
The economic development of rural women is one of 
the keys to their social emancipation while education is 
a mechanism to help form new values and perceptions, 
writes Kees Van Der Waal. 

he high rates of cr ime, rape and abuse seem to be 
overwhelming us . While the media keep us informed 
about these worrying aspects of society, there is often 
too m u c h focus on phys ica l violence and too little fo­
cus on relat ionships, perceptions, context, and the 
cases of these phenomena. 

Despite the increas ing violence against women, there are 
positive developments. The 1993 Prevention of Fami ly Violence 
Act is an improvement for those who can make use of the i n ­
st rument it provides. Oppos i t ion against women abuse has also 
become more visible. However, the interventions that ex ist—shel­
ters and programmes—are main ly i n the u r b a n centres. Ru ra l 
areas remain largely untouched and unexplored, and this mot i ­
vated the anthropological research reported here. 

The research was conducted i n 1991 and 1992 in an area of 
the former homeland of G a z a n k u l u , i n the Northern Province [of 
S o u t h Africa]. The uni t of study was a group of 65 res ident ia l 
s tands. The men main ly migrant workers to the factories and 
mines of the m a i n economic centre of the country , whi le the 
women worked main ly on the farms of the Letaba Valley. The 
economic condit ions of the settlement were character ised by a 
h igh level of unemployment and the poverty it caused. The re­
search used a variety of methods w h i ch sought to f ind events, 
re la t ionships , and perceptions: dai ly reports were wr i t ten by 
people l iv ing i n the settlement, part ic ipat ion observation was 
done dur ing research visits, and cases of violence were analysed. 

It is important to note that m u c h of the dai ly interact ion 
among inhab i tants of the r u r a l settlement consisted of coopera­
t ion and fun. Yet, phys ica l violence seemed to be quite obvious 
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and impor tant i n many rela­
t ionships, especially where age 
and gender p layed a role. In 
one year, 757 cases of violence 
were recorded, w h i c h t r ans ­
lated to more than one incident 
per person per year. The cases 
covered only those p icked u p 
by research ass is tants (living 
in the settlement) a n d d id not 
take into account cases that 
never became p u b l i c k n o w l ­
edge or those that took place 
outside the settlement. It was 
c lear f rom a n a n a l y s i s tha t 
boys and men used m u c h more 
p h y s i c a l v i o l enc e t h a n d i d 
women. 

A n inc lus ive de f in i t ion of 
violence was used: phys ica l vio­
l ence , v e r b a l a t t a c k s , a n d 
refusal to provide resources or 
refusing cooperation. Often, a 
verbal a t tack or a re fusal to 
p rov ide r e s o u r c e s l ed to a 
phys ica l confrontat ion. Invari­
ab ly , p h y s i c a l v i o l ence w a s 
associated wi th verbal and psy­
chological abuse. It was further 
evident that levels of domina ­
t i o n i m p l i e d l e v e l s o f 
dependency based on age and 
gender and were seen as n a t u ­
ra l and given. 

Power fu l o u t s i d e r s often 
ac t ed v i o l e n t l y a g a i n s t the 
people li\dng i n the r u ra l settle­
m e n t . T h i s i n c l u d e d 
representatives of the tr ibal au -
t h o r i t y , the h o m e l a n d 
government, a n d white farm­
ers i n the v i c in i t y . C h i l d r e n 
were, for instance , beaten at 
school for l ack ing un i fo rms or 
they were sco lded a n d sent 
home for not pay ing schoo l 
fees. The water p u m p atten­
d a n t , a p a i d o f f i c i a l , o f ten 
ignored the women who were 
w a i t i n g for wa t e r w h i c h he 
alone cou ld p u m p for them. 
C l i n i c s i s ters often s h u n t e d 
pat i ents a r o u n d a n d d i m i n ­
i s h e d t h e m v e r b a l l y . F a r m 

workers, especially women, re­
c e i v e d l ow w a g e s , d e s p i t e 
p h y s i c a l l y d e m a n d i n g w o r k 
done dur ing long hours and in 
poor c l imat ic condit ions. 

M e n had given themselves 
the exclusive r ight to mult ip le 
sexua l r e la t i onsh ips . If the ir 
girl fr iends or wives quest ioned 
them or, worse, opposed them, 
they were subjugated by beat­
ings . Apar t f rom th i s , many 
men neglected their families by 
not remit t ing money regularly 
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to their wives. If money was re­
mitted, it was only a sma l l part 
of the salary that was earned 
and the rest was used by the 
m a n and h is new u r b a n house­
ho ld . M e n a lso often stayed 
away from home whenever they 
l i k ed , w i thou t hav ing to tel l 
their wives as was always ex­
pected of them when they left 
their homes. Women were also 
symbol ical ly put down by men, 
be ing referred to as "p ros t i ­
tutes." They were beaten when 
they dared to have extra-mari ­
ta l re lat ionships to gain access 
to another man 's salary. 

Women had less scope for 
phys i ca l violence and usua l l y 
h i t back at the i r m e n w h e n 

neglected or abused by refus­
ing to do as they were to ld . 
They show their disrespect i n 
other more psychological ways. 
Women among themselves of­
ten h a d v io lent a l t e r ca t i ons 
a b o u t m e n a n d r e s o u r c e s 
about wh i ch they competed. A 
place in the queue for water or 
firewood left in the b u s h to dry 
often caused s u c h confl icts. 

Parents often used force 
aga inst the i r c h i l d r e n w h e n 
they were not behaving as ex­
pected. Boys often used violent 
means to subjugate other more 
j u n i o r boys. G i r l s were h a ­
r a s s e d on the s t r e e t s a n d 
footpaths, seemingly in a play­
fu l m a n n e r , but often w i t h 
violent results. Sex was often 
forced on girls and boys con­
s i d e r e d t h e m s e l v e s to be 
owners of their "cherr ies. " 

G i r l s occupied the lowest 
rung on the social ladder, be­
i n g at the b o t t o m of the 
hierarchy of violence and there­
fore the most vulnerable soc ia l 
category. Among themselves , 
girls used age as a r a n k i n g c r i ­
terion and enforced senior i ty 
w i th violent means when nec­
essary. 

Several health impl icat ions 
are evident from the re lat ion­
ships discussed above. Injuries 
infl icted dur ing fights and d is ­
cipl inary action are self-evident 
heal th r i sks f lowing from the 
highly stratified re la t ionships 
in the rura l context. J u s t as im­
p o r t a n t to c o n s i d e r as the 
phys ica l wounds are the psy­
c h o l o g i c a l s c a r s o n t h e 
perpetrators and vict ims of vio­
l e n c e . T h e s t r i c t s o c i a l 
h ierarchy furthermore impl ied 
that the socially j un i o r d id not 
have easy access to dec is ion­
making or to the resources they 
needed. Reproduc t i on is one 
area w i th hea l th impl icat ions 
where g i r l s a n d women h a d 
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little say. They were, further­
m o r e , s u b j e c t e d to l i f e -
t h r e a t e n i n g r i s k s i n v o l v i n g 
sexual ly t ransmit ted diseases, 
of wh i ch HIV was the most se­
r ious. 

M o s t l y , the r e a c t i o n of 
women and girls to the violence 
they had to endure was one of 
submiss i on . In the event of the 
woman tak ing act ion against a 
person who used phys ica l vio­
l e n c e a g a i n s t h e r o r w h o 
abused her verbally i n a seri­
ous way, she usua l l y relied on 
her k i n and on in formal arb i ­
t r a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n on the 
intervention of the police. Only 
in extreme cases d id women 
res is t ma le v io lence aga ins t 
them i n a phys i ca l l y v io lent 
way. S u c h a course of act ion 
needed a s t rong woman who 
had the necessary character or 
resources to rely upon. Leav­
i n g the h o u s e h o l d w a s the 
ul t imate threat feared by men 
because of their own vulner­
abi l i ty, but th is again was only 
possible where a woman had 
access to support ive k i n . 

Is it right to present the vio­
lence in families i n ru ra l areas 
as the problem? In Sou th Af­
r i c a n society , it seems that 
violence is widespread through­
out the society. Crude acts of 
phys i ca l violence seem to be 
more common in condi t ions of 
instabi l i ty and poverty, but are 
these in themselves not also 
v i o l en t a n d to some ex tent 
caused by those outside these 
condi t ions? Violence does not 
only affect the work ing c lass or 
the poor. O u r society is s t i l l 
highly h i e rarch ica l and patr i ­
archal . Seen in a wider context, 
the ins t i tu t ions of modern so­
c i e t y — s c h o o l s , h o s p i t a l s , 
churches , families, and facto­
r i e s — a r e o f t en v i o l e n t i n 
concept. 

J u s t as m u c h as the inter­

r e l a t i onsh ips among var i ous 
forms of v io lence differ, the 
contexts i n wh i ch they occur 
also differ. Th is has important 
consequences for intervention 
strategies wh i ch need to be d i ­
vers i f ied a n d loca l ly rooted. 
Examples are the different op­
t ions wh i ch women of different 
backgrounds have when their 
marr ied life becomes unbear­
able. In the city, a shelter may 
be the appropriate strategy for 
effective suppor t , but i n the 
r u r a l a r eas , where k i n s h i p 
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plays a very important role, it 
is not ce r ta in that a shelter 
would be preferred to the home 
of or ig in as a refuge. 

What is fundamenta l and 
s imi lar to a l l social contexts is 
the presence of patr iarchy. In 
terms of the values of just ice 
and democracy, wh ich are cen­
t r a l to o u r c o n s t i t u t i o n a l 
system and the b i l l of r ights, 
patr iarchy is unjust and needs 
to be undermined . The factors 
wh ich reinforce patriarchy (and 
the violence wh ich it generates) 
are histor ical ly so m u c h part 
of our society that they are dif­
ficult to remove or to change. 
T r ad i t i on , w h i c h c a n he lp a 
person retain self-worth and to 
f ind secur i ty i n soc ia l forms 
and customs, is one. 

Poverty is another factor 
and , where relative deprivation 
is h i g h , as i n S o u t h A f r i ca , 
people have to make the best 

possible use of social difference 
in order to compete success­
fully for l imited resources. The 
grip of tradit ion and poverty on 
social life has , again, been re­
in forced by c o l on i a l i sm and 
aparthe id wh i ch led to the dis-
p o s s e s s i o n of A f r i c a n s . 
Another factor is female d is-
empowerment, again l inked to 
the e x t e r n a l l y i n t r o d u c e d 
forces such as rac i sm, migrant 
labour, and social marginal ity. 
The devastation of family life as 
a result of migrant labour and 
inf lux control , is another fac­
tor wh i ch led to the growth of 
social surv iva l strategies with 
negative effects, especially the 
h i g h rate of f os ter ing , es t i ­
mated to be about 20 to 30 
percent of the country 's ch i l ­
dren. 

Given the complexity of the 
phenomenon , an integrated, 
hol ist ic approach is needed. A 
truly democrat ic society needs 
to be created in wh i ch exploi­
t a t i o n a n d d o m i n a t i o n are 
replaced by jus t and equal re­
l a t i o n s h i p s . The l ega l a n d 
just ice system needs to be re­
i n f o r c e d a n d , i n t h i s 
connect ion, the role of a trust­
worthy police is c ruc ia l as it 
forms the first line, of contact 
wi th v ict ims and perpetrators. 
Secondary support for v ict ims, 
for i n s t ance , i n the form of 
s h e l t e r s a n d c o u n s e l i n g 
programmes are equally impor­
tant. 

As violence against women 
is socio-economical ly embed­
ded, the economic development 
of rura l women is one of the 
keys to their social emancipa­
tion. 

S o u r c e : Wotnen's Health Project N o . 
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