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Gender violence:

What's the
political agenda?

FACT SHEET  13

Out of the 1956 speeches made by political leaders in South Africa between April 2009
and March 2010, only 1% specifically focused on Gender-Based Violence (GBV). A
further 4% made passing reference to this daily violation of women's rights.

The majority of the speeches mentioning GBV in any way took place on specific
commemorative days, with 91% during the Sixteen Days of Activism and on Women's
Day (9 August). This shows that the 365 Days of Action to End Gender Violence, launched
in March 2007 and aimed at ensuring that the Sixteen Day campaign is sustained
throughout the year, has not been taken to heart by the nation's leaders.

The African National Congress (ANC) spoke more about GBV than any other political
party. However this may be due to the fact that the ANC, as the ruling party, has more
functionaries in key political positions. President Jacob Zuma only referred to GBV in
6% of his speeches during this period. Cabinet ministers accounted for 28.3% of the
references to GBV - the highest out of a sample that included ministers, deputy ministers,

party functionaries, Members of Parliament, shadow ministers (from the opposition), President, Deputy President,
provincial MECs, provincial premier, government spokespersons and representatives.

A positive finding is that male politicians spoke about GBV about as much as their women counterparts. But
the key message from the Gender Links (GL) study of political discourse being released on Human Rights Day
(10 December) - the closing day of the 2010 Sixteen Days of Activism campaign -  is that all politicians need
to speak out more often and more forcefully on GBV.

The study is part of a bigger research project being undertaken by GL and the Medical Research Council (MRC)
on indicators for measuring gender violence and responses to it. The Gauteng Gender Violence Indicators
Project will be launched at the annual GL Gender Justice and Local Government Summit in March 2011.

What leaders say greatly influences public perceptions, attitudes and behaviour. Political discourse is a powerful
tool for disseminating values and information; educating and
raising awareness. It is also a measure of levels of state
commitment and accountability. The research included analysis
of speeches as well as case studies such as Julius Malema's
utterances on rape and the Equality Court case taken up by
Sonke Gender Justice and the case of Eudy Simelane (sexuality
and hate crime).

Key findings are as follows:
Frame of reference: Politicians referred to “violence against
women and children” 58.8% of the time; “gender-based
violence” 25% of the time, and violence against women 5%
of the time. This reflects the government insistence on conflating
violence against women and children. Many gender activists
disagree with this approach because women are adults who
need to be empowered whereas children are minors who need
to be protected.

The Protocol calls on States to take measures including legislation,
where appropriate, to discourage traditional norms, including social,
economic, cultural and political practices which legitimise and exacerbate
the persistence and tolerance of gender violence with a view to eliminate
them and in all sectors of society, introduce and support gender sensitisation
and public awareness programmes aimed at changing behaviour and eradicating gender based violence.
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GBV topics: At 14.7% each, “rape” and “child abuse” received equal
attention in speeches. Physical violence/abuse featured more often
than non-physical violence/abuse which made up only 7.6% of the
total spread of topics despite the fact that the GBV prevalence survey of Gauteng province showed that
emotional abuse constitutes the highest proportion of GBV. This suggests that politicians do not yet grasp
the many forms and manifestations of GBV, choosing to focus primarily on physical and sexual violence as
well as child abuse.

GBV causes: Only 47% of all identified speeches made mention of causes of GBV. Of these, 48.3% identified
causes as being societal, and 24.1% identified root causes as being individual.

Effects of GBV: Of the speeches that made reference to potential effects of GBV on survivors, 28.6% referred
to contracting HIV but only female speakers made this link. The second most noted effects (both at 14.3%)
included “negative effects on women's reproductive health” and “physical health and wellbeing”. Very few
mentioned the financial cost of GBV at both the micro and macro levels.

Responses to GBV: Only 31.3% of speeches mentioned response strategies to GBV. Of these, most favoured
retributive justice over restorative justice for perpetrators.  The support  structures that politicians most referred
to for survivors of violence included shelters/places of safety and police services/protection orders. The least
common were support from family, talking to traditional leaders, economic opportunities/empowerment and
social and psychological rehabilitation.

Actions proposed for survivors: The most commonly proposed action, despite the relative ineffectiveness
of the criminal justice system, was to speak to the police. Female functionaries were more inclined to encourage
support from police and shelters or places of safety. Male functionaries advocated support from integrated
crisis services like Thuthuzela Centres. Both male and female functionaries placed minimal focus on survivors
seeking support from traditional leaders, community or family, social and psychological rehabilitation, and
economic empowerment.

Locating responsibility: In almost half of the speeches, political
leaders cited the state as having the greatest responsibility for ending
GBV. Some 23.3% of the speakers located responsibility with
community; 15.0% with civil society; 3.8% with the individual and
only 3.8% with family.

Prevention strategies: Half of all analysed speeches made reference
to prevention strategies for addressing GBV, but neither women nor
men referred to the role of the media.

Integrated approaches: 34% of speeches made mention of
integrated approaches, while prevention was the approach most
emphasised by functionaries.

Resources for addressing GBV: Only 10.1% of the speeches made reference to financial resources needed
to address GBV. President Jacob Zuma made the most frequent reference to financial resources needed to
address GBV. Some 25% of speeches noted human resources needed in addressing GBV including the
criminal justice system, places of safety, and health services.

Challenges in addressing GBV: Challenges identified included ineffective or unfriendly police, cultural beliefs
that support or are cultural justifications of GBV, and a lack of implementation of legislation addressing GBV.

The findings show that politicians are not speaking out regularly of forcefully enough on GBV and have a
limited understanding of its many faces.

The fight against HIV and AIDS has shown the importance of leadership from the
front. Key steps include:
• Visible commitment to extending the Sixteen Day campaign to a year-long campaign.
• Placing prevention at the centre of the 365 Day Action Plan.
• Separating violence against women and violence against children.
• Consistent messaging on key dates throughout the year, at all levels and in all

areas of political decision-making.
• Avoiding regressive and inflammatory off the cuff remarks, like Julius Malema's

comments about women who are raped not asking for taxi money in the morning.
• Avoiding sexist slurs and comments that undermine women and create a climate

in which gender violence in permissible.
• Personal respect and integrity by all leaders who need to be seen to be “walking

the talk” in their personal lives.

For more information contact: Kelello Tekateka, Phone 27 11 622 2877.
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Key contacts

Next steps


