dialogue on capacity building also highlights 

some of the tensions which exist in fieldwork. Partners often debated the more observable 

differential power relations. Some dialogue participants took a top-down approach and were 

of the view that capacity building is “about me developing you and deploying you” while 

others expressed discomfort with the implications of this statement:  

… any time I see the word Ubuntu used in the context of like a gender development 

sector intervention, it kind of triggers me a little bit in the same way that things like 

capacity building do (Transcript Day 3: p. 42). 

 

This exchange raises important questions about the ethics of participatory work and the 

potential for it to reproduce the very power dynamics it aims to subvert. Questions arise about 

who may be heard or silenced within these dynamics, and what may be the inclusionary 

and/or exclusionary effects of participation. While this exchange may cause discomfort for 

some, it also presents an opportunity to openly engage with the fact that all actors, all 

relationships are implicated in power, whether or not this is openly debated. In such a top-

down approach, pseudo-participation may occur. In management “pseudo-participation is … 

a mechanism to cultivate an impression of openness but carefully retain decision-making. … 

in social contexts [its] ‘tokenism’, where the goal is to involve a minority representative to 

portray an impression of social inclusiveness (e.g., racial diversity)” (Palacin, Nelimarkka, 

Reynolds-Cuéllar & Becker, 2020). 

Critiques of participatory methods do warn that participatory development may still not 

necessarily represent a shift in power relations from development experts to local 

communities as practitioners and organisations are not passive facilitators but rather “they 

own the tools, choose the topics and ultimately shape and direct the process” (Colom, 2013). 

Nevertheless, these dialogues have so far also revealed that participation may not clearly be 

either a top-down or bottom-up approach but rather a complex mixture of power dynamics 

which require various levels of consultation from context to context. Information on the 

ground, however, also shows that these tools may be rendered useless without buy-in from 

communities.  

Also, participatory development criticism appeared very early on. As new methods of 

involvement emerge, it is important to pay attention to possible power shifts. For instance, in 

the anecdote where the chief in Matebeleland is electing girls to deputise him in certain 



 
 

85 
 

functions (a case of inclusive leadership), this can be monitored and viewed to see if the 

attempt will result in a material power shift, or to see what kind of power the girls are 

allowed at present. 

Another interesting perspective to the conversation was added when one of the participants 

enquired about the training, what training entails and what strategies are imparted to women 

who act as the foot soldiers against patriarchy. The dialogue reveals that training is between 

three and five days and it is given to volunteers who are largely women from the 

communities who are then known as behaviour change facilitators and gender champions. 

From this perspective, it can be inferred that the likelihood of trainers mixing strategies they 

learn in training with their own is very high. The project/s find poor women with a low level 

of education and impart “training” over three to five days, which is essentially distilling 

complex scholarly concepts like feminism and gender, and then expect the behaviour change 

facilitators and gender champions to immediately relay these concepts to the community.  

With this in mind, it may be worthwhile to bring the work that community trainers do on the 

ground into the dialogue, as it adds further complexity to understanding the relationship 

between theory and practice. Earlier, LDPs alluded to doing whatever is necessary to gain 

entry into communities. In what ways do the foot soldiers also alter theory and method to 

meet their goals on the ground? Dialogue about community work may do well to focus on 

strategies used by community members on the ground when training or intervening. This will 

most certainly add a richness to understanding theory and practice.   

 

6.5.2 DOES WOMEN’S CURRENT PARTICIPATION IN THE INTERVENTIONS 

‘UNSILENCE’ THEM AND SHIFT POWER DYNAMICS? 

 

In earlier sections, LDPs indicate that leadership structures are male constituted and led and 

do not make room for women’s voices to be heard. The partners therefore approach 

communities with a view to open up space/s for women and youth. One partner said 

(Transcript Day 2: p.50):  

I am just thinking about the next step after having established the buy-in at that kind of 

top level of a community space. How do we then think about including voices that are 

very often silenced? For example, the voices of women themselves.  
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Partners reflect on ways to ensure full participation by women in the communities. In one 

example, they share that women were incorporated into committee level positions. This is 

exciting evidence of a progressive move which also requires follow up to see if women are 

contributing or heard when they occupy leadership positions. It is important to establish in 

such instances, the community dynamics which enable facilitation of women into positions of 

power for replication at project level. At present, in some instances, there are subtle nuances 

in the dialogue which reveal that coordinators and fieldworkers “speak to” male leaders while 

they “speak about” women and not to women. This may be due to the invisibility of women 

when partners enter communities. LDPs spent considerable time reflecting on theoretical 

debates and meanings of those who get to speak to those that may be silenced and/or ignored 

voices. They also interrogate the dominant knowledge/s they may take for granted. Another 

side of the coin, which was not explored, is how LDPs themselves, by virtue of being 

outsiders with considerable power, may be implicated in determining who gets to speak when 

they are on the ground, or, for that matter, how their own presence is perceived in local 

contexts by community members.    

LDPs spent considerable time reflecting on strategies to amplify silenced 

and/or ignored voices. An important aspect of civil society work is deep 

community engagement and capacity building at grassroots level that is 

ideally not politically motivated by, for instance, practices like 

electioneering.   

 

6.5.3 EMERGING ISSUES: MARRIAGE AS A SURVIVAL STRATEGY  

While discussing issues burdening women and girls, and the troubling trend of child marriage 

and child rape, partners from Zimbabwe shared that Mashonaland Central province has one of 

the highest early marriage rates in the country and that the percentage of young women between 

15 and 19 who have actually started childbearing is also quite high in that province. 

ZIMSTATS (2019) reports that Zimbabwe is among the 20 African countries where child 

marriages are most prevalent – 33.7% of girls, the equivalent of one in three girls, aged under 

18 are married.  In comparison, 2% of boys get married before reaching the age of 18 years 

(Ibid). Consequences are dire, however, for girls in the areas where LDPs operate as their 

vulnerability is compounded by poverty conditions. Discussions reveal that in addition to 

customary beliefs, the exclusion of women from economic opportunities play a part in their 
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attitudes towards marriage. In this way, marriage cannot merely be seen as result of particular 

religious beliefs but rather also as a mechanism and strategy for survival and possibly a chance 

at upward mobility for the girl or woman and her family.  

 

6.5.3.1 Child marriage, child rape: Girls pay the price for men’s disdain for older women’s 

bodies? 

 

Critical observations by partners reveal that research interventions frequently exclude the 

experiences of women over forty-nine. Yet, LDPs established a correlation between the sex 

lives of older and younger women. In terms of child marriage, partners identify the following 

beliefs/behaviour contributed to this harmful practice (Transcript Day 4: p. 12-13):  

… usually the Demographic Health Service … look at the 15 to 49 age group. So, [we] 

looked at the experience of violence amongst the women above 50, post menopause, 

and one of the things that was coming out, … in that particular part of Zimbabwe, in 

Mashonaland Central, [is that] women above the age of 40 or after a certain age, don’t 

sleep with their husbands. There’s something that they believe that if you keep on, it 

messes with the husband, or it does something to the health of the husband. So, after a 

certain age, you find the men start getting younger and younger and younger wives. 

 

The prescribed shorter sexual lifespan for older women impacts younger girls negatively by 

contributing to early and forced marriage. In such settings, youth becomes a valued currency 

for girls and women in specific ways. Hence, in some circumstances, girls who can afford to 

go to school drop out to pursue marriage. While marriage is a determinant for social and/or 

upward mobility in patriarchal contexts for any class of people, LDPs observe that, in the 

contexts where the interventions take place, being married to an older man is associated with a 

level of social capital and status. Older women are disproportionately affected as they are held 

to a different standard than men. This experience undoubtedly impacts older women negatively 

as they are set to compete with girls old enough to be their own children for the sexual attention 

of men. In this way, astute observations by NGO workers reveal hidden ways in which 

patriarchy acts to disavow solidarity between women and girls, placing girl children at 

increased risk while also pitting women and girls against each other.  

Conversely, for young men who marry early, marriage assures them access to free labour for 

social reproduction as they expect girls and women to cook, wash, and perform other 

housekeeping duties for them. These stories demonstrate a deeply entrenched patriarchal 
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division of labour where men are expected to be bread winners and women are expected to be 

caretakers of households even in the absence of the necessary resources. What is 

confounding, however, as partners share, is that “there is a lot of economic activities going on 

– tobacco farming, gold mining, cross-border activities and normally the family they do it 

together.  But then … after doing all the labour and having gotten [the] pay cheque, the father 

normally runs away with the money and the woman is left stranded with the kids and family 

to take care of with no money” (Transcript Day 4: p. 14).  

As alluded to in the theoretical framework, masculinity scholarship traces alienation of black 

fathers from their children to the violence of colonial and apartheid policies (Langa, 2020; 

Sibeko, 2021). The current failure of democratic projects causes a chasm between carefully 

written correcting state policies and results in the creation of a precarious contested civil 

society discourse not adequately funded to respond in full to the gaps created by the absence 

of the state.  

The two immediate examples explored above demonstrate disturbing phenomena. While 

exclusion from economic activities increases women’s vulnerability, their inclusion may not 

always eliminate violence or vulnerability. This is consistent with literature about GBV in the 

context of Zimbabwe. Mere participation in economic activities may not necessarily challenge 

power dynamics where harmful social norms towards women remain entrenched and unchanged. 

In some cases, such participation may simply increase the violence and exploitation. In 

Zimbabwe, ZIMSTATS (2019) data reveal that child marriage and rape cut across class, 

education, and religious differences. Statistics shine a spotlight on a society deeply caught up in 

HP at every level. However, public discourse frames child marriage as an issue of the less 

educated, religious conservatives confined to backward rural spaces. Once again, we see a 

demonising of the poor for a problem that pervades all levels of society.  

 

6.5.4 PARTICIPATORY INTERVENTIONS AND JUSTICE 

 

Up to this point, based on dialogue discussions, we have seen the different ways in which 

interventions rely on specific models of participation from various levels of the community as 

development partners working towards gender justice. The involvement of a myriad of partners 

brings to our attention what we learn from participatory development literature that 

participation comes in many forms and involves different and unequal power dynamics. 
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Different sets of dialogues occurring at separate times between all partners reveal that all LDPs 

are highly self-reflective and attempt to be self-critical about power dynamics and in particular 

about bringing what they deem to be Western-centric ideas and imposing them on 

communities. Partner reflections are in line with critical scholarly thinking around participatory 

development which suggests that (Kapoor, 2005, p. 1203): 

[Participatory development] ostensibly implies discarding mainstream development’s 

neo-colonial tendencies, Western-centric values and centralised decision-making 

processes. It stands instead for a more inclusive and ‘bottom-up’ politics, which takes 

two dominant institutional forms: 1) Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), which aims 

at promoting local community ‘empowerment’; and 2) country ‘ownership’ of 

development programmes, where the state and/or international development agency 

seeks civil society involvement for policy development and agenda setting.  

 

In Section 6.2 LDPs’ understanding of local contexts, we also observe attempts by EU/UN at 

global level to incorporate local knowledges based on local issues from local contexts into 

project design, hence attempting to follow a co-creation approach. Partners, however, are of 

the view that there is still work to be done to decentre the Western approach. They say 

storytelling is central to development discourse and argue that “many of the stories that are 

told about men and women are rooted in a Western hegemony, which measures gender 

equality according to Western ways of knowing” which they see as rigid (Transcript Day 3: 

39-40). These views are in tandem with African gender theorists (Amadiume 1987; Oyěwùmí 

1997). As such, partners are determined to find new ways of telling stories which incorporate 

people’s lived experiences to inform approaches to learning and unlearning HP. For example, 

LDPs feel that their work with chiefs in some ways contradicts and complicates narrow 

constructions of culture and tradition as chiefs have proven to them to be champions of 

gender justice. As discussed previously, participation does not always unsilence women. 

Therefore, interventions become a site for contestation and negotiation of social positions. 

The section below explores the role of language in sustaining and/or undoing power 

structures.  

6.5.5 LANGUAGE/IMAGERY AS A VEHICLE THAT SUSTAINS POWER 

STRUCTURES 

 

Alongside storytelling, participants also discuss the importance of language as a medium of 

influence as VAWG is seen to usually be preceded by language that devalues and marks 

women and girls as fit for violation. Participants feel that “GBV is normalised in the language 

that we use … and often the language is so masculine, hierarchical and violent” (Transcript Day 
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5: p. 28). Partners agreed to revisit the term “gender champion” which they felt might sustain 

prevailing norms of social power. LDPs encourage that interventions should include unlearning 

particular languages and initiating alternative languages that do not reproduce harmful practices 

that partners and communities seek to end. Upon observation, language permeates all the 

different environments depicted in the ecological systems model – such that even language 

used in capacity building exercises requires careful consideration.   

Participants reflect on how language also contributes to storytelling, which in turn contributes to 

theory. The contributors see theory as “a series of narratives told repeatedly, about a particular 

phenomenon or a group of people” (Makama, Helman, Titi & Day, 2019, p. 1). Citing an 

article titled The Danger of a Single Feminist Narrative derived from a speech termed ‘The 

Danger of a Single Story’ by feminist writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the LDPs were 

correctly of the view that certain feminist narratives gain traction over others. The article uses 

this theory to argue that the women’s movement in South Africa may have inadvertently led a 

campaign that portrays black men as villains in GBV. There are arguments present in literature 

and practice which do demonstrate that black men are demonised and portrayed as rapists and 

murderers, a perspective invented and sustained by coloniality. The examples cited in the article 

to support the notion that the women’s movement is demonising black men include the recent 

campaign #MenAreTrash. The hashtag was used to mobilise the first femicide conference 

convened in South Africa in 2018.   

LDPs surface an important conversation here which may allow us to read historical continuities 

and imagine new possibilities for black masculinities. This reflexive approach by some of the 

partners is a welcome departure from relying on tired and harmful stereotypes. It is apparent that 

black men’s identities, forged by violent contact with white supremacy, largely remain trapped 

under colonial and apartheid tropes. Decolonial theorist Moshibudi Motimele (2022), following 

Langa (2020), calls for space to imagine black male vulnerability amid the rigid tropes, and 

argues that even listening to black men remains a necessary counter-hegemonic act. Thus far, 

black men straddle the victim/perpetrator typology as a result of structural violence intertwined 

with their own participation in GBV. Motimele (2022) uses the prism of on-going acts of police 

brutality and the public murders of black men to juxtapose the American and South African 

experiences of injustice. Through two highly publicised global/local lynchings in 2020 amid 

Covid-19 restrictions, Motimele (2022) grapples with the logic behind the violence and 

persuades her readers to follow her on a journey to reimagine black men’s personhood, saying:  
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This inability to allow black men to breathe, whether in the street (as in the case of 

George Floyd) or in the home (as in the case of Collins Khosa), demands of us to rethink 

the forms of recognition available to us and the methods of working with and against 

these representations. It was in this coalescing of multiple pandemics – COVID-19, 

Capitalism, White Supremacy – that it became clear that we need new modes of reading 

black male vulnerability that can hold a number of ambivalences. 

 

Motimele gestures towards justice. In line with this provocation, LDPs posit that the richness 

and complicatedness of stories they encounter in the field (talking to men) trouble what they 

think is sometimes a simplistic relationship suggested to exit between theory and practice, 

especially by academics. As we try to imagine a just future, we ask whether it is possible to 

achieve gender justice with black communities missing their men, boys, fathers and brothers, 

husbands and partners. In America, large numbers of poor, black men are criminalised and as a 

result are trapped in the prison industrial complex, a system which sustains global capital. In 

South Africa: 

Millions of young people find that the world does not extend them any kind 

of welcome … Millions of people endure blocked lives, passing time in a 

stasis marked by tightening circles of shame, failure, fear and despair. 

Lives are rendered as waste, voices as noise rather than speech, protests as 

traffic issues or crime.  

It is telling that the phrase “service delivery protests” is relentlessly 

imposed on much more complex phenomena by those whose unconscious 

investment in organised dehumanisation is such that they simply cannot 

recognise that the plainly expressed yearnings of the oppressed often 

extend far beyond aspirations for the basic means to sustain bare life. 

(New Frame, 2021). 

What does gender justice look like where, for example, “[i]n South Africa … [b]y the end of 

2018, black womxn contributed 59% of the value of unpaid work … [and] It would take the 

pay of 461 black womxn from the bottom 10% of earners to make as much as the average 

(white, male) CEO takes home in a year?” (Oxfam SA, 2020 p. 7). Also, we advise women to 

leave violent homes, when the home is but one of the many places where women are exploited 

and abused. Women still have to contend with violence in public spaces, and in the labour 

market through casualised, unprotected, below living wage employment and GBV. So, what 

does leaving a violent partner mean as a long-term solution in the context of a historically 
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dispossessed people still trying to build family structures post-apartheid and post-colonialism? 

Perhaps, this may feed into some of the complicated reasons that drive people in Butterworth 

and elsewhere to say, “how can you report him when he is the breadwinner?” Gqola (2007, 

p.115) cautions that conservative discourses of gender in South Africa sit alongside 

overwhelming evidence of violence and narrowly define violence as an inherent cultural 

problem.  

 

To recall the discussion in the dialogues where men are tasked to be protectors, when we say 

men should protect women, do we understand what we are asking – the expansiveness of the 

request and the complexities therein? For example, in places where governments are selling 

and/or giving access to land to multi-national corporations (Shell in South Africa and Chinese 

businesses in Zimbabwe), how do poor men protect women and their families? To what 

extent can men be protectors of their families in a world of global capital where they too are 

not protected from material lack; unless our concept to gender justice is narrowly focused on 

physical acts of violence without considering underlying systems of oppression that 

contribute to the many factors leading to GBV?   

If we understand the pervasiveness of violence, that post-colonies are founded and maintained 

by racialised and gendered material, physical, emotional, psychological domination and 

violence, then we are able to see that GBV crosses race, class, and social status. The 

demonisation of black men in this respect is an injustice only able to thrive because of the 

strength of global matrices of power, of which white media is one of the biggest. This means 

that mainstream media is a powerful force perpetuating stereotypes as opposed to combating 

them and contributing to open and inclusive societies. Furthermore, knowledge remains elitist 

and locked in the neoliberal university which also remains far removed from the communities 

it should serve. As a result, the average citizen cannot access critical knowledge for navigating 

the world in the midst of “forces of commercialization [which] create a type of liberal 

individualization, which discourages a critical consciousness” (Motimele, 2019, p. 206). For 

the university to be a source of change, it has to seriously turn away from its current role as 

one of the dominant Western-centric institutions that still closes out local thinkers and 

knowledges (Ibid). It also remains a prominent site for GBV.  

  

Evidence keeps pointing to a multi-pronged approach based on structural transformation to 

tackling complex challenges like GBV, especially if the actors are bound by the same values and 
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principles. The following section discusses the now prevalent multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder 

approach to development responses and highlights how these relationships can be leveraged for 

good.   
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“We discussed this at length … about how you can draw on those existing stakeholders in 

different spaces to implement these kinds of interventions, but it’s not without its challenges, 

…”39 

7 MULTI-SECTORAL AND MULTI-STAKEHOLDER APPROACHES TO 

GENDER JUSTICE 

 

7.1  A Critical Global Overview of Multi-stakeholder Partnerships  

 

“Multi-stakeholder Partnerships (MSPs) were formally recognised as an important mechanism 

for the promotion and implementation of sustainable development at the World Summit on 

Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002” (Atkisson, 2015 in Nel, 2017, p. 

63). MSPs are in line with Goal 17 of the SDGs, which aims to revitalise global partnerships 

for sustainable development. MSPs are established across different sectors and as “sustainable 

development partnerships, [are] seen as a method to scale-up innovation, capacity and 

resources to deliver on the SDGs (Hazelwood, 2015, p.2 in Nel, 2017, p. 68). These 

partnerships represent collective/collaborative governance mechanisms, focusing on public 

value and are solutions oriented (Thindwa, 2015 in Nel, 2017, p. 68). In the advent of SDGs, 

MSPs offer a cross-sector approach to “coordinated and sustained action … while leveraging 

the resources, knowledge and expertise of the private and non-profit sectors” (Johnston, 

Goldsmith, & Finegood, 2020, p. 13). A considerable body of literature evidences the range of 

ways in which MSPs can be structured to support varying levels of collaboration and resource 

exchange across sectors, from purely transactional to highly collaborative, co-productive 

efforts (Ibid: p. 2).  

“The UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) plays a significant role in advising 

member nations and making economic and social recommendations, it has the largest number 

of partnerships focusing on sustainable development” (Mert 2015, p. 7 in Nel, 2017, p. 68-69). 

The concept of sustainable development “is a way of understanding the world and for solving 

global problems” (Sachs, 2015, p. 1 in Nel, 2017, p. 64). Nel (2017) argues that the idea of 

sustainable development has been privileged at the expense of other competing ideas. 

“[C]hanges in society initiated by environmental movements have been instrumental in 

changing societal mainstream values, whereas others have been marginalised ... for instance 

anti-internationalist/nativist claims of decolonisation discourse, eco-political activism, while 

developmentalism was internalised by many societies” (Mert 2015, pp. 162–163 in Nel, 2017, 

                                                           
39 Transcript Day 4: p. 34. 
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p. 64). These authors see the current sustainability discourse as a progression from the 

unsustainability of the “colonialist conceit of civilizing other lands and societies, [and] the ideal 

of constant and linear economic growth [that] could no longer be maintained”, as illustrated in 

Figure 2 (Ibid).  

 

Figure 2: Marginalised discursive elements 

Source: Nel, 2017, p. 65 

Nel adds that, as an intellectual pursuit, sustainable development tries to “make sense of the 

interactions of three complex systems: the world economy, global society, and the Earth’s 

physical environment in a world economy that is remarkably unequal and also threatening to 

the Earth itself” (Ibid). In this set-up “[p]artnerships have the potential to be significant new 

crucibles in which development solutions will be forged” (Faul, 2016, p. 1). However, Faul 

(Ibid) warns that “it is not rigorous to assume that development goals are shared among diverse 

partners, much less the principles and values underpinning them”. Where governments are part 

of the partnerships, as is the case in this report, the militarisation and corruption we discussed 

undercut partnership values. A broader perspective, however, is that partnerships create public 

value. “The objective of public value management is to achieve public value that in turn 

involves greater effectiveness in tackling the problems that the public most cares about, moving 

from service delivery to systems maintenance” (Stoker, 2006, p. 44 in Nel, 2017, p. 69).  
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7.2 Theoretical underpinnings to partnership development   

Partnership development is an intricate assemblage of social science theories including “among 

others: collaborative empowerment theory, regime theory, collaborative advantage theory, 

welfare economics, exchange theory, transaction cost economics, network theory, resource-

based view of strategy, stakeholder theory, resource dependency theory, historical institutional 

theory, radical public accounting theory, Marxist theory, postmodern theory, new institutional 

theory, complex adaptive systems theory and evolutionary theory” (Bovaird, 2010, pp. 44–45 

in Nel, 2017, p. 66). Partnerships belong in the field of network governance, “a growing body 

of knowledge that has brought to light unique insights about partnership development. 

Networks involve actors that collaborate and develop shared goals together” (Ibid).  

7.2.1 A PARTNERSHIP APPROACH TO GENDER JUSTICE 

 

The Spotlight Initiative and Safer Spaces concept fit the definition and descriptions above of 

MSPs. To reiterate, the Spotlight Initiative is a global multi-year partnership between the EU 

and the UN that seeks to eliminate all forms of VAWG by 2030. The programme constitutes one 

of the world’s largest targeted efforts towards the realisation of gender justice, with a specific 

focus on domestic and family violence, sexual violence, GBV and HP, femicide, trafficking in 

human beings and sexual and economic or labour exploitation across five continents. In 2018, on 

International Women’s Day, the UN Secretary called gender inequality, “the unfinished business 

of our time and the greatest human rights challenge in our world” (United Nations, 2018).  

In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, which shined a bigger public spotlight on the correlation 

between a high level of inequality and women’s experiences of poverty and violence, the UN 

Secretary General again said “inequality defines our time” (United Nations, 2020). Closer to 

home, feminists point out that the "persistent, and often growing gap between indicators of 

women's political empowerment and those of women's social and economic development must 

surely be one of the most significant development puzzles of our time" (Hassim, 2009, p. 2).  

7.2.2 PUBLIC VALUE: MOVING FROM SERVICE DELIVERY TO SYSTEMS 

MAINTENANCE 

 

Gender inequality has proven to be a pervasive, on-going structural challenge which has failed 

certain logics, such as macro-economic theory’s trickledown economics used for poverty 

alleviation in development. The theory, premised on the idea that the availability of, for instance, 

household income will ensure trickledown to all members of the family, ignored gendered power 

dynamics, as seen in the example where men disappear with the family earnings. In this regard, 
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the magnitude of gender-based crimes committed across the world against women and girls calls 

for the sophisticated amalgamation of resources, knowledge and technical expertise as well as the 

political will to restructure power dynamics and root out VAWG from all fronts. The Spotlight 

Initiative is arguably a public value management system in the way it seeks to create public value 

by bringing great effectiveness in tackling an issue of wide public concern. In that vein, The 

Gender Justice Project partnership relationships represent a microcosm of MSPs at regional level. 

The partnerships appear to align to an ecological systems theory thinking as partners are 

positioned in each environment that influences development and the individual.   

7.2.3 MSPS REPRESENT COLLECTIVE/COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE 

MECHANISMS THAT FOCUS ON PUBLIC VALUE AND ARE SOLUTIONS 

ORIENTED 

In Theories and Theorizing: Integrative Frameworks for Understanding, Johnson (2004, p. 25-

26) argues that “if the goal is to change the world … we need to see and deal with the social 

roots that generate and nurture the social problems that are reflected in the behavior of 

individuals”. If interventions are designed to uproot a patriarchal system that is sustained by 

violence against women, they have to commit to uprooting the system. The literature and 

critical discussions endeavour to trace the similarities in old and new forms of power as they 

intertwine or reproduce themselves – an attempt to identify the roots of the system.   

Implicit in the theory of change in the EU/UN interventions that involve a multi-sectoral 

approach to GBV, is the understanding we are dealing with a system that can only be 

dismantled through comprehensive networks and partnerships “that leave no one behind”.    

Figure 3 below depicts local partnerships within the CSA&G and Embassy of Ireland 

regional partnerships, as presented by UN Women in Zimbabwe:  
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Figure 3: An overview of Multi-Sectoral Partnerships shared by UN Women Zimbabwe 

This target-oriented approach can be observed at country level above. Johnson (2004) argues 

that individual models do not work when trying to dismantle a system, especially a system of 

oppression as it is reinforced and normalised at societal level. Using Johnson’s logic to uproot 

a system would require dealing with patriarchal oppression at the intersection of different 

systems of power. In Zimbabwe, LDPs share that they work with government institutions at 

national level for planning and at local provincial and district levels for implementation. The 

same applies in South Africa where Sonke works within local governments and with traditional 

leaders while also engaging the justice system and lobbying national government. This 

dialogue represents a reflexive dimension to the discourse where partners get to think about the 

implications of their work collaboratively as opposed to working in silos. Partners appreciate 

the comprehensive approach to gender justice as different partnerships emphasise different 

aspects of challenges women are dealing with. Some partnerships help with access to clinics 

while others help with access to legal resources.   

•Government of Zimbabwe

•Local authorities 

•Line ministries
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7.2.4 IT IS NOT RIGOROUS TO ASSUME THAT DEVELOPMENT GOALS ARE 

SHARED AMONG DIVERSE PARTNERS, MUCH LESS THE PRINCIPLES AND 

VALUES UNDERPINNING THEM 

Partners also highlight challenges where local politicians may try to highjack livelihood 

projects for their own benefit or beneficiaries. In Zimbabwe, like in South Africa, working in 

local communities for gender justice is complicated by the failure of government to address 

structural issues such as access to land and property rights for marginalised women and men. 

Partner dialogues reveal that there are on-going government efforts to give women access to 

land. However, media reports show the converse. In Zimbabwe, mainstream media currently 

shows villagers being evicted to make way for Chinese corporations. In South Africa, a 

grassroot collective of shack dwellers, Abahlali baseMjondolo (Abahlali, 2022), who are 

demanding land from the state, claim that their members are routinely murdered by state 

operatives. The group contends that they are targeted because their demands are radical and 

urgent as opposed to liberal.     

In places like Butterworth, while partners also work with local municipalities, chronic 

structural challenges such as lack of service delivery undermine development efforts. In the 

case of Sonke, partners share that their intervention approach tackles lack of access to water 

from a gendered perspective, using expert knowledge to mainstream gender justice into 

municipal budgets.  

In this way, LDPs become a bridge between the state and poor women, 

girls and boys who spend the most time looking for alternative sources of 

household water in communities.  

While partnering with traditional leaders may appear as reinforcing patriarchal power, partners 

have to work within existing systems as change takes time. So far, partners have demonstrated 

the positive work done in influencing attitudes towards HIV and gender equality. Partners also 

pose a more neutral force compared to government. As seen in the Zimbabwean example, the 

government in some cases engages traditional leaders for the benefit of consolidating power, 

leaving the poor unattended.   
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7.2.5 PARTNERSHIPS HAVE THE POTENTIAL TO BE SIGNIFICANT NEW 

CRUCIBLES IN WHICH DEVELOPMENT SOLUTIONS WILL BE FORGED 

In both countries during the pandemic, mainstream media has shined a spotlight on the issue 

of forced child marriages and/or child pregnancies, leading in some cases to the death of girl 

children in childbirth. Partners in Zimbabwe tackle these issues first hand in their interventions. 

To that end, the myriad partnerships working in different capacities may be the major 

difference needed at a time when the pandemic has isolated women and children thereby 

intensifying violence against them. A participant made the following observation (Transcript 

Day 4: p. 34):  

… in Zimbabwe we may be experiencing that tipping point moment … Too early to tell 

but it seems with the issue of the young 14-year-old girl40 that died whilst giving birth.  

… the outcry from all corners of the country has shifted things a bit … 

 

With reference to the girl child who died, partners wondered whether the attention garnered by 

her death may signal a desired shift that could lead to a rapture (Transcript Day 4: p. 31):  

… you know that you can get a whole lot of factors coming together but there’s a critical 

moment, sometimes when things suddenly coalesce and then shift, a seismic shift might 

happen in a particular community, for example. But predicting or understanding that 

tipping point moment is, I think, a lot harder than we imagine. 

 

Once again, civil society organisations perform the role of being at the forefront of public 

outcry and advocating for policy changes behind the scenes. Partnerships in gender justice, if 

mobilised properly, may prove to be more strategically positioned than any singular body, if 

not to anticipate a tipping point in the GBV fight/s, then at least to mobilise around the 

momentum. Faul (2016) in analysis of “practices of partnership …” considers the potential of 

a systems approach that “maps, observes, and listens to the system to identify the spaces where 

change is already happening and try to encourage and nurture them” (Ramalingam 2014 in 

Faul 2016, p. 1). At the time of writing this report, both mainstream media and relevant 

government ministries in South Africa published consecutive news articles on child 

pregnancies. Outside of social media discussions, no public outcry was observed. It appears 

the isolating effect of the pandemic and its attended health and financial challenges may be 

negatively impacting chances to seize these tipping points.  

                                                           
40 Her name was Memory Machaya.  
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7.3 MSPs, the volunteer model and women’s free labour 

While development partners intensify efforts towards eliminating all forms of VAWG, some 

old intervention models remain unchanged. The volunteer model, which requires women’s free 

labour to implement interventions, is still in place. Arguably it undermines and undervalues 

mostly poor women’s labour as noted in the literature. In areas experiencing chronic shortages 

of the most basic resources, however, partners had the following to say (Transcript Day 1: p. 

4): 

One other aspect is that we have also supported the facilitators at community level with 

identification material so that at least they will be able to be identified at community 

level. This is identification of course yes, but again it also acts as a motivator, as an 

incentive to the facilitators on the ground … so we have been supporting them with T-

shirts, sling bags … so that at least, even at community level, people are always able to 

identify and say: here is a facilitator who is responsible for referrals that are related to 

gender-based violence. 

We have lately also been supporting the facilitators with smart phones so that at least 

we are able to enhance their communication. When you are working in a Covid area, it 

is always difficult at times to even get out, to reach out to them at community level 

because of the restrictions that are there or in terms of in-person interactions at 

community level. So, we are also supporting them with the necessary gadgets and also 

even data bundles, so they are able to communicate and report GBV cases at community 

level. 

 

These tools are unquestionably crucial to the fight against GBV in the communities. However, 

what does the above quotation betray about the prevailing development logics? If the most 

under-resourced and unemployed populations in the hierarchy of the development structures 

are also the unpaid, does this not place the responsibility for conditions of poverty and violence 

at their feet? What informs the prevailing economic logics in development such that their 

labour is undervalued and undermined?   

In some instances, partners share that when they go into local communities to introduce projects 

and identify suitable candidates for training, they try to first identify those who received 

training in prior projects. This implies that, to a certain extent, these trainers, who largely fall 

under the behaviour change facilitators umbrella, possess skills, knowledges and competences 

of some value. As noted earlier, governments are not moving fast to reverse structural 

inequality. If women (and poor men) are not remunerated for the work, they will continue to 

be locked into intersecting systems of oppression which make them vulnerable to poverty.   
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8 COMMUNITY NETWORKING MODELS 

Partnerships belong in the field of network governance, “a growing body of knowledge that 

has brought to light unique insights about partnership development. Networks involve actors 

that collaborate and develop shared goals together” (Bovaird 2010, pp. 44–45 in Nel, 2017, p. 

66).  

As demonstrated in this report, partnerships are relationships between organisations or groups 

that are characterised by mutual co-operation and responsibility to achieve a common goal, 

with the involvement of all parties to the partnership. These can be formal, semi-formal, or 

informal. Partnerships can involve a variety of different actions by the partners, including 

joint funding, pooling of resources, consultation and agreement to work together, and in kind 

support, for example provision of premises, staff and other resources.  

A network on the other hand is a group of people with a common interest who interact and 

cooperate with each other for mutual assistance or support in relation to that common 

interest. Networks are a form of social capital where one’s social, economic and political 

connections can determine the extent of one’s social relations and networks. 

In Figure 3 above that depicts relationships established by UN Women, we see mainly formal 

relationships between institutions. However, when partners reflect about their work on the 

ground they share that they manage to establish networks with individuals or sometimes 

organisations outside of formal partnerships where they rely on each other to share information 

and best practices. Partners shared as follows: 

This current programme uses gender champions from the community to mentor 

children. Gender champions include village health workers, ward coordinators, church 

group leaders and childcare workers and their involvement is considered as key in 

gaining a wider acceptance of GBV prevention and mitigation measures. 

 

The next quotation demonstrates that local networks involve individuals in their personal and 

sometimes institutional capacities: 

We worked with community stakeholders in participatory ways. The stakeholders 

included the government, line ministries and those in the NGO sectors. Within the 

government, we worked with the Department of Social Development, Ministry of 

Health and others, Ministry of Education and NGOs which are implementing different 

activities within the communities, as well as … those that were working under the 

Spotlight Initiative with efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls.   
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In some cases, partners established networking relationships with contacts who were willing 

to manage projects in their absence (Transcript Day 5: p. 37-38):  

So, we tried to … network … so that we built pressure on these social ills. Then, we 

also worked with stakeholders who really were so supportive to the extent that some of 

them would facilitate these community dialogues in our absence because they had been 

exposed to them and they knew how they were being done. And they were able to do 

that even in our absence, which really shows … sustainability – even when we are not 

there, they can still continue.  

 

In Sonke’s example, partners view stakeholders such as traditional leaders as “a critical part 

of the gender transformation ecosystem”. The ecosystem model demonstrates the varied 

relationships at different levels, which may imply the need for strong networks to be 

maintained. Sonke partners reflected on how they could strengthen their networks:  

➢ Establishing Networks 

Partners reflected on the work they have done with traditional leaders and how these 

leaders have been critical to the tackling of HIV/AIDS, sexual violence, circumcision, 

arranged marriage and female genital mutilation.  

 

➢ Maintaining Networks 

Partners asked what further work can be done with traditional leaders. 

➢ Identifying New Networks and Adding to Old Networks 

Partners decided they needed to build stronger relationships with government using 

methods such as capacity building and identifying drivers of GBV without bypassing 

traditional leaders and risking amplifying tensions. 

 

➢ Using the referral system in network building 

Partners decided to build stronger ties with the court systems and magistrates for 

better referral and so that their cases are managed more effectively. They also decided 

they needed better coordination with the Department of Health and keep closer 

collaborations with civil society organisations.  

 

➢ Improving the record and document keeping system 

Partners reflected and decided on the importance of improved systems for record-

keeping and documentation. This helps to keep institutional memory for newer 

members to follow up.  
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9 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

“THE MUTE ALWAYS SPEAK” (MOTSEMME, 2004, P. 909). 

❖ Some partners observe and point out that women are mostly excluded from leadership 

positions in the communities, and that they generally have their concerns dismissed and, 

as a result, women are silent/silenced. Partners are concerned about finding ways to 

visibilise and unsilence women to make sure their voices are heard. This is commendable, 

as we “… never just portray patriarchy’s brutality at work without gesturing towards its 

unmaking” (Gqola, 2021, p. 13). However, it is also highly unlikely that local women are 

completely silenced or lack agency. LDPs could investigate the ways in which women 

quietly navigate or subvert patriarchy in local contexts prior to coming into interventions 

to see if they can amplify these ways. This exercise could be guided by some questions 

feminists have asked before: “Are African women voiceless or do we fail to look for their 

voices where we may find them, in the sites and forms which these voices are uttered?" 

(Ogundipe-Leslie, 2001, p. 13 in Gqola, 2001, p. 11).  

 

NGOS ARE ENCOURAGED TO COMPLICATE THEIR UNDERSTANDING/S OF TRADITIONAL 

LEADERSHIP  

❖ Partners expressly raise concerns about what they perceive as Western views, and how 

these views seem to influence their working knowledge on masculinities. In that respect, 

in pursuance of gender justice, there may be a need to trouble the entrenched notion that 

male traditional leaders are the only custodians of power and culture. The idea that men 

can singularly be custodians of culture may to a certain extent be the result of a merging 

of African and Eurocentric patriarchal discourses taken advantage of by African men. 

Oyèrónkẹ Oyěwùmí (1997, p. 1) registers her concern with Eurocentric understandings of 

gender that firstly centres on the concept of a Western nuclear family then valourises 

“male gender privilege as an essential part of European ethos enshrined in the culture of 

modernity”. Reading Amadiume’s (1987) Male Daughters, Female Husbands, we are 

persuaded to consider how this approach reproduces the invisibilisation of African 

women’s authority and power aided by coloniality, which was an ideologically gendered 

project that systematically foreclosed African female power (Magadla et al., 2021). 

Gender justice requires starting conversations and working towards undoing inherited 

Eurocentric/African patriarchal norms that entrench the current gender order.  

 

DUPLICATING LESSONS LEARNT 

❖ Some partners also report a few women who managed to get into leadership roles, in 

particular, in the anecdote where a chief in Matobo, Zimbabwe is electing girls to 

deputise him in certain functions (a case of inclusive leadership). This could be monitored 

and viewed to see if the attempt will result in a material power shift, or, to see what kind 

of power the girls are allowed at present. It is also important to study the community 

dynamics that allow women to get ahead so they can be replicated elsewhere.  

 

CARE INTERVENTIONS FOR WOMEN OVER FORTY 
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❖ Critical observations followed by surveys done by local partners reveal that research 

interventions frequently exclude the experiences of women over forty-nine. Yet, in some 

areas, LDPs established a correlation between the sex lives of older and younger women 

as older men following “custom” stop having sexual relations with their wives as the 

wives enter into their forties. Research also shows that older women are usually 

overburdened because they “car[e] for different generations of their families and therefore 

serve as the magic bullet needed by development to meet its various policy objectives 

towards younger girls and communities” (Mupavayenda, 2017, p. 93). This fact is now 

also confirmed by the establishment of the Friendship Bench Project in Zimbabwe which 

has been applauded for “using” older women to counsel mental health patients for free, as 

a solution to state failure to provide affordable and accessible mental health care. Given 

this context, perhaps the state and NGOs should critically consider the lifetime cycle of 

violence, poverty and overwork, which begins for most women from when they are 

probably under-age, and the burden of responsibility they carry into old age, and design 

care interventions for them. The concept of rest and care is alien to many when thinking 

especially about poor, black women. However, the most radical thing we can do is to let 

older black women rest.   

 

A CALL TO HISTORICISED UNDERSTANDINGS OF LOCAL CONTEXTS 

❖ Civil society actors play a huge and important role in subverting stereotypes and tackling 

the stigmatisation of under-resourced communities. However, in some instances, civil 

society actors can unintentionally reproduce the stigma they work to uproot by saying 

young men “skip the border” when they get women/girls pregnant. While this may be a 

statistical fact, in the critical tradition of trying to undo harmful cultural tropes, LDPs 

could ask:  

 

a) In what ways do criminalisation of crossing borders contribute to the 

construction of masculinities and shape experiences of fatherhood for young 

men seeking livelihoods across the continental borders?   

 

b) How framing the conversation as “they skip the border after getting girls 

pregnant” may contribute to reproducing the racialised trope of black men as 

irresponsible and absent fathers.  

 

This consideration is partly prompted by the knowledge that the ability to provide for 

one’s family is a major building block in the formation of masculine identities. Failure to 

do so is most likely to be accompanied by feelings of shame and anger. A lesson to take 

away is the need for continuous reflection through capacity building for NGO workers 

through engagement with critical literature. 

 

THEORY IN PRACTICE  

❖ NGO workers share some of the strategies they use to enter communities and establish 

working relationships with male traditional leaders. They also share that project volunteers 

with lower levels of education receive “training” over three to five days, after which they 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20181015-how-one-bench-and-a-team-of-grandmothers-can-beat-depression
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have to offer training to other community members for GBV intervention. As a result, there 

are high chances that volunteers distil messages to the level of their own understanding, 

then find strategic ways to relay messages while working under pressure to meet project 

deadlines. It may be worthwhile to examine and explore the strategies used by the trainers, 

as it may add further richness to the understanding of the relationship between theory and 

practice.  

 

INTER-REGIONAL COLLABORATIONS 

❖ Projects from the Spotlight Initiative and Safer Places interventions are being 

implemented in other regions, such as those tackling femicide in Latin America, domestic 

violence in the Pacific and family violence in the Caribbean. If possible, local NGOs 

could establish collaborative dialogues with partners from other regions to exchange 

lessons and see best practices for gender justice.  
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