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POSITIONINGSTRATEGIC POSITIONING
By Thoko Mpumlwana, Board Member

Even though the cause and message is already enshrined
in and protected by the South African Constitution,
transformation means loss of power and dominance to
some. Therefore, if you wish to remain “safe” stay away
from those who rub the powerful the wrong way! By
powerful I mean those who benefit from patriarchy.

GL emerged at the peak of the gender equality and
empowerment of women discourse in South Africa. The
election of women to public offices, enactment of pieces
of legislation to empower women and ensure gender
equality stirred much excitement. Codes of practice emerged
to ensure women's participation in the life of South Africa.

With the post-1994 depletion of donor funding and NGO's
struggling to survive, the organisations in the NGM found
themselves competing for scarce resources. This led to
competition (both positive and negative). In this period of
financial drought, GL emerged and grew from strength to
strength. Initially our femocrats or sisters in the public
sphere offered full support. GL remains eternally indebted
to them. In fact, GL got more support from the public
sector than from NGO's who felt threatened by the
emergence of yet another NGO to compete for limited
donor resources.

Ironically, as soon as GL found its niche, a subtle love/hate
relationship emerged. Some would comment on GL's
perceived “we know it all” attitude. Be reminded that
prophets do not hesitate to express the message they have
been sent to announce. Could it be that GL's message did
not go down comfortably thus causing some to not wish
to co-operate with GL? Others would ask: “why, when
some NGOs are struggling financially and donors are

The Gender Links story, to me a believer,
makes true the saying that “a prophet is
never recognised in their community”.
What is a prophet? A prophet is a person
inspired by a sense of justice and a
burning sense of mission. The Free Online
Dictionary defines a prophet as “a person
gifted with profound moral insight,” and

“exceptional powers of expression”, “a chief spokesperson
of a movement or a cause”. Prophets admonish, warn,
direct, encourage, intercede, teach and counsel. (Mike
Bickle in Kingwatch).

Ron Mackenzie in his book Prophetic Ministry elaborates
on the role of a prophet in society as follows:
• Prophets call on people to respond;
• Words of prophets will build and strengthen especially

in times of trials and tribulations;
• They foretell the future, “whatever (they) see for the

future is related to the present”. They speak of future
blessings and give hope for the present;

• They give direction and guidance;
• They may be harsh in their admonition of unjust leaders

or practices, even announcing judgements;
• Prophets interpret people's dreams and visions;
• They interpret the signs of the times whilst continuously

testing their prophesies.

Prophets may be celebrated or castigated for the messages
they carry but the one fundamental characteristic of
prophets is that they do not give up because they feel the
calling to say what they say and to do what they do.
Prophets may initially be embraced and as their message
gets louder, they may be marginalised. For prophets, truth
is not compromised. In short there are no grey areas for
them. For it is not about them but for the greater good!
Like prophets, Gender Links chose a cause and decided
on a mission: to breathe life into the social contract that
South Africans entered into through the Constitution.
Though GL proceeded in line with a the National Gender
Machinery (NGM) that grew out of the struggle by women
and/or feminists of South Africa, the nation, in the public
and private, has been slow to embrace or take the message
as worth supporting. Patriarchy, as we know, is deeply
embedded in the life and psyche of South Africa. Therefore,
a prophet playing in this space will indeed be confronted
with resistance and resentment by those who feel
uncomfortable with the message or prospect of dismantling
patriarchy. It should be noted that GL does not play alone
in this place and so my analysis of GL experiences applies
to most NGO's  in the feminist, gender equality and
women's movement sector.

Marching forward: GL governance officer Nomthi Mankazana at a June 16 March
in Soweto. Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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So what then should GL do to embed
herself and succeed in this multi-
farious South Africa context? Should
GL ignore South Africa as a site for
GL work? As South Africans, we
brainstormed this complication using
a SWOT analysis and concluded that
GL has a lot of work to do in South
Africa. Beyond the academic pon-
derings of some, the women and men
on the ground whom GL interacts
with have a big appetite for GL work
because our country faces serious
challenges. Therefore, GL is core in
the resolution of some of these
problems.

As a learning organisation, GL is prepared to go back to
the drawing board, to consult with the NGM, on how best
it can contribute to gender equality. GL accepts that it
may have assumed support without fervently working at
winning trust and support of stakeholders that matter. GL
further acknowledges that it may have decided to take the
easier option of simply working in terrains that offered less
resistance.

On a positive note, GL received the full backing of the
Ministry of Women, Children and Persons with Disability
in its successful application for funds to the UN Gender
Equality Fund for work on GBV and Economic
Empowerment in three provinces. The EU South Africa is
supporting a dedicated unit to take forward the work of
the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance in South
Africa.

Some of the paths chosen as a way forward include
• Focus work at Local government level where it matters

most for women and men. GL will initially focus on
three diverse provinces - Gauteng, Limpopo and the
Western Cape.

• Resuscitating collaboration and partnerships with
organisations committed to women empowerment and
gender equality. GL should not duplicate what others

do but in partnership with them enhance
programmes of mutual interest.

• Build the South African chapter of the
Southern African Gender Protocol
Alliance.

• Embark on one-on-one engagements
including with the South African Local
Government Association (SALGA) and
the Commission for Gender Equality
(CGE).

• Select concrete interventions that will
change the lives of women in South
Africa.

• Be active in the building or re building
of the NGM, critical to ensure a cohesive
and powerful voice of the gender
movement.

Remember: a prophet never tires!

pulling out is GL getting so much funding from
international donors?” This is a common perception
in our beloved continent. From this sometimes
flows the misguided notion that some NGO's are
agents of foreign forces bent on undermining
sovereign states. For some sister NGOs the “how
do they make it” question lingered on especially
at a time when donors seemed to be losing interest
in funding the women's movement.

Another complication in South Africa is historical.
I aver that partisan politics have fragmented the
gender movement. It is not easy for NGOs to rid
themselves of this reality. Labelling and subjective
tests abound. It is problematic if an NGO tries
to be proudly political but not in a partisan way.

With its motto, “don't get angry, get smart”, GL focused
on (or retreated into) building itself and expanding the
message in those countries where it was embraced. In any
case, GL needed to survive as an organisation. If other
countries are ready and willing to come on board, why
should GL spend its energies proving its worth? Offices
remained in South Africa because of its strategic location
and infrastructure, despite challenges of making a visible
and growing impact in the country of location and origin.
The strategy worked wonders. Today GL has opened ten
offices in the Southern African Development Community
(SADC) region with support from governments, NGO's,
gender activists and feminists in those countries. GL
attracted skilled and committed personnel from inside and
outside the country.

As GL expanded itself outside South Africa, it became easy
for detractors to write GL off as not really South African
and by implication not fully committed to the South African
agenda. Unfortunately, GL cannot advertise its commitment
to South Africa in order to mitigate these perceptions.
Those who make such pronouncements are not privy to
the trials and tribulations of building an organisation from
zero to hero. It would be unwise for GL to spend time
convincing sceptics about its commitment. Prophets are
never understood in their own communities.

“South Africa is pleased to host
Gender Links with which it has
a good working relationship. As
a signatory to the SADC
Protocol we endorse the
campaign to empower women
economically through the
holistic Centres of Excellence
model. We hereby recommend
GL to the Gender Equality
Fund.”

Dr Nonhlanhla Mkize,
Director General, Ministry
of Women, Children and

Persons with Disability

Shosholoza: South African delegates to the third Gender Justice and Local Government Summit.
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