Gender Politics

Yesterday’s march to the Union Buildings in support of the 16 Days of Activism campaign against gender-based violence was not intended to be linked in any way to the succession battle that continues to rage in the African National Congress (ANC).

And, in the event, everything appeared to go according to plan -- struggle songs were sung, there was a bit of toyi-toying, and Deputy Local Government Minister Nomatyala Hangana handed over a petition to Minister in the Pres-idency Essop Pahad.

Nobody mentioned the proverbial elephant that had left the room and joined the march, at least not in the official speeches that were made. But everyone knew it was there, standing silently in the crowd, even when Pahad was telling the crowd there was "no reason why there shouldn't be a 50/50 (gender) balance in government".

The elephant that haunts the women's rights movement in SA right now is, obviously, ANC deputy president Jacob Zuma, and especially the recent decision of the ANC Women's League to nominate him for the presidency of the organisation. This despite Zuma's archaic attitude to women, which was illustrated during his trial on rape charges.

The league has been roundly condemned for failing to nominate a woman for either president or deputy president of the ANC, especially as the organisation ostensibly led the drive to ensure that half of the its leadership positions would be filled by women. However, such criticism ignores the bigger picture and disregards one of the fundamental tenets of democracy -- free choice.

First, it is now abundantly clear that much of the surge of support for Zuma in the ANC amounts to a protest against the leadership style of President Thabo Mbeki, rather than an uncritical endorsement of Zuma's attitudes and policies, and the league's vote must be considered in that light.

Second, it is high time the 50-50 policy is properly debated, since it is impossible to justify in a democratic system. Equal gender representation should certainly be a target, but it cannot be imposed.

