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Abstract 
The multiple components of Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR), promotes 

women’s wellbeing and rights to a life free from discrimination and violence. Gender-based 

violence (GBV) is a matter closely related to SRHR and affects women globally on daily basis. 

South Africa is estimated to score one of the highest rates of GBV in the world. This thesis aims 

to gain an understanding of how civil society organisations (CSOs) working with SRHR-related 

issues, approach South African state institutions with regard to strengthen strategies against 

GBV. A qualitative content analysis is adopted to analyse the CSO’s documents that frame their 

advocacy work against GBV and how they approach state institutions in South Africa. The 

results from the analysed documents are thereby examined through theoretical approaches, 

mainly targeting CSOs ability to translate universal human rights into local contexts, and con-

tributions to social justice. The analysed documents reveal that the selected CSOs mobilise their 

advocacy against GBV through different media platforms. Moreover, the CSO’s advocacy is 

presented through evidence-based research, policy briefs, articles and campaigns. Through their 

approaches to state institutions, the CSOs demand the state to recognise that inequality and 

patriarchal structures cause GBV and negatively affect women’s wellbeing. Furthermore, the 

selected CSOs demand fair distribution of resources that ensures women’s safety in the public 

sphere. In addition, the CSOs demand implementation of educational programmes with gender 

perspectives in all aspects of society. Finally, the CSOs demand South African state institutions 

to include all sectors of society in decision-making processes of strategies against GBV. Thus, 

state institutions can unsure proper implementation of preventative methods against GBV.  

 

Keywords: Gender-based violence, Sexual and reproductive health and rights, state institu-

tions, civil society organisations, marginalised women, HIV, wellbeing, CEDAW, South Af-

rica.  
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1.Introduction 
According to the Guttmacher-Lancet Commission (GLC), Sexual and reproductive health and 

rights (SRHR) are part of people’s fundamental rights, which address access to healthcare and 

overall wellbeing. The components of SRHR promotes the importance of protecting women’s 

overall wellbeing, and their right to a life free from discrimination and violence. Most countries 

have signed international agreements such as the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 

of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), that requires full implementation of SRHR. 

However, many countries still neglect the full implementation of the normative aspects of 

SRHR (GLC, 2018:2642).  

The issue of Gender-based violence (GBV) is closely related to all aspects of SRHR. GBV is 

mainly caused by structural oppressing gender roles and the normalisation of violence against 

women. It is revealed that one in three women experience sexual violence in her lifetime, as it 

is the most common form of GBV. To eliminate such violence, it is important that countries not 

only establish all women’s access to good healthcare, but also activate policies and strategies 

against oppressing norms in society (GLC, 2018:2654).   

South Africa is a country in which the SRHR discourse highlights the struggle against GBV, 

more specifically sexual violence. 25 years have passed since the country transitioned to de-

mocracy, and the South African government have produced laws and policies that developed 

what is viewed as one of the most well-written constitutions in the world. The strengths of this 

constitution are its inclusion of all human rights, but predominantly the ambition to eliminate 

racial, gender, and sexuality discrimination (Mbali & Mthembu, 2012:5). In addition, in 2014 

the government declared August as the national Women’s Month, to further motivate the de-

velopment of the framework of women’s rights (South African Government, 2019). Neverthe-

less, it is revealed that South Africa is in the top 20 countries in the world with the highest rates 

of sexual violence against women (Mbali & Mthembu, 2012:5). Moreover, reported incidents 

of sexual violence have increased with over four percent during 2018 and 2019, which resulted 

in total of 41,583 cases (Africa Check, 2019).  

There is an evident gap between South African women’s constitutional rights and real-life ex-

periences. Since the state seems to be failing to protect women’s lives, civil society organisa-

tions (CSOs) have proven to be strong advocators for change in local communities and national 

policies (Mbali & Mthembu, 2012:6). The evidence to this is the 2019 demonstrations against 
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GBV, when members of the civil society protested across the country, after the 19-year-old 

student Uyinene Mrwetyana was raped and murdered at a post office. One of the protests that 

received great attention was the #SandtonShutDown, which was advanced by a coalition of 

gender rights activists and organisations. The protest took place at the Johannesburg Stock Ex-

change (JSE), commonly seen as Africa’s financial capital, demanding the JSE to financially 

support the fight against GBV (Aljazeera, 2019). 

 

CSOs uphold an important role when it comes to translate universal transnational agreements 

into the local reality. On account of ongoing issues and incidents in their countries, CSOs take 

consideration to local communities and frame universal human rights into existing cultural re-

alities (Merry, 2006:2). However, this remains a challenge for CSOs, as the local culture can 

be a source of dominating and oppressing power (ibid.5). As mentioned above, South Africa’s 

legal framework and policies promises to seek gender equality in all aspects of society. Yet, 

everyday women in South Africa face a high risk of becoming victims of GBV in the private 

and public sphere. It is therefore of interest to develop an understanding of how CSOs working 

with SRHR promote awareness of GBV, and also, what effects it has on South African state 

institutions and policies.    

 

1.1 Research Aim and Questions 
The aim of this thesis is to gain an understanding of how CSOs working with SRHR-related 

issues, work to strengthen South African state institution’s investments against GBV. Moreo-

ver, this thesis is based on a qualitative content analysis of the CSO’s different advocacy doc-

uments, to gain further knowledge of how their advocacy against GBV towards state institutions 

is framed. Additionally, the selected CSO’s advocacy frameworks will be critically reviewed 

and analysed through theoretical understandings of CSO’s role in translating universal human 

rights and contributions to social justice.  

 

To achieve the presented aim of this thesis, the main research question is as follows: How may 

CSOs working with SRHR-related issues, contribute to South African state institution’s imple-

mentation processes of strategies to combat GBV? To further examine the CSOs advocacy 

strategies to demand action from South African state institutions, the following sub-questions 

were posed: 
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- What tools and approaches are applied by CSOs working with SRHR, with regard to 

raise awareness about GBV and further demand action from South African state insti-

tutions? 

 
- To what extent are the CSOs demanding South African state institutions to take action 

against GBV?  

 

1.2 Previous Research 
For the last decades, the concept of SRHR has received global attention and examined in many 

regions of the world. The majority of the research about this topic targets the clinical aspects of 

SRHR. For instance, issues such as access to contraception, maternal and infant mortality are 

addressed in a larger scale compared to other normative aspects of SRHR (UNFPA, 2019:20). 

In order to accomplish the aim of this thesis, the following section will present a study that 

frame disfavoured aspects of SRHR and CSOs contribution to implementation of the rights.  

A recent publication by Victoria Boydell et al. (2019) studied accountability processes of 

SRHR, based on systematic reviews of studies from low- and middle-income countries. The 

findings reveal that more than ever, countries are committing to respect and fulfil individual 

access to SRHR. Although SRHR are included in the legislation of various countries, millions 

of people worldwide still lack full access to the rights included in the concept of SRHR (Boydell 

et al. 2019:64). One reason for this could be that politicians and decision-makers in the public 

sector generally improve frameworks of rights during election periods, and lack commitment 

to fulfil them after elections. Another reason is that countries generally pay more attention to 

improving hospitals while referring to SRHR. This leads to lack of implementation of other 

important aspects of SRHR. Issues such as access to abortion, sexuality education and all indi-

viduals’ right to wellbeing are often times neglected (ibid.65). GBV is amongst the aspects of 

SRHR that is overlooked, as countries disregard implementation of preventive methods against 

violence against women. When it comes to improvement of socio-political relations, CSOs have 

proven to be a great influence on SRHR accountability processes in low- to middle-income 

countries. CSOs mobilise around underlying factors that prevent individuals’ full access to 

SRHR, by questioning cultural ideologies about gender and sexuality (ibid.66). Through CSO’s 

programmes, they offer right based education in local communities, in order to bring awareness 

to existing laws and policies (ibid.69). Thus, the research findings suggest that community-
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based programmes that tackle normative aspects of SRHR are essential for accomplishing full 

implementation of the rights. These programmes educate individuals about of how gender in-

teracts with all power dynamics in society. Ultimately the research concludes that accountabil-

ity processes of SRHR must be addressed culturally, economically and politically (ibid.70). The 

findings of this study shed light on CSO’s methods of mobilising awareness of SRHR in local 

communities. This way, the presented evidence-based results of that study are important to keep 

in mind while analysing how CSOs working with SRHR- related issues in South Africa, frame 

their advocacy against GBV.   

A study that is closely related to the aim of this thesis is “Organising Against Gender Violence 

in South Africa” written by Hanna Britton (2006). The study was based on interviews of women 

from a wide range of CSOs, all involved in the fight against GBV. Similar to the aim of this 

thesis, the research purpose was to understand the CSOs roles and how they approach and ques-

tion state institutions actions. Furthermore, the research intended to analyse how the democratic 

shift in South Africa has affected CSO’s relationship with the state (Britton, 2006:147). The 

findings revealed that in the period of 1994 to 1999, CSO’s were mainly advocating inclusivity 

of women in parliament and proposing laws. The agenda shifted in the 2000’s, as CSOs advo-

cating women’s rights in South Africa are mainly targeting policy implementation (ibid.151). 

Although CSOs in South Africa still intervene with the state, many of them question collabo-

rations and funding from state institutions. This is based on fear that their initial agenda might 

get limited by the state’s institutional frames (ibid.155). The interviewed CSOs claimed that 

they were instead aiming to keep producing radical approaches to GBV. For instance, CSOs 

had moved their offices closer to townships in order to reach women whom are mostly affected 

by GBV (ibid.161). The presented study offers situated knowledge about South African CSOs 

that particularly work against GBV. Thus, it raises further interest to gain an understanding of 

whether or not the selected CSOs value collaborations with South African state institutions. 

More contextual knowledge about South African CSO’s advocacy approaches will be presented 

in chapter three.  

1.3 Delimitations  
In order to successfully achieve the aim of this thesis, several limitations have been considered. 

SRHR contains multiple sets of rights and this thesis does not aim to address each right and its 

definitions, but rather adopt the meaning of the overall concept. SRHR addresses a wide range 

of issues such as bodily autonomy, stigma, violence and other factors that affects individual’s 
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physical, mental and social wellbeing. Furthermore, all countries are required to develop inter-

ventions and services that allows all individuals access to SRHR. The different components of 

SRHR are linked to one another. For example, fulfilment of all individual’s sexual health and 

rights will attain their reproductive health and rights. Although, the definition of SRHR includes 

all individuals, it specifically targets women due to biological factors and discriminating soci-

etal structures against them (GLC, 2018: 2646). GBV is directly linked to SRHR as it has severe 

consequences on women’s overall wellbeing (ibid: 2652), and for this reason, GBV have been 

chosen as a limitation in order to narrow down this thesis.  

The choice to examine the aim of this thesis in South Africa, allows an understanding of how 

underlying structural factors in the country may affect how GBV is played out. Furthermore, 

the choice of one specific country also allows situated knowledge about how the CSO’s advo-

cacy approaches against GBV, are affected by the surroundings in South Africa. In addition, 

the limitation to focus on the CSOs, allows an insight how their SRHR perspectives influence 

their advocacy frameworks against GBV. 

1.4 Methods and Material 
With regard to achieve the aim and answer the research questions of this thesis, a qualitative 

approach (Bryman, 2011:350), will be applied to facilitate an understanding of how and what 

ways CSOs working with SRHR in South Africa, frame advocacy against GBV. CSO’s advo-

cacy against GBV is most likely presented and framed in different types of published documents 

on their websites. A qualitative content analysis is therefore appropriate to enable an under-

standing of the frameworks that are provided in the documents. Qualitative content analysis is 

based on a set of techniques that can be applied on different texts, with the intention to under-

stand the content through identifying its main themes and categories. Thus, the ambition is to 

summarize contextual information and latent content within the data (Drisko & Maschi, 

2015:5). Qualitative content analysis is typically based on constructivist epistemology, to allow 

reflection of the multiple standpoints and meanings that appears in the texts. Furthermore, a 

study based on qualitative content analysis seeks comprehension of meaningful points in a spe-

cific context rather than results that are universally applicable (ibid, 2015:10). A qualitative 

content analysis is best suited for this study as it allows a clear view of the CSOs ways of 

framing the issue of GBV in South Africa. The following section will provide more detailed 

information about the selected CSOs and documents that will be analysed.    

    



 
 
 

 

 

11 

1.4.1 Material Selection 
According to Alan Bryman (2011), a qualitative method often requires that the researcher is 

well informed about the chosen subjects’ background in order to understand the context. For 

this reason, I requested suggestions from personal networks who work in the field of SRHR and 

with CSOs in South Africa. I was able to receive valuable information about CSO’s work 

around SRHR in South Africa and specific suggestions about organisations that advocates elim-

ination of GBV. Eventually, a purposive sampling method was adopted in order to choose suit-

able organisations for this thesis. Purposive sampling is a strategy that is often used in qualita-

tive studies to access material that are specifically in line with the stated purpose (Bryman, 

2011:350). When intending to use the qualitative content analysis method, the researcher must 

constantly reflect and be self-aware when collecting material, as it is important to gather diverse 

and credible data (Drisko & Maschi, 2015:18). These recommendations were followed during 

the decision-making process of selecting organisations that are suited for the aim of this thesis. 

The purpose was to find CSOs that work with SRHR-related issues, women’s access to justice 

and advocacy for change on a national level. These three criterias led to a final selection of four 

different CSOs. All the organisations that have been selected are established and well known 

in South Africa, which allows easy access to documents on their websites. Although smaller 

organisations and movements play an important role as drivers of change in South Africa, it 

would have been a challenge to access their documents. Depending on the fact that small or-

ganisations and movements sometimes lack enough resources to frequently update their web-

sites. The following sections presents the names of selected CSOs and a brief description of 

their work.  

 

Sonke Gender Justice (SGJ) is a South African organisation that was founded in 2006 and 

maintains partnerships with national women’s rights organisation, social movements, govern-

ment departments and University research units. SGJ also drives different networks with CSOs 

and movements across Africa. The organisation state that gender justice can be achieved 

through normative SRHR- work, that give all individuals access to equal and healthy relation-

ships. As SGJ’s main goal is to address harming gender roles, cultural practices and patriarchal 

norms, their SRHR-related work specifically highlights GBV and the prevention of HIV. SGJ 

have a Policy Development and Advocacy unit (PDA) that is run by researchers, lawyers and 

policy analysist with a background in activism. Through their work, their aim is to influence 

national gender equality policies for promotion of SGJ’s work against GBV and access to 
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SRHR for all. The PDA approaches state institutions and courts by drafting policies that hold 

them accountable for their actions (SGJ, 2020). 

 

Women’s Legal Centre (WLC) is an organisation that was founded in 1999 and is based in Cape 

Town and Johannesburg, South Africa. WLC’s goal is to address women’s access to SRHR and 

combat GBV by providing free legal advice and services for women. WLC’s work is driven by 

attorneys and legal advisors that are educated in gender law and policies to ensure women’s 

access to rights in their homes, communities and in public life. Besides providing legal advice, 

WLC arranges seminars and workshops for organisations to spread information about their 

work of women’s rights. WLC work towards the South African government by drafting legis-

lations, policies and submissions to parliament. Moreover, WLC also provides capacity build-

ing services, training and information about women’s rights on regional level (WLC, n.d).  

 

Gender Links (GL) is a southern African Women’s Rights Organisation that was founded in 

2001 and initially based in Johannesburg, South Africa. In recent years GL is now located 

across the Southern African regions. GL maintains partnerships with other CSOs such as com-

munity and faith-based organisations, national institutions, regional and sometimes interna-

tional actors. Through their partnerships, GL aim to promote gender equality through capacity 

building, conducting campaigns, engaging citizens in political processes, developing policies 

and action plans to national institutions. Moreover, to maximize their impact on gender justice 

policies, GL work with evidence-based research and advocate for change by using news and 

social media platforms (GL, n.d). 

 

Soul City Institute (SCI) is an organisation based in Johannesburg that mobilise its service 

throughout South Africa’s nine provinces. SCI was founded in 1992 as a clinic in the Johan-

nesburg township Alexandra, with aim to provide informative material mainly about mother 

and child health and HIV/AIDS. Today, SCI describe themselves as an organisation fighting 

for social justice, which specifically targets young women and girls. SCI’s programme services 

aim to promote health and gender equality, by bringing awareness to SRHR. These programmes 

are further mobilised in local communities with intention to build social cohesion. Moreover, 

SCI’s activism is expressed through social media, popular mass media and policy advocacy 

approaches that demand full implementation of women’s constitutional rights. SCI claim that 
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their productivity on different levels of society, the programmes and campaigns reach over 80 

percent of the South African population (SCI, 2019).  

 

After choosing the four CSOs, the process of selecting material proceeded. Similar to the pre-

sented criteria’s in the previous section, the goal was to find documents that describes the CSO’s 

work against GBV. Information about the CSO’s theories of change were primarily selected in 

order to understand their purpose and how they frame advocacy work against GBV. Through 

the CSO’s websites, documents such as policy submissions, campaigns, research reports and 

annual reports were discovered. Although all the selected organisations frame action against 

GBV, they approach their goals differently. Thus, a decision was made to include two or three 

types of documents from each organisation, to enable a broader understanding of their work. 

The latest publications were chosen with intention to access information about their work in 

recent years. Documents such as research reports and policy submissions allow an analyse of 

how CSOs demand action from state institutions. Moreover, by including documents such as 

annual reports, it is possible to analyse if CSOs have achieved results based on their advocacy 

work against GBV. The figure below provides an overview and presents each organisation and 

published documents that have been selected from their websites.  

 
     CSOs Documents 

 

Sonke Gender 

Justice 

• Women and girls’ Experiences of Gender-Based Violence on 

Public Transportation in Gauteng & the Western Cape Prov-

ince, 2019. 74 pages. 

• 2018/2019 Annual report. 80 pages 

 

Women’s Legal 

Centre 

• Submission to the Portfolio Committee on Justice and Correc-

tional Services: Judicial Matters Amendement Bill. 15 March 

2017. 14 pages.  

• Article: #PoliceResources and how the case affects women, 

2019.  

•  2016/17 Annual report. 43 pages. 

 

Gender Links 

• 2019 #Voice and Choice Barometer on GBV. 44 pages.  

• 2014 Policy brief- FEMICIDE. 6 pages.   

• 2018/19 Annual report. 41 pages.  



 
 
 

 

 

14 

 

Soul City Insti-

tute 

• #SafeTaxisNow campaign article: Action to guard women using 

taxis, 2017.  

• Article: The Soul city Institute calls on President Ramaphosa to 

act on ANC MP, Mr Boy Mamabolo, 2020.  

• 2016 annual report. 14 pages.  

 

 

1.4.2 Analytical Challenges 
When using organisations’ public documents as material for a qualitative based study, Bryman 

claims that it is important to note that these documents do not necessarily provide an objective 

description of incidents or situations (2011:497). Moreover, documents should be seen as tools 

to captures the organisation’s aspirations and to whom these documents are directed. Most doc-

uments presented by organisations are either based on internal or external documents and poli-

cies (Bryman, 2011:501). With consideration to Bryman’s point, this thesis does not claim to 

achieve full understanding of how CSOs practice their work. Instead, the aim is to apply a 

qualitative content analysis on their documents in order to target an understanding of how ad-

vocacy against GBV is framed. As all the material that is used in this thesis is published on the 

organisation’s websites, there is no need include an ethical review process. 

 

In terms of the analytical process of a qualitative content study, Bryman states the researcher 

should apply a hermeneutic perspective, which aim to capture the author’s message in the text 

and take consideration to the context in which the document was produced in (Bryman, 

2008:507). Although the researcher using a qualitative content analysis aspire to summarize the 

message found in text, he or she should distance themselves from their own understanding of 

the subject (ibid.497). Thus, there are other factors that might be challenging while analysing 

the selected material. Due to the fact that the selected documents have different years of publi-

cation and content structures, it can be challenging to compare them to each other. Because of 

this, there are high expectations on me to capture content that can respond to the texts authentic 

form. At the same time, the captured content in the document must be interpreted in ways that 

uphold the aim of this thesis. Nevertheless, having a diverse set of CSOs and documents also 

provides a possibility to reach relatively fair results that represent their work against GBV. 

Finally, by utilizing qualitative content analysis there is great potential to achieve results that 

visualise CSO’s frameworks of demanding state institutions to take action against GBV.  
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1.5 Outline 
This chapter introduced the intent and defined the aim of this thesis. Moreover, previous re-

search, methods and the process of material selection were articulated. Chapter two will present 

theoretical frameworks that approaches theories about the civil society and social justice. Chap-

ter three provides background knowledge about the history of GBV and South Africa. Further-

more, the chapter investigates the context of SRHR and GBV in the country. Chapter four pre-

sents the results from the analysed documents by the selected CSOs in different themes. Chapter 

five contains an analyse and discussion of the achieved results of this thesis, in correlation to 

the theoretical frameworks. Finally, chapter six presents concluding remarks.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
This chapter aim to present theoretical frameworks that will guide the analysis of how CSOs 

working with SRHR, might contribute to South African state institution’s strategies against 

GBV. Moreover, the theoretical frameworks enable further understanding of how CSOs uphold 

essential values of social justice, and their ability to translate universal human rights into local 

justice.  

2.1 Civil Society and its Frameworks 
In order to understand the civil society’s function in a democratic society, the political theorist 

Iris Marion Young (2000), present its relation to the state and economic sphere through different 

forms of activities. The states’ activities are performed through formal and legal actions that 

are supported by enforcement equipment. Within the activities of the economic sphere lies the 

responsibility for production and distribution of resources. Civil society uphold activities of 

self-organisation with purpose to enhance fundamental social values in a democratic society. 

These three different dimensions of state, economy and civil society, are connected and influ-

ence each other. For example, state institutions in democratic countries collaborate with mem-

bers from civil society when attempting to establish new policies (Young, 2000:6). 

In order to understand how the civil society contributes to social justice, Young identifies dif-

ferent forms of associations and activities (Young, 2000:7). To begin with, the private associ-

ation is presented and labelled as self-regarding with aim to serve its members. The private 

association involves families, social clubs, religious organisations and gatherings. Therefore, it 

is of interest to organise activities with characteristics of grieving, celebrations and entertain-

ment. Civic associations entertain activities with a purpose to not only engage with its own 

members, but also, local and international communities. The majority of civic associations are 

based on voluntary work and provide different activities frequently (ibid.7). Political associa-

tion provides activities directed to the public while voicing opinions about policies and their 

ideological principles to state government. Activities within the political association aim to 

motivate countries citizens to voice opinions, that holds the state accountable to endorse justice 

for all. This is ultimately a politicization of the economic and social life (ibid.8-9). Young 

claims that the different levels of associations are not completely bound to their field of activi-

ties as they intertwine with each other. She goes on to mention gay bars as an example to prove 

this point. Gay bars initial intent is to entertain social events; however, they create safe spaces 

and function as meeting-locations for homosexual people. The meetings are often regarded to 
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coordinate protests and discussions about their struggle against sexuality discrimination. By 

this example, it is clear that the personal life is political, particularly for marginalised groups. 

Civic associations are as well connected to the political sphere, as their mobilisation in com-

munities attempt to build an opposition against power (ibid.9). As presented in the previous 

chapter, the South African civil society has a strong reputation of mobilising citizens in order 

to build opposition against the state.  

2.1.1 Mobilisation 
Young argues that members of civil society embody the true meaning of self-determination as 

they bring awareness to new social and economic ideas to the public. Furthermore, civil society 

encourage democratic communication that, according to Young, is the accurate way to develop 

participation democracy. As a result, it enables representation of marginalised groups and the 

activities that drive diverse positive aspects of society (Young, 2000:22). With regard to further 

explain civil society’s effect on the state and economic sphere, Young describes civil society’s 

activities in public spaces. Associational activities, specifically in civic and political forms, can 

deepen democracy and social change. By reason that they promote people’s self-organisation, 

particularly within marginalised groups (ibid.9). Volunteer based associations show concrete 

examples of democratic self-organisation, which then lead participants to connect with their 

inner self-determination to participation. Additionally, Young argues that even in democratic 

countries, marginalised groups still lack full access to economic and social justice. Injustice is, 

furthermore, an effective way to silence marginalised minorities and will most likely infuse fear 

that prevents them from confronting state institutions. It is through associational activities 

where marginalised minorities can reassume their strength and dare to voice their opinions. 

Practically, civil society occupies space for minority groups to positively deconstruct existing 

stereotypes about themselves and share their authentic life experiences. Activities that encour-

age self-determination are not only public political appearances, as it can be simple acts such 

as sharing books, art, networking and critical discussions. Hence, Young is convinced that self-

organisation situated from associational life not only improves solidarity work, but also, builds 

a strong unit while combating domination and oppression (ibid.10). Young’s statement will be 

used as a guiding tool to examine the selected CSO’s mobilisation tools and whom they include 

in their advocacy against GBV.  
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2.1.2 Civil Society and the State 
In the previous section, Young states that members of civil society can provide an equal and 

fair dialogue between peers and decision makers. A question that appears is moreover, to what 

extent CSOs can uphold this essential role in society? Young argues that there are limits to what 

CSOs can accomplish in their activism. A democratic state has more power and thereby larger 

influence on the frame of justice. With its powerful role, the state and its institution can elimi-

nate oppression though larger measures than civil society, since citizens are compelled to follow 

the law (Young, 2000:23). The state provides services from a point of formal policies, rules and 

systems. Thereby, actions aiming to provide social justice from the state can reach a larger scale 

of society (ibid.30). Ultimately, Young argues that both state and civil society uphold essential 

elements of social justice in a democratic society. To achieve full access to justice for all indi-

viduals, the state and civil society should be cooperating policymaking processes. Nonetheless, 

the state and civil society operate from different aspects and tend to pull strings on each other 

(ibid).  

Even though Young argues that the state has power to provide accessible rights, it is also known 

to be an instance that abuses power, which limits good services (Young, 2000:31). However, 

by allowing direct communication and cooperation with civil society in decision-making pro-

cesses, states can ensure democratic representation and promotion of justice and citizen’s well-

being. Young mentions South Africa as an example, where members of labour and CSOs have 

been given formal positions to present studies and discussions about policies (ibid.34). None-

theless, organisations must be on guard and uphold their principles, as there is a risk for them 

to be forced into the states own frame of justice. It is thereby of value to uphold their independ-

ence and oppositional functions (ibid.35). With reference to Young’s argument, this thesis aims 

to gain an understanding of the selected CSO’s relationship with South African state institu-

tions. Furthermore, the purpose is to examine to what extent the CSOs are willing to collaborate 

with state institutions, with regard to locate preventative methods against GBV. 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 

19 

2.2 Occupying Political Space  
As previously presented, Young’s theory holds the belief that members of civil society promote 

social justice, by bringing awareness to economic and social injustice. Thus, it is due to further 

explore how economic and social status, affect individual political participation and access to 

justice. Nancy Fraser (2008) criticise the belief that social justice can either be understood 

through distribution or recognition. Distribution-theorists question who have access to re-

sources and explains how economic segregation can prevent peers from political participation. 

Ultimately, this doctrine explains that lack of resources prevents people from interacting with 

decision-makers, which results in distribute injustice or maldistribution. On the other hand, 

recognition-theorists argues that social institutionalized hierarchies of cultural values prevent 

people from political participation, and it results in status inequality or misrecognition. Fraser 

argues that neither of these two aspects of social justice can exclusively be used as a tool to 

understand justice in a capitalist society. Furthermore, Fraser claims that only a theory that 

includes both aspects of distribution and recognition can present appropriate approaches to jus-

tice (2008:16). South Africa is a multinational state with a complicated colonial past, which has 

contributed to the country’s current structural inequality. This fact can possibly influence how 

the selected CSOs pose demands and recommendations to state institutions. In the aspects of 

distribution and recognition, this thesis will further examine how CSOs working with SRHR, 

demand the South African state institutions to take action against GBV, in strengthening and 

recognising the rights inherent in the SRHR discourse. 

In her previous work “Scales of Justice”, Fraser question the two-dimensional theory that she 

once believed covered all aspects of justice. Fraser argues that understanding justice in a glob-

alised world requires a third dimension, which she believes should be the political (2008:16). 

As this thesis aim to develop an understanding of how CSOs in South Africa frame their action 

against GBV, pursuing increased attention by the political leadership, it is of interest to explore 

Fraser’s definition of the political dimension. Fraser states that the characteristics of distribution 

and recognition are already political, as they generally are applied when demanding action from 

stakeholders. However, Fraser’s understanding of the political dimension is that it holds a 

deeper constitutive sense, because it connects with the state’s jurisdiction to decision-making 

processes. Thus, it is through the political dimension that we can see how struggles of distribu-

tion and recognition are played out. When looking at the concept of social belonging, the polit-

ical dimension allows an analysis of criteria’s that determines who belongs where. Meaning, 
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who is included in or excluded from belonging to the group of people that are able to access a 

just distribution and reciprocal recognition. Fraser states that the political dimension is therefore 

inclusive of an economic and cultural dimension, as it digs deeper to the question of who is 

entitled to make demands and how these demands can be proposed and judged (2008:17).  

The issue of representation is closely related to the aspects of the political dimension. Fraser 

argues that representation in itself is a question of social belonging, but also a notion of who 

gets access to be a part of decision-making processes (2008:17). Moreover, Fraser suggest that 

following questions should be asked when discussing representation; “Do the boundaries of the 

political economy wrongly exclude some who are actually entitled to representation? Do the 

community’s decision rules accord equal voice in public deliberations and fair representation 

in public decision-making to all members?” (Fraser, 2008;18). Fraser explains that such ques-

tions connected to the matter of representation are political. When a society have drawn unjust 

boundaries that exclude some peers from participation it results in misrepresentation. Further-

more, the issue of misrepresentation is also a question of misframing. Meaning that misframing 

is a result of misrepresentation, as it presents final political results that frame who is the subject 

of justice. By observing the issue of misframing, it allows us to question existing structures and 

decision-making procedures. The issue of frame is therefore a part of representation, as it proves 

the point of being neither economic nor cultural, but again explicitly political (ibid.19). This 

thesis will further investigate which aspects of GBV, the selected CSOs highlight as misframed 

in South Africa. Moreover, it is of interest to gain an understanding for how the CSO’s advocacy 

frameworks portrait required preventative methods against GBV and how they can be estab-

lished.  

2.3 Translators of Universal Human Rights 
Sally Engle Merry (2006) argues that awareness of human rights is essential when promoting 

the issue of GBV through the lens of social justice. Countries national institutions, CSOs, social 

movements, base their policies and actions on international human rights agreements. However, 

in order for women’s human rights to be effectively implemented, translation of the rights must 

be connected to a local context perspective. Merry argues that universal human rights hold dif-

ferent meanings in different countries, depending on the culture, background and power rela-

tions (Merry, 2006:1-2). CSOs maintain an important role when it comes to interpreting trans-

national human rights agreements to the local reality. Merry argues that CSOs take considera-

tion to ongoing issues and incidents in their countries and attach them to framed international 
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human rights documents. For this reason, CSOs function from a “double consciousness”, com-

pared to state institutions that generally only frame international agreements into domestic law 

(ibid.2). Nonetheless, CSOs and social movements face a paradox as it is important to adapt 

frames of human rights to existing national culture, but they must also confront and challenge 

unjust power relations. Merry explains that this is the most impactful way, as state institutions 

have primary access to full implementation of women’s access to human rights (2006:5). As 

SRHR implies important components of human rights, Merry’s theory will be applied to exam-

ine how the selected CSOs value transnational human rights protocols. Moreover, it is of inter-

est to gain further understanding of how the CSOs work with human rights protocols and how 

the rights are adjusted to the issue of GBV in South Africa.  

2.3.1 Women’s rights are human rights 
This thesis does not claim to tackle the universal characteristics of SRHR; however, the selected 

material reveals that the CSOs mobilise advocacy work across Africa. It is therefore of interest 

to examine the CSO’s transnational approaches and how it correlates with their feminist agenda. 

This section is therefore aiming to present Fraser’s explanation of the importance of transna-

tional feminism. Fraser claim that the third wave of feminism brought attention to the fact that 

feminist politics cannot longer solely operate from the modern territorial state. Feminism is also 

needed on a transnational level. The transnational approach is rooted in an understanding of 

how decisions that are made in the territorial state impact women globally (Fraser, 2008:112). 

Issues such as the spread of HIV, global warming and terrorism, all indicates that women’s 

access to wellness is no longer solely an issue of the territorial state, it is instead a transnational 

matter. The feminist struggle towards recognition is therefore captured in slogans like women’s 

rights are human rights; a statement that clarifies that the fight against patriarchy must be ap-

proached locally and internationally (ibid.113).  

In the aspect of misframing, gender justice is being reframed through bringing awareness to 

women living in poverty that cannot access domestic politics and transnational spaces. There-

fore, Fraser adds, gender justice should be pushed beyond the agenda of redistribution and 

recognition. As it shows that representation is not only a matter of creating space for women in 

politics. But furthermore, we must take consideration to aspects about justice that have yet to 

be framed in the already existing policies. For this reason, feminism in a globalised world must 

contain dimensions of redistribution, recognition and representation. These three aspects must 

be balanced when integrating the to the feminist struggle (Fraser, 2008:114).  
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2.4 Summary 
To summarize, the theoretical perspectives presented above provides different theoretical con-

cepts that will be applied and used while analysing the CSO’s advocacy frameworks against 

GBV in South Africa. Young’s theory provides comprehensive descriptions of how members 

of civil society, through oppositional actions against the state and mobilisation of marginalised 

groups, uphold core values of social justice. Both Young and Fraser highlight the matter of 

representation as an essential feature of social justice. However, Fraser’s three-dimensional 

justice theory distinctly articulate how the matter of representation reveals who is entitled to 

access decision-making processes. Moreover, Merry’s theory allows an understanding of the 

important role CSOs play while translating universal human rights. While Fraser explains that 

national feminist agendas have transformed into transnational matters due to globalisation. 

These theoretical perspectives allow the analytical process of the aim of this thesis, to carry 

multidimensional perspectives on how the CSO’s advocacy against GBV in South Africa can 

be understood. This is important as the selected CSOs hold different positions and missions.  
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3. Background  
This chapter aim to present the definition of GBV and its legacy in the international human 

rights community. Furthermore, there will be a presentation of South Africa’s historical and 

political background, and the current context in the country. The chapter will further specifi-

cally examine how the domestic structures in South Africa affect how GBV is played out. By 

exploring South Africa’s contextual background, one can better understand the CSO’s different 

ways of framing advocacy against GBV towards state institutions.  

3.1 Defining GBV 
The term GBV is relatively new in the human rights community. The usage of the term GBV 

has its history in international conferences between the 1980’s and 1990’s, where CSOs pro-

moted the term in discussions about violence against women (Merry, 2006:77). On account of 

CSO’s advocacy, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against women 

(CEDAW) developed the General Recommendation No.19 in 1992, to coordinate GBV to arti-

cle 1 in the convention issuing discrimination against women. In the General Recommendation 

No. 19, CEDAW defines GBV as “violence against women because she is a woman or that 

affects women disproportionately” (1992).  

Throughout the past decades, there have been frequent discussions in the international human 

rights community, about the term GBV and whom it includes. In the field of humanitarian ac-

tions, some argue that gendered and specifically sexual violence, also affects men in conflict 

and disaster settings. Supporters of this argument further argues that men in conflict settings 

are also exposed to other forms of GBV, such as forced recruitments into military forces. As 

follows, the term GBV is no longer solely used in reference to violence directed to women, as 

it is stated that men too are exposed to gendered violence (Humanitarian Practice Network, 

2020). Thus, some argue that the definition of GBV is an act of violence against an individual 

due to his or her gender or sexual orientation. However, there is still an awareness of the fact 

that GBV disproportionally affects women (GLC, 2018:2652).  

In 2017, CEDAW elaborated the definition of GBV in the General recommendation No.19 

through the General Recommendation No. 35. In the General Recommendation No.35, 

CEDAW specify the term by stating that it should be understood as GBV against women. 

CEDAW argues that GBV explains that violence against women is a social construct, rather 

than an individual matter. Thus, GBV is driven by oppressional economic, cultural, religious, 
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ideological and political structures (CEDAW Rec.35, 2017:5). CEDAW concludes that GBV 

includes all acts of violence against women which includes physical, mental, sexual, use of 

force or threats and other deprivations of freedom. Furthermore, GBV affects women of all 

backgrounds and every aspect of their life. Moreover, CEDAW demand states to exercise due 

diligence to adopt comprehensive responses against GBV. CEDAW includes aspects of SRHR, 

while explaining that states are required to adopt preventative methods that respects women’s 

autonomy and access to decision-making over their bodies (ibid.4). The usage of the term GBV 

in this thesis, refers to CEDAW’s statements in the General Recommendation No. 35.  

GBV is a violation of human rights and can be compared to other fundamentally stated human 

rights violations, such as torture. Similar to torture, GBV can result in pain, injury and even 

death. However, GBV is an everyday struggle for women across the world. It is therefore re-

ferred to as a “normal issue” instead of being valued as a violation of human rights (Merry, 

2006:2).  

3.2 South Africa 
The republic of South Africa is a former British colony that gained independence in 1962 after 

a “whites-only” referendum by the British and Dutch population in the country. The apartheid 

regime was established in 1948 by the white minority population in South Africa. The regime 

constructed a system of institutional racism through ranking and dividing the different races in 

the country; white, Asian, Indian, coloured (mixed race) and black. After years of domestic 

protests and western boycotts against the Apartheid regime, South Africa had its first multi-

racial democratic election in 1994. The African National Congress (ANC), that led the anti-

apartheid movement, was elected to rule the country. It has been 25 years since South Africa’s 

first democratic election and the ANC is still the ruling party with the current president Cyril 

Ramaphosa (CIA, The World Factbook, 2019). 

South Africa have a population consisting more than 57 million inhabitants (CIA, The World 

Factbook, 2019). It is stated that South Africa is one of the wealthiest countries in Africa, how-

ever, the country is also estimated to have one of the highest levels of domestic inequality in 

the world (BBC, 2019). The unemployment rate in South Africa is around 29 percent, and dis-

proportionately affect the youth population (CIA, The World Factbook, 2019). Over seven mil-

lion people of the country’s population is currently living with HIV and it is estimated that 

women make over 62 percent of the entire HIV positive population in the country. The South 
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African government have made large investments to prevent HIV, by creating awareness cam-

paigns and attempts to make anti-retroviral treatments accessible for all citizens (UN AIDS, 

2020).  

3.2 SRHR and GBV in South Africa 
The South African constitution states that all individuals have a right to a life free from dis-

crimination based on race, gender or sexual orientation. In the aspects of SRHR, the constitution 

state that everyone has the right to access health by highlighting reproductive health, and respect 

to individual’s dignity and bodies (Mbali & Mthembu, 2012:6). Throughout the past 20 years, 

South Africa has expanded and developed SRHR policies. For example, policies regarding the 

rights and safety for members of the LGBTQI+ community have been developed. However, 

social intolerance and discrimination towards the group remains an issue. In similar fashion, 

laws and policies that aim to prevent GBV has been addressed by the state. Nevertheless, the 

state has yet to implement evidence-based programmes that highlights patriarchal structures to 

motivate social change (Cooper et al. 2016:85).  

It is not possible to explain the issue of GBV in South Africa through one specific dimension, 

but it is important to develop an understanding for the country’s colonial past as it has affected 

its present state. As previously mentioned, the apartheid regime was ruled by the white minority 

population in South Africa, which constructed a system of institutional racism through ranking 

and dividing the different races in the country. The white population was placed at the top and 

black people on the bottom of the hierarchy. Amongst other violent methods, rape was used to 

control people of colour and was a way to remind them of their subordinate status in society 

(Moffet, 2006:131).  

The transition from dictatorship to democracy in 1994 was seen as a start of a future of peace 

and acceptance of racial diversity in South Africa. Yet, the country is still dealing with issues 

of class and race discrimination. The discourse of sexual violence tends to present black men 

as the main perpetrators. Some social scientists view this as post- apartheid trauma that indicates 

how racist and stereotypical views on black men still exist and have been internalised by all 

South Africans. What is often missing in that statement is that black South Africans are the 

majority population in the country, which can explain why documented cases of sexual violence 

reveal high rates in black communities (Moffet, 2006:135).  Generally, rates of GBV in South 

Africa are higher in segregated black and coloured communities located in townships. In such 
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environments, people are exposed to extreme levels of poverty, hopelessness, unemployment, 

alcohol and substance abuse and the threat of HIV (ibid.136-137).  

Research reveals that the spread of HIV is closely linked to poverty and sexual violence. 

Women that are members of marginalised groups such as the LGBTQI+ community, immi-

grants and sex-workers are mostly affected by the harm of HIV. Such marginalised groups that 

live in poverty lack access to basic human rights such as access to food, safe housing and health 

care (Ripsel & Popay, 2009:95-96). According to official statistics, HIV remains a great chal-

lenge in South Africa as the country accounts for a third of all HIV-infections in Southern Af-

rica. Unequal power relations between men and women, leave women without access to pro-

tection during sex, and access to health care after sexual harassments. Due to patriarchal struc-

tures, harmful traditional practices such as child marriage and virginity testing are also under-

lying factors to women’s vulnerability to HIV- infections in South Africa (ibid.95-96). Due to 

high rates of unemployment and unequal payments between men and women, transactional sex 

is common, particularly between young women and older men. The definition of transactional 

sex is when one offers money or material things in exchange for sex. Women living in poverty 

sometimes choose transactional sex in order to find ways to pay their education, safe housing 

and food (ibid.96). However, poverty does not fully explain the cause of sexual violence in 

South Africa, as it exists in parts of the country that are economically stable (Moffet, 2006:136-

137). 

In the early stages of South Africa’s democracy, the country’s constitution brought attention to 

the importance of upholding women’s wellbeing and access to human rights. Moreover, ratifi-

cation of international protocols such as the CEDAW and the Domestic Violence Act, have 

been incorporated into national policies to insure protection for women (Claassens & Gouws, 

2014:480). When attempting to understand the high rates of sexual violence in South Africa, 

one must look beyond the constitution, class and race. Sexual violence is primarily rooted in 

patriarchal structures that not only control women’s lives and bodies, but also predicts self-

blame and shame to its victims (Moffet, 2006:140). Furthermore, sexual violence expose 

women to fear that practically silence their ability to speak up and report their cases. Sexual 

offenders base their statements inspired by patriarchal norms and a rhetoric that implies that 

women “ask for it” through the way they carry themselves in public or that they take too much 

space (Moffet, 2006:142). South Africa’s leaders are no exceptions to this way of thinking. The 

former president Jacob Zuma was accused for rape of a young woman before he was elected to 
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president. During trial, Zuma failed to admit any guilt or apology, and offered the woman’s 

family lobola (an offer of money you give to the bride’s parents before marriage). Instead of 

losing support from the public, a large crowd of protestors were gathered outside the trial to 

show support Zuma’s statements. The woman received threats from Zuma-supporters and as 

she feared her life, she ended up leaving the country (Claassens & Gouws, 2014:483).  

Cultural symbols and practices such as lobola, are normalised in South African communities 

and can have an influence on the criminal justice system. The lack of women in the juridical 

system is viewed to be preventing women’s full access to justice. By reason that male judges 

often times confirm already existing stereotypes of women that are sexually harassed, which 

creates a systematic silencing effect of women’s experiences (Claassens & Gouws, 2014:484). 

Women make up to 42 percent of parliamentary seats in South Africa. However, women’s rights 

activists’ question whether women in parliament should be seen as allies or just insiders of the 

state (Gouws, 2016:406).  

Women’s rights organisations and movements in South Africa often choose transformative ap-

proaches, as they engage with state institutions while pushing for progressed legislations and 

policy-making actions. A good example of a transformative approach is the “Shukumisa cam-

paign” that work to tackle the issue of GBV, specifically sexual violence. Shukumisa is a coa-

lition based on 60 CSOs in South Africa working with rights of women, children, sex workers, 

LGBTQI+ community and people with disabilities. The coalition established a campaign in 

2008 targeting the 2007 Sexual Offences Act Amendment Bill in South Africa. Moreover, 

Shukumisa intervened with the state and demanded that the Bill would be included in the par-

liamentary agenda. In pursuance of further development and implementation of justice for sur-

vivors of sexual violence (Gouws, 2016:404).   

Transformative approaches are effective as they question the state’s power, however, CSOs still 

lack power to actually achieve the change they require from South African state institutions 

(Gouws, 2016:403). Because of this, women’s rights organisations rely on women in parliament 

to push their advocacy in the policy-making agenda (Gouws, 2016:406). The ANC, the political 

ruling party in South Africa, have created a Women’s League in order to pay attention to issues 

regarding women’s rights (Gouws, 2016:405). The ANC Women’s League (ANCWL) is a 

state-run organisation that mobilises women’s rights. However, critics view the ANC as a na-
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tionalistic party that refer to women simply as producers of the nation. Their nationalistic ap-

proach is believed to be controlling of the ANCWL’s work, as they must follow certain struc-

tures according to the party’s political agenda. Hence, the ANCWL lack feministic analyses of 

GBV and its connection to patriarchal structures. As a result, the ANCWL is not able to mobi-

lise strong campaigns in the same sense as Shukumisa (Gouws, 2016:407). Nevertheless, in 

comparison with the Shukumisa campaign, the ANCWL have an established social collective 

and political identity in South Africa. The ANCWL has therefore more access to political op-

portunities. Interventions created by CSOs such as the Shukumisa campaign, are able to 

broaden perspectives of how to prevent GBV, however, their tempo is often times not in line 

with the parliamentary policy-making processes and schedule. In addition, due to lack of coop-

eration with the state, it is difficult for CSO’s to provide an agenda that will be taken seriously 

by South African state institutions (ibid.404).  
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4. Results 
The results of this thesis are based on an analysis of the documents collected from the selected 

CSOs; Sonke Gender Justice (SGJ), Gender Links (GL), Women’s Legal Centre (WLC) and 

Soul City Institute (SCI). The documents contain different descriptions about the CSO’s advo-

cacy tools and work against GBV in South Africa. Due to the CSO’s different ways of working, 

some documents are older, and others are more recently published. Thus, the results of this 

thesis cannot produce knowledge that fully represents all the CSO’s current work. However, 

the results reveal situated knowledge based on the content in the selected documents, which 

allows an understanding of how the CSOs frame their advocacy work. This chapter aim to pre-

sent the results from the analysed documents thematically.  

4.1 CSO’s Vision and Mission 
All the selected CSOs have a section with the title “Theory of Change” or “Our Mission/Vision” 

in annual reports published on their websites. In these sections, the CSOs present an introduc-

tion about the organisation’s history, their ideological approach to justice and the purpose of 

their work. All the CSOs claim to have implemented a feminist strategy as a tool to guide their 

work. Although the organisations have similar views on justice and its connection to feminism, 

there are some differences in the way they present their purpose. The following sections will 

present how the selected CSOs choose to define their approach to justice and work.  

 

SGJ express a vison which illustrates that all individual’s wellbeing lay a healthy foundation 

for the development of a democratic and just society. Moreover, SGJ argues that the fight 

against patriarchy must include all individuals; women and men, as well as girls and boys. SGJ 

state that gender justice can be achieved through SRHR-work, in order to allow all individuals 

access to equal and healthy relationships. Furthermore, SGJ states that their goal to promote 

these aspects through capacity building and educational development in different communities.   

SGJ’s presented approach to justice highlights all individuals access to SRHR, by including 

women, men and children. This differs from the other selected CSOs such as GL, that choose 

to specifically frame women’s access to justice. 

 

In GL’s theory of change, the organisation highlight gender equality as the core foundation in 

their work. GL explains that gender inequality is found in every aspect of society; at home, 

work, schools and state institutions. Through this, GL argues, that discrimination of women has 
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been normalised in all aspects of life. Thus, in order to achieve a just and equal society, GL 

argues that gender equality must be accomplished first. GL claims that access to SRHR and 

economical justice are essential cross-cutting themes they adopt to address the issue of gender 

inequality in Southern Africa. GL’s purpose is to promote gender equality by conducting evi-

dence-based studies which hold state institutions in Southern Africa, including South Africa, 

accountable for their actions.  

 

WLC present their approach to justice in a similar fashion as GL, in which women are their 

primary projective. WLC introduce themselves as an organisation with an African feminist 

agenda. According to WLC, their feminist approach is a guiding tool to understand how 

women’s life’s depending on their different races, classes and sexual orientation are affected 

by patriarchal structures. WLC acknowledge that women amongst marginalised groups in 

South Africa, particularly black women, are mostly affected by violence and discrimination. 

WLC state that their mission is to provide free legal advice and bring awareness to SRHR, 

which allows women the freedom to make choices over their bodies and every-day life.  

 

Similar to WLC’s statement, the SCI describe themselves as an intersectional feminist organi-

sation fighting for social justice. SCI claim that an intersectional perspective reveals how layers 

of oppression based on race, gender and class effects young women’s access to justice. Through 

this perspective, young black women are mostly affected by discriminating structures. For this 

reason, SCI programme and services aim to promote health and gender equality through provid-

ing knowledge about SRHR and GBV to young black women and girls.  

 

4.2 Advocacy Tools 
The CSOs frame their mission in their annual reports, in which they all claim that they are based 

in South Africa and run partnerships with other organisations across Africa. Moreover, the 

CSOs presents international and regional human rights protocols as the foundation for their 

presented values. Protocols that are frequently mentioned are the Agenda 2030 Sustainable De-

velopment Goals (SDGs), CEDAW and Southern African Development Community (SADC) 

Protocol on Gender and Development. It also appears that international and regional human 

rights documents are used to hold the state accountable for agreements they have signed.  
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Although the CSOs have different work agendas, they use similar methods and tools when mo-

bilising advocacy work against GBV. All the selected CSOs claim that social media and other 

popular mass media platforms are essential when mobilising their advocacy work, in order to 

demand action from the state. Looking through national campaigns that the CSOs have created 

or been a part of, it appears that they are all formulated in hashtags. One can assume that 

hashtags are used with purpose to allow the campaigns to easily spread on social media.  

SCI is one organisation that present the majority of their advocacy work through media plat-

forms. The organisation has created radio programmes, a drama-show on tv and educational 

magazines for young women and girls. SCI argues that their presence in different media plat-

forms allows them to build social cohesion on all levels of society. The aspiration to advocate 

change in regard to GBV on different levels of society, is something all the CSOs present in 

their mission statements. For instance, SGJ state that it is important to engage with and em-

power citizens through activism, in order to support the government and hold it accountable for 

its actions. SCI, SGJ and GL claim that their effective responses to GBV are created through 

partnerships with social movements, state institutions, research units, trade unions and human 

rights instances. In terms of advocacy against GBV on a national level, SGJ and GL have con-

ducted evidence-based research and policy-briefings. GL tracks how countries in the SADC are 

working against GBV through annual “Barometers”. In comparison to the other CSOs, WLC is 

the only organisation that specifically targets the criminal justice system in South Africa. WLC 

does not only provide legal advice to marginalised women and CSOs, they also engage with 

state institution by drafting legislation proposals.  

4.3 Framing GBV in South Africa 
 

4.3.1 Framing GBV within SRHR 
The selected material presents the CSO’s recent advocacy work against GBV. Before introduc-

ing their statements and suggestions, the CSOs present the issue of GBV in South Africa and 

its harming effects on women’s lives. While observing how the CSO’s frames of SRHR, they 

all include the fight against GBV as an important part of their work. The issue of GBV is pre-

sented as a result of women’s lack of access to SRHR. Meaning that, women’s lack of access 

to SRHR prevents them from making choices over their bodies and lives. The CSOs state that 

there is a gap between women’s rights in the South African constitution and in reality.  



 
 
 

 

 

32 

All the selected documents reveal that GBV is correlated to HIV. GL is one of the organisations 

that firmly connects sexual violence as an explanation to why women are predominately af-

fected by HIV in Southern Africa. Following this statement, GL criticise the SADC by stating 

that: 

Compared to the attention given to HIV awareness and resource allocation for its pre-
vention, SADC member states have lacked real political will and financial commitment 
to end GBV, despite its significant impact on SRHR outcomes for women, girls, men 
and boys as well as the economy. (GL, 2019:171). 

In the quoted paragraph, GL states that members of the SADC have failed to financially invest 

in actions against GBV. Furthermore, GL argues that GBV ultimately negatively effects all 

aspects of society. Moving along, the selected material reveals that the CSOs brings attention 

to different forms of GBV. What is frequently mentioned is sexual violence and inter- partner 

violence. In WLC’s 2016 and 2017 annual report, the organisation brings awareness to an up-

rising trend of forced sterilisation of women that are HIV positive.   

The Sterilisation Act of 1998 is clear in stating that when a woman undergoes a sterili-
sation procedure, her informed consent must be obtained. It also stipulates how the 
consent must be obtained, and that the patient must be provided with an explanation 
that the procedure is permanent, and she will not be able to bear children in the future. 
Physicians performing forced sterilisations are not only violating internationally recog-
nised human rights, but also their duties as medical professionals. (WLC 2017,18).  

 

In the presented statement by WLC, the organisation’s criticism against the trend of sterilising 

women without consent is supported by applicable legal frameworks. In addition to this, WLC 

also point out that the practice of forced sterilisation violated human rights.  

 

4.3.2 Women’s Lack of Safety in Public 

Women’s public experiences of GBV is frequently presented in the selected material. SGJ is 

one of the selected CSOs that emphasises the issue of women’s access to safety and wellbeing 

in public through their study “Women and girl’s experiences of gender-based violence in public 

transportation”, published in 2019. The study is based on surveys and interviews with women 

and girls that have experienced GBV on public transportation in the Western Cape and Gauteng 

Province in South Africa. In the study, SGJ argues that women and girl’s lack of safety in public 

transportations must be analysed from a perspective that includes their socio-economic status, 
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as well as their overall wellbeing. In the introduction of the study, SGJ explain why this topic 

should be researched and argues that:  

The frequency of women’s use of public transport is directly linked to their employment 
status and income, the location of their places of work or education, and the relative 
distance from where they live. Given their multiple roles, women thus tend to spend 
more time commuting and make more trips – to get to their places of work or education, 
to access opportunities and essential services such as healthcare, and to meet the needs 
of their additional care work. (SGJ, 2019:11)  

SGJ is essentially arguing that women’s use of public transportation does not only allow them 

the ability to fulfil their education and carriers, but also access healthcare facilities and care for 

their families. Following this statement, SGJ state that women and girls in South Africa are 

faced with all forms of violence in public transportation, by drivers and male commuters. SGJ 

presents evidence-based information in order to explain GBV’s harming effects on women and 

girl’s lives. For example, SGJ states that “Experiences of gender-based violence, sexual harass-

ment and other crimes perpetrated against women and girls influences their willingness to take 

public transport to work, school and other extra-mural events and activities” (SGJ, 2019:11). 

This statement by SGJ, emphasize that women and girl’s GBV experiences on public transpor-

tations negatively affect their willingness to enjoy their freedom in public spaces. By using the 

term “willingness” SGJ’s draws attention to women and girl’s mental health after experiencing 

GBV. Thus, women and girl’s lack of willingness to be on public transportation can be under-

stood as lack of motivation. Succeeding to address women and girl’s mental health, SGJ state 

that it is a matter that is not given enough consideration by the state. Similar to SGJ’s point, GL 

too highlights how GBV negatively effects women’s wellbeing. In GL’s “2019 Voice and 

Choice Barometer on Gender-based Violence”, the organisation state that sexual violence does 

not only cause physical injury, but also “emotional distress”. GL continues to explain that 

women’s lack of access to healthcare facilities that offers medical and psychological treatments, 

lead them to seek support from informal resources. The informal resources often include family 

members, friends, faith-based sources and community leaders. GL argues that lack of profes-

sional treatments can negatively affect women’s mental health, as these sources sometimes re-

produce already existing myths that normalise violence against women.   

4.3.3 Lack of Access to Report GBV Cases 
The selected CSOs present GBV in correlation to poverty, which they generally associate with 

women’s lives in townships. In July 2019, WLC published an article on their website named 
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“#PoliceResources and how the case affects women”. The article brings attention to the Cape 

Town township Khayelitsha, stating that reported cases of GBV in the township has been 

proven to be one of the highest rates in the world. WLC further argues that the high rates of 

GBV in Khayelitsha continues to increase due to lack of police resources in the area.  

Khayelitsha has been the site of many crimes against women in the past year alone: In 
2016, two women were brutally murdered, and their bodies were left in public toilets. 
Incidents such as these have contributed to a climate of fear among women in Khaye-
litsha and demonstrate the grave issues with the current policing system. (WLC, 2019). 

The statement quoted above, WLC states that the brutal violence against women in Khayelitsha 

imposes fear into women. Following this statement, WLC argues that there are not enough 

police resources in the township considering the high rates of brutal crimes.  Furthermore, WLC 

argues that the issue does not only concern Khayelitsha. The misplacing of police resources is 

a structural issue in South Africa, as police officers are predominantly placed in “white high-

income areas”. Moreover, WLC states that “The allocation of police human resources, espe-

cially in areas such as Khayelitsha, unfairly discriminates against black women living in infor-

mal settlements” (WLC, 2019). Through the previous statements, WLC brings attention to the 

issue of gender, race and class in South Africa. WLC goes further to explain that lack of fair 

distribution of police resources, is essentially discriminating black women as they are 

overrepresented in townships.  

The topic of police resources is mentioned in the majority of the selected documents. In their 

study about women and girl’s experiences in public transportation, SGJ examine women and 

girl’s ability to report GBV cases. Turning back to WLC’s previous statement, SGJ also argues 

that GBV projects fears to women and girls. Moreover, SGJ states that the study’s findings 

revealed that fear prevents women and girls to report cases of GBV to police stations.  

Women also said they did not feel empowered to report incidences as they felt they did 
not have the support structures they needed to guide them and support them after inci-
dences have occurred; they also feared continued victimisation, that commonly results 
from perpetrators who are released on bail, after a case has been lodged and presented 
in court for the first time (SGJ, 2019:46). 

The presented quote above describes that women do not feel encouraged to report cases as they 

express that perpetrators do not face serious consequences. Furthermore, women do not count 

on authorities to protect victims of GBV. SGJ continues to explain that 75 percent of women in 

the study choose not to share their experiences, as they fear to be attached to existing stereotypes 
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of women who have been sexually violated. SGJ’s findings also reveals that statistics fail to 

represent GBV experiences lived by women and girls who are refugees or immigrants in South 

Africa. This depends on the fact that refugees and immigrants feel that they lack access to legal 

rights in South Africa. According to SGJ, this is an issue that the South African state must 

examine since female refugees and immigrants too should be protected from GBV.  

4.4 Demanding Action from State Institutions 
 
4.4.1 General Demands and Recommendations 

The majority of the CSOs demands the state to take action against GBV by presenting general 

demands or recommendations. Of all the selected CSOs, GL is the one that mostly provide 

general recommendations. It is assumed that this depends on the fact that GL’s work is directed 

to all countries in SADC. Thus, GL does not go into depth with demands and recommendations 

that specifically target South Africa. However, GL claims that the recommendations are appli-

cable in all countries in SADC, as they face similar obstacles. In the “2019 Voice and Choice 

Barometer on Gender-based Violence”, GL requires all governments in the SADC to invest in 

police resources, in order to improve data collections that develops analysis of GBV. According 

to GL, this would strengthen countries democratic values as it gives all sectors the tools to work 

against the issue and hold states accountable for their actions. GL continues to argue that coun-

tries’ preventative work against GBV must “address the factors that make individuals victims 

or perpetrators in both the private and public spheres, including GBV in emergency situations” 

(GL, 2019:200). While aiming to further explain that statement, GL argues that countries need 

to implement educational programmes with intent to address attitudes to GBV. GL argues that 

educational programmes in all sectors of society can work as tools to prevent GBV. For in-

stance, GL suggest that the educational programmes should essentially be included in sex and 

sexuality education programmes in schools. This way, children can be educated about healthy 

and equal relationships. In addition, GL argues that countries in the SADC must make efforts 

to include “informal structures”, meaning individuals with powerful positions in society such 

as faith leaders. By including such sources in educational programmes, GL states, countries can 

ensure that proper “human rights-based support” is normalised in communities. Conclusively, 

GL states that:  

Ending all forms of GBV requires a strengthened multi-sectoral approach. This in-
cludes the justice and legal, security, health (including sexual and reproductive health), 
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education, economic, social services, humanitarian, and development sectors. These 
approaches must work at the individual, family, community, local, national, and global 
levels. (GL, 2019: 200) 

Returning to the topic of women’s lack of safety in public transportation, SCI have also taken 

action to address the issue. In 2017, SCI organised a campaign named #SafeTaxisNow after a 

serial of rape cases in taxis (minibuses) in the Johannesburg township Soweto. The goal of the 

#SafeTaxisNow campaign were to encourage state institutions to develop strategies that pro-

motes women’s public safety. SCI also lobbied for new legal frameworks for the Taxi industry 

and demanded that a “National Safe Taxis Charter” would be developed. On their website, SCI 

presents of links to their articles and appearances on different types of media platforms where 

they mobilised the campaign. The article “Action to guard women using taxis” by Health-e 

News, presents a panel discussion with the South African National Taxi Council (SANTACO) 

that was hosted by SCI. It appears that SCI not only demanded SANTACO to take action against 

GBV in taxis, but also the government: “(…) communities needed to fight against taxi attacks 

and government should take urgent action” (SCI, 2017). Although SCI made clear statements, 

they did not fully explain how and what type of action they require from stakeholders and state 

institutions. 

4.4.2 Detailed Demands and Recommendations  

The selected material contains different types of documents, which influence their content. 

Documents that are based on evidence- based content, such as research’s, provides more de-

tailed demands and recommendations from stakeholders and state institutions. SGJ is one of 

the selected CSOs that states clear and structured demands to state institutions, in their study 

about women and girls’ GBV experiences in public transportation. First, SGJ stresses the need 

of implementing “gender sensitive” awareness programmes about GBV to bus and taxi drivers. 

SGJ suggest that this could be initiated as an annual training that teaches drivers about a “com-

muter- focused costumer service”. According to SGJ, many bus and taxi drivers are dealing 

with “serious mental health issues” and criminal pasts, which presumably effects their social 

behaviour towards women and girls. Thus, SGJ argues that the suggested annual training should 

include an awareness programme about mental health.  

Officers need to be equipped with gender- based violence and sexual harassment train-
ing and able to handle and address cases of a sensitive nature when reported. An effi-
cient and responsive complaints mechanism to report violence in the taxi industry is 
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needed. Having complaints offices and personal security patrolling the taxi ranks would 
be beneficial (SGJ, 2019:59).  

Moving to the next demand, SGJ states that there is lack of accountability in the public trans-

portation system. SGJ exemplifies this by stating that many of the taxi drivers does not own 

license to drive passengers and are not equipped with name tags. This challenges women and 

girl’s ability to open up cases against specific drivers, as they struggle to identify them. Fur-

thermore, SGJ state that if or when drivers are found guilty of sexual harassment, stakeholders 

must hold them accountable for their actions. SGJ’s statement indicates that violence against 

women should be viewed as a serious crime. Stating that guilty drivers of this crime “must be 

suspended and removed from their positions – and identified as perpetrators of violence against 

women” (SGJ, 2019:59).  

Furthermore, SGJ states that there is a need for the South African state institutions to implement 

safety sources in areas with high rates of violence such as townships. SGJ suggest that “neigh-

bourhood watches” can ensure that women and girls that walk long distances in early mornings 

and late evenings, to- and from public transportations, are safe. SGJ goes even further to de-

mand the state to provide self-defence tools to women. “Women should be encouraged to arm 

themselves with pepper sprays and tazers, to protect themselves in case of crime. These need 

to be subsidised by government – until permanent and lasting solutions are implemented that 

guarantee women’s holistic and overall safety as commuters” (SGJ, 2019:47).  

In their presentation of demands and recommendation to the state and stakeholder, SGJ states 

that the South African infrastructure must be developed in favour of women’s public safety. 

Infrastructure changes are presented as the most urgent required action from state institutions 

and effected stakeholders. Thus, SGJ demands these changes:    

•  Installation of cameras inside public transportations and also on the platforms.  

• Installation of emergency alert systems such as bottoms in order for victims to access 

urgent help. 

• Installation of emergency phone booths on transportation platforms to give victims ac-

cess to report GBV incidents immediately. 

• Develop gender segregated transport hubs such as “women and children only” carriages. 

• Ensure proper lighting around public transportation platforms and in townships. 
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In addition to the previously mentioned demands, SGJ state that the issue of women and girl’s 

safety on public transportation must be included in the South African National Strategic Plan 

of GBV. SGJ states that there is a need of “serious interventions”, as the journey of improving 

women and girl’s safety on public transportations must include collaborations with all sectors 

the matter concerns.  

4.4.3 Policy and Law Advocacy 
All the selected documents reveal elements where the CSOs not only demand development of 

existing laws and policies, but also, requirements to implement frameworks that aim to prevent 

GBV. GL is one of the CSOs that work with policy intervention with members of the SADC 

community. In 2014 GL published a “policy brief “in regard to Femicide. In the document, GL 

explains Femicide as “intentional murder of women because they are women”. The document 

also present statistics and ratings of Femicide in the southern African region, in which South 

Africa is included. In the policy brief, GL argues that it is necessary to address Femicide within 

specific legal frameworks. 

(…) countries need comprehensive legal frameworks that create an environment for 
women and girls to live free of violence and typify femicide as a specific crime. Laws 
must be implemented, so that cases are diligently investigated, perpetrators brought to 
trial and conviction and sentencing must be commensurate with the heinous crime. (GL, 
2014:5). 

In the quoted statement above, GL argues that countries in the SADC, need to implement spe-

cific Femicide legal frameworks, in order to develop accurate prison sentencings for perpetra-

tors. Following this statement, GL argues that policies and laws against GBV must be imple-

mented on all levels of society.  GL states that coordinated approaches are essential in order “to 

meet the goal of eliminating all forms of GBV by 2030”. Which indicates that GL presents their 

demands based on the Agenda 2030 SDGs.  

In the recently published article “The Soul city Institute calls on President Ramaphosa to act on 

ANC MP, Mr Boy Mamabolo”, SCI address a case concerning the ANC parliament member 

Jacob Boy Mamabolo. The article claims that Mamabolo inappropriately used GBV as a tool 

to “score political points”. SCI explains that Mamabolo’s actions show sign of “toxic mascu-

linity” that fail to understand the gravity of the issue of GBV in South Africa. Furthermore, SCI 

presents a description of statistic of GBV in South Africa:   

Three women die at the hands of their intimate partner every day. 2,930 women were 

murdered in South Africa in 2017/18, and the murder of women and children made up 
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19.3% of the total murder count in that same year.  South Africa’s rate of femicide is 

five times the global average.  In 2015/16 alone, some 275 536 applications for protec-

tion from Violence Against Women were lodged with South African courts (SCI, 

2020). 

In the quoted statement above, SCI brings attention to the proximately of the violence that 

women in South Africa are faced with and focuses primarily on Femicide. Following this state-

ment, SCI argues that “Toxic masculinity and impunity are driving the scourge of violence 

against women and girls – apologies matter, but they are not enough.  Action and accountability 

are required” (SCI, 2020). Moreover, SCI argued that the South African government must start 

to examine and act against the “mockery” that victims of GBV face in the justice system.  

WLC is one of the organisations that primary work with developing the South African criminal 

justice system while protecting victims of GBV. In 2017 the WLC published a “Written Sub-

mission to the Portfolio Committee on Justice and Correctional Services: Judicial Matters 

Amendment Bill (B14-2016)”. The submission was created together with another organisation 

named Rape Crisis Cape Town Trust. In the submission, both organisations state that they meet 

clients whom express frustrations about how their GBV cases are not taken seriously in courts. 

WLC gives a further explanation of the main causes for this: 

Practically, if a court has both sexual offences and non-sexual offences (either enrolled 
on that court roll because there are not enough sexual offences to justify a full court 
roll, or a matter is drawn from another court when the court roll of the sexual offences 
court is completed for the day) many of these non- sexual offences cases will become 
part heard. (WLC, 2016:8) 

In the presented quote, WLC explains that GBV cases are most likely disfavoured in compari-

son to other cases with other subject matters. Following this statement, the submission stated 

that there is a necessity to implement specialised sexual offences courts. As these types of courts 

that are specified in sexual offences would ensure that GBV cases are recognised.  

4.4.3 Achieved Goals through CSO’s Advocacy Work  

Though all the annual reports have different structures, the reports generally reveal descriptive 

information about the CSO’s activities and achieved goals. SGJ, WLC and GL’s annual reports 

provide detailed and analytical content, which describes their lessons and achievements. On the 

other hand, SCI’s annual report briefly display their activities throughout the year.   
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SGJ’s “2018/19 Annual report” declare that the organisation has supported and been a part of 

the #TotalShutDown movement, which was based on protests against the high rates of GBV in 

South Africa.  Furthermore, SGJ states that the progress caused by their advocacy in the move-

ment, gave them an opportunity to attend a summit on GBV with South Africa’s president Cyril 

Ramaphosa. In the summit, SGJ state that they requested the government to produce a National 

Strategic Plan (NSP) on GBV. This eventually led President Ramaphosa to sign an agreement 

to develop a NSP on GBV as a guiding tool for South Africa to tackle the issue of GBV. SGJ 

continues to present another milestone, stating that the executive mayor of Mnquma municipal-

ity in Eastern Cape, have agreed to work with SGJ and other local government departments in 

that area. Because of this, SGJ has established a GBV-forum in partnership with the mayor of 

Mnquma municipality. GL’s “2018 Annual report” disclose that the organisation is a part of 

Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance, which is a regional network based on CSOs. Thus, 

the network hosted eight cyber dialogues during Sixteen Days of Activism. These dialogues 

encouraged discussions about gender related issues, with seven countries in the SADC.  

In WLC’s “2016/17 Annual report”, the organisation state that they were declared as “amicus 

curiae” (allowed to intervene in court) in the Western Cape Equality Court. As amicus curiae, 

WLC have continued to criticise the unfair distribution of police resources in townships. Fur-

thermore, WLC also clarifies that the written submission on Sexual Offences Courts, were cre-

ated on behalf the Shukumisa campaign that they were a part of. Looking at SCI’s “2016 Annual 

report”, there is no description of achievements in regard to their advocacy work against GBV. 

However, in the presentation of their work, SCI claim that due to their productivity on all levels 

of society, their programmes and campaigns reach 80 percent of the South African population.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 

41 

5. Analysis & Discussion 
The introduction chapter of this thesis presented a discussion about how components of SRHR 

emphasize the importance all countries duty to protect women from GBV. As presented in 

chapter three, South Africa’s constitution promise to protect women from violence, yet, the 

country evidently scores one of the highest rates of GBV in the world. CSOs are estimated to 

be a strong force that demand South African state institutions to implement strategies that elim-

inates GBV. To further investigate how CSOs frame their advocacy against GBV to state insti-

tutions, the following question was articulated: How may CSOs working with SRHR-related 

issues, contribute to South African state institution’s implementation processes of strategies to 

combat GBV? In this final chapter, the results of this thesis will be analysed and discussed 

within the frame of the presented theoretical approaches to justice in chapter two.  
 

5.1 Advocating Transnational Change 
The multiple components of SRHR are based on people’s fundamental rights, stated in interna-

tional human rights protocols. Merry argues that internationally claimed human rights will be 

interpreted relatively to country’s different domestic contexts. Furthermore, Merry argues that 

CSOs play an important role in these processes, as they translate universal human rights and 

attach them to ongoing events in their local contexts (Merry, 2006:2). With Merry’s point being 

proven, the results from the documents reveal that the selected CSOs base their values on uni-

versal and regional human rights agreements. For instance, the Agenda 2030 SDGs, CEDAW 

and the SADC Gender protocol. The CSO’s choice to include GBV as an essential part of their 

SRHR work, is also viewed as a practice that successfully links the rights to a matter that dis-

proportionally affects women in South Africa. Along with this, the CSOs use international hu-

man rights agreements as guidelines in their advocacy work against GBV. Hence, the CSOs use 

international and regional protocols, as tools to criticize state institution’s lack of commitment 

to implement resources against GBV and to demand action. The criticism and requirements that 

are presented to state institutions typically explain that the state’s disregard to implement strat-

egies against GBV, will prohibit South Africa to reach the SDGs in Agenda 2030.  

Fraser argues that due to globalisation, feminist claims of justice are no longer solely expressed 

in domestic national frameworks, but also on a transnational level. Moreover, Fraser explains 

that the rise of transnational feminism, depend on the idea that feminists acknowledge that de-

cisions made within national frameworks, eventually affects women globally. Thus, patriarchy 
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should not only be addresses in territorial state, but also on a transnational level (Fraser, 

2008:112-113). The results from the analysed documents display information that portraits the 

CSOs to hold a transnational feminist agenda. The selected CSOs claim that they work in dif-

ferent ways with SRHR-related matters not only in South Africa, but also in other parts of 

Africa. The majority of the CSOs work directly with trade unions, human rights instances and 

other CSOs across the region. Generally, countries in Southern Africa are specifically targeted 

by the CSOs. This presumably depend on similarities amongst countries in the SADC, in which 

GBV is one of the issues they all struggle with. Ultimately expressing solidarity for women 

across Africa, but specifically Southern Africa seem to be a respected value of the selected 

CSOs.    

5.2 Mobilisation for the Marginalised 
Young argues that CSOs improve the value of democracy and solidarity, as they occupy space 

for marginalised groups whom are excluded from participation in the political sphere. Thus, 

members of civil society allow marginalised groups space to share their life experiences and 

mobilise those stories to build an opposition against power. This way, Young argues, civil so-

ciety makes a distinct connection between the personal and the political (Young, 2000:9-10). 

The results from the analysed documents reveals that there are disparities in the CSO’s ways of 

framing marginalised groups amongst the women whom become victims of GBV. For example, 

SGJ frame “women and girls” as a category, which indicates the importance including girl’s 

vulnerability to GBV.  Furthermore, SGJ also point out that women and girls amongst refugees 

and immigrants are disregarded in statistics, as they lack access to report GBV cases. CSOs 

such as WLC and SCI, frame black women living in townships as the group that is primary 

affected by GBV. However, what is commonly presented in all the CSO’s documents is that 

women living in poverty and informal settings are disproportionally affected by GBV. The 

frameworks of marginalised women living in poverty, correlates with the presented background 

of SRHR and GBV in South Africa through chapter three. Where it appears that segregated 

black and coloured communities generally score the highest rates of GBV in South Africa. This 

is due to the fact that these communities are exposed to extreme poverty, unemployment, alco-

hol and substance abuse (Moffet, 2006:136).  

Moving forward, how then do the selected CSOs mobilise GBV stories of women whom are 

marginalised in South Africa? The selected CSOs mobilise their advocacy work against GBV 
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through different media platforms such as social media outlets, articles in newspapers, maga-

zines, tv shows and radio programmes. It is through the different media platforms that the CSOs 

are able to reach local communities while exposing norms that cause GBV and its harmful 

effect on women. Young states that members of the civil society encourage democratic com-

munication, while infusing self-determination into individuals, which in itself develops partic-

ipatory democracy (Young, 200:22). In accordance to Young’s statement, the CSOs state that 

one of their important purpose is to mobilise knowledge and engage with communities, in order 

to build a strong force against the state. Through the CSO’s coordination of campaigns and 

support to movements such as the #TotalShutDown, they are together promoting self-determi-

nation and motivating communities to participate in their advocacy against GBV. It is therefore 

safe to say that the selected CSOs utilize fundamental human rights such as freedom of speech, 

in order to address underlying norms that cause GBV and further mobilise communities to par-

ticipate. As GBV is an issue that have been normalised and a part of the everyday life for women 

in South Africa, the CSO’s advocacy against GBV, turns women’s private experiences into 

pollical matters. How then do the CSOs mobilisation of the issue contribute to the journey to-

wards justice for victims of GBV? This question will be analysed and discussed in the following 

section.  

5.3 Recognition of GBV Marginals  
Fraser argues that individuals’ access to social justice should be understood through three di-

mensions; distribution, recognition and representation. The aspect of recognition guides us to 

interpret how institutionalized hierarchies of cultural values can prevent peers from political 

participation (Fraser, 2008:16). The results reveal that a large part of the CSO’s advocacy work, 

contain information about the extent of GBV in the communities in which they operate. In 

accordance to the recognition aspect that Fraser presents, the selected CSOs particularly point 

out marginalised women; black women, women whom are refugees and immigrants and women 

who live in poverty. Women within these groups are estimated to lack access to safety within 

their communities and in public spaces. Furthermore, the CSOs explain that GBV exists in all 

parts of women’s lives in South Africa due to deeply rooted patriarchal structures. South Afri-

can state institutions are no exception this, as the parliament is pointed out as a space filled with 

toxic masculinity.  
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Moreover, the organisations present inter-partner violence, while touching on how sexual vio-

lence is an underlying factor to the great spread of HIV. However, the majority of the docu-

ment’s targets women’s lack of safety in public places, such as public transportations. In addi-

tion, women’s experiences of GBV in public places are linked with their ability to access 

SRHR. Through this, the CSOs brings awareness to how GBV negatively effects women’s 

wellbeing. Not only do the CSOs distinctly connect GBV to the threat of HIV and physical 

injury, they also specifically argue that it puts women’s mental health at risk. The CSOs em-

phasis that women’s lack of safety directly disrupts their mental health, which prevents them 

from enjoying their full rights and freedom. Additionally, women are also prevented from ac-

cessing essential parts of life safely, such as work and education.  

The CSO’s ways of framing the issue of GBV are closely linked to the background description 

of South Africa in chapter three. Their arguments repeat a statement that has been frequently 

mentioned, that the South African constitution which highlights women’s wellbeing (Mbali & 

Mthembu, 2012:6), fail to protect women from GBV. As women within marginalised groups 

are highlighted, the CSOs are essentially targeting the issue of structural and racial inequality 

in the country. Ultimately, the selected CSOs link the issue of GBV to segregation and poverty.  

5.4 Demanding Fair Distribution of Resources  
The aspect of distribution in Fraser’s three-dimensional social justice theory, explains that in-

dividuals whom live in economically segregated communities, lack resources to access political 

participation (Fraser, 2008:16). The results reveal that the CSO’s documents question the lack 

of fair distribution of resources in South Africa and how it affects victims of GBV. As men-

tioned earlier, the selected CSOs particularly point out marginalised women; black women, 

women whom are refugees and immigrants and women who live in poverty. Women within 

these groups are estimated to lack access to safety within their communities and in public 

spaces. How the CSOs frame demands to state institutions, depends on the purpose of the or-

ganisation. For instance, GL as an organisation that conducts regional GBV barometers, pre-

sents general recommendations that are applicable for all members of the SADC. This differs 

from WLC, that specifically target aspects of criminal justice in South Africa in their advocacy 

work.  

Generally, the demands and recommendations that the CSOs state in the documents can be 

divided in two categories; long-term and short-term solutions. What is understood as the short-

term solutions, includes the CSO’s demands which describes that state institutions must take 
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urgent action to ensure safety for marginalised women. This category further involves the 

CSO’s demands of fair distribution of police resources, to not only protect women from vio-

lence, but also to make it accessible for them to report GBV cases. The request is based on the 

fact that fair distribution of police resources is not guaranteed for women living in townships, 

although they face extreme levels of GBV every day. The CSOs also demand state institutions 

to implement safety resources for women in public places, such as public transportation. More-

over, there are presented demands towards state institutions to place security cameras, emer-

gency-alert systems and to create “women and children-only” spaces in public transportations. 

Furthermore, the results also show demands that require the state to develop the infrastructure, 

such as installation of proper streetlights around public transportations. The CSOs also demand 

state institutions and stakeholders to establish accountability processes that ensures that justice 

is served to victims of GBV. The CSOs explain that GBV perpetrators must be held accountable 

for their actions, which they argue is not the current case in South Africa. In addition, a specific 

suggestion the request of Sexual offences courts. Another one that is viewed as controversial, 

is a demand that require the state to contribute with self-defence tools to women.  

Moving forward to the long-term solutions, the category covers the CSO’s demands that aim to 

change society norms and attitudes about GBV. This includes the cases where the CSOs de-

mand state institution to create educational programmes with gender perspectives that are gen-

erated in all sectors of society. The presented demands explain that it is specifically important 

to address the dangers of GBV, and how stakeholders can adopt preventative methods. Further-

more, the CSOs recommend implementation of educational programmes in schools that focus 

on SRHR, which can give students knowledge about safe sex and sexuality. The South African 

state is also demanded to conduct data that follows the implementation processes, and track if 

implemented preventative methods against GBV are progressive. Ultimately, the CSO’s de-

mands of fair distribution of resources, demonstrate how SRHR-values can be implemented on 

all levels of the South African society. 

The CSO’s ways of demanding fair distribution of resources, can also be analysed through 

Merry’s theory. Merry states that, while CSOs successfully adapt universal human rights to 

national contexts, they must also challenge injustice found in the local culture (2006:2). A ques-

tion that appears is furthermore if the selected CSO’s demands to state institutions, are adapted 

to the local context in South Africa. It can be argued that the selected CSOs, through the ana-
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lysed documents, do acknowledge the context in South Africa while demanding state institu-

tions to take actions against GBV. As presented earlier, the CSO’s demands, are generally based 

on the needs of the communities they serve. However, one can question if the CSOs have con-

sidered the state institution’s ability to implement their demands and recommendations.  

As presented in chapter three, South Africa has a complicated colonial past and the footprints 

of apartheid has contributed to the structural inequality in the country. In regard to the short-

term solutions, the majority of the demands such as to ensure available police resources or 

install proper streetlights, can be viewed as basic necessities in a society. However, the ability 

to implement such demands depends on the context of the country in question and its resources. 

In this case, the CSOs seem to believe that South African state institutions do have the resources 

to implement their demands, as it is a question of fair distribution in the country. For example, 

WLC argued that there are enough police resources in South Africa, however, they are generally 

placed in high income-white neighbourhoods instead of low-income areas. Nonetheless, it is 

unclear how such demands that require the state to create “women and children-only” spaces in 

public transportation or to offer women self-defence tools, should be implemented in South 

Africa. It can be argued that CSO’s role is to simply request action, without considering the 

state’s resources to implement programmes against GBV. To Young’s point, the role of the 

civil society is to build an opposition against the state (2000:10). Thus, it is justified that some 

of the selected CSO’s demands indicates a utopic vision of solutions that promotes women’s 

safety, instead of considering the states resources. With consideration to the rates of GBV in 

South Africa, which scores one of the highest in the world, CSO’s advocacy must push the 

boundaries in the country. As it might be their only choice in order to motivate action from 

South African state institutions.  

5.5 Demanding Representation and Inclusion 
Fraser argues that the representation aspect of her three-dimensional social justice theory, allow 

us to explore the question of social belonging and whom is included in decision-making pro-

cesses. Furthermore, Fraser argues that representation hold both the distribution and recognition 

aspects. As representation further reveals who is included or excluded from belonging in the 

group of those who can access a just distribution and reciprocal recognition (2008:17). As pre-

viously presented, the CSOs point out that marginalised women in South Africa are specifically 

affected by GBV. Moreover, the CSOs presented that the matter of women’s public safety is 
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misrecognised by state institutions. Following this, the CSOs demand fair distribution of re-

sources that cater to women’s public safety and that over time work with changing attitudes and 

patriarchal structures causing GBV. Thus, the CSO’s advocacy work can be regarded through 

Fraser’s understanding of misframing (2008:19). The selected CSO’s frames of advocacy 

against GBV, highlight misframed aspects of GBV that are disregarded by South African state 

institutions. Hence, it leads to the question of how the selected CSOs frame the goals they wish 

to accomplish with their advocacy work towards the state. According to Young, there are limits 

to what CSOs can accomplish through their activism. This depends on the fact that the state 

upholds great power and influence in the construct of justice. Laws and policies that are estab-

lished within state institutions can eliminate oppression in a larger scale. Thus, Young argues 

that both state and civil society are needed to uphold the essential elements of social justice in 

the frames of democracy (2000:30-31). In accordance to Young’s point, the selected CSOs do 

acknowledge that the state holds larger power when it comes to the fundamental change they 

wish to see, in regard to GBV in South Africa. This further explains why the CSOs target de-

velopment of already existing policies and laws, by highlighting the aspects that should to be 

advanced through their drafts of policy briefs and submissions.  

Returning to aspects of representation explained by Fraser, one can claim that the CSOs are 

demanding state institutions to include them in decision-making processes. The results from the 

documents, reveals that the CSOs recommend state institutions to develop policies and legal 

frameworks together with members from all sectors in society. This includes members from 

what the organisations view as informal settings such as community and faith leaders, but also 

stakeholders in public transportation, educational and health care systems. Through these 

claims, the CSOs are essentially promoting policy-making processes that ensures that preven-

tative methods against GBV covers all aspects of society.  

The CSO’s presentations of their achievements through their advocacy work, reveal that they 

too aspire to be recognised for the work that they do to prevent GBV. The results revealed that 

the CSOs have been invited to be part of policy-making processes of national policies against 

GBV. The CSOs have also been given tools from the state to conduct networks in regard to 

prevent the matter. The CSO’s advocacy methods are viewed as transformative approaches, 

which have been proven to be a common strategy amongst CSOs in South Africa (Gouws, 2016: 

404). Young argues that CSOs must protect their principles and values in collaborations with 

state institutions, as they might be forced to operate accordingly to the state’s frames. This could 
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potentially lead CSOs from their important independent and oppositional functions (Young, 

2000:35). The results from the analysed documents do not reveal apparent descriptions of CSOs 

work methods within environments with state institutions. Moreover, there is no information 

that reveal if the CSOs have faced any obstacles in collaborations with state institutions. How-

ever, it is clear that the CSOs do not fear to express criticism against state institution’s lack of 

action against GBV. The CSO’s opposition against the state is spotted in all the analysed doc-

uments despite year of publication. This can be viewed as a sign of confidence in their voice 

and the change they require from the state. It can also be an indicator which proves that CSOs 

access to rights such as freedom of speech and expression are well respected in South Africa.  

As mentioned above, the selected CSOs seem to be demanding to be included in decision-mak-

ing processes. Thus, it raises the question of whether the CSOs are taking on a role that essen-

tially belong to state institutions. As mentioned in the introduction chapter, the selected CSOs 

are all well established in South Africa. Furthermore, the majority of the organisations have 

throughout the years practiced work that state institutions should be doing. For example, SCI 

originally started as an SRHR clinic and is today offering SRHR education content to young 

women and girls. Thus, it can be argued that the selected CSOs generally are familiar with 

carrying responsibilities that initially belong to state institutions in a democratic society. One 

can assume that this thesis would have reached different results if recently established CSOs or 

movements were included. Perhaps, they would not express the same need to collaborate with 

state institutions, and rather focus on building an opposition against the state. According to the 

presented previous research, CSOs that advocates women’s rights in South Africa are no longer 

striving to be included in state institution’s process against GBV. Many of them are instead 

focused on producing radical approaches against GBV (Britton, 2006:161). Thus, it can be 

claimed that the dynamic between CSOs and state institutions in South Africa, depends on the 

organisation in question and their position in society. Additionally, it also depends on their 

approaches against GBV and whether they trust state institutions to take required action. To 

summarise, the results of this thesis reveals that the selected CSO’s advocacy frameworks 

against GBV lay on two levels. The CSOs aspire to radically fight against GBV in communities 

and collaborate with state institutions in implementation processes of strategies to combat the 

matter.  
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6. Concluding Remarks 
The aim of this thesis was to gain an understanding of how CSOs working with SRHR-related 

issues, work to strengthen South African state institution’s strategies against GBV. The results 

of this thesis were achieved through a qualitative content analysis of four CSO’s documents, 

which frame their advocacy against GBV and how they approach state institutions. As the CSOs 

have different missions, the material contained a wide range of documents such as evidence-

based research, policy-briefs, articles and annual reports. The results reveal that the selected 

CSOs utilize of internationally claimed human rights agreements to frame criticism against state 

institutions and demands of action against GBV. Moreover, the results reveal that the CSO’s 

advocacy, highlight and question patriarchal structures and norms that cause GBV. To mobilise 

their advocacy against GBV, the CSOs use media platforms such as social media outlets, radio 

programmes and tv shows.  

 

The analysed documents by the selected CSOs, specifically request South African state institu-

tions to recognise how GBV effects women’s everyday life. The results reveal that the CSOs 

acknowledge the high rates of inter-partner violence in South Africa, however, what is mostly 

highlighted is GBV cases in public places such as public transportations. Women within mar-

ginalised groups in South Africa, are portraited as the most vulnerable to GBV. This includes 

black women, women whom are immigrants or refugees and women living in poverty. Further-

more, the CSOs demand state institutions to recognise that GBV does not only cause physical 

injury and increase the spread of HIV infections, it also negatively affects women’s mental 

health. Additionally, the CSOs state that GBV projects fear into women and prevents them from 

accessing essential parts of life such as work and education safely. Ultimately, the CSO’s ad-

vocacy against GBV, demand state institutions to recognise the structural inequality and how 

deeply rooted patriarchal structures cause the high rates of GBV in South Africa.  

 

Essentially, the analysed documents by the CSOs predominantly portraits requests of fair dis-

tribution of resources to ensure women’s safety protect and their lives. As the CSOs highlight 

the issue of GBV in public spaces, the majority of the presented demands are generally re-

sources that need to be implemented in the public life. The CSO’s demands are spread over a 

broad spectrum. To name a few, the CSOs require South African state institutions to improve 

the infrastructure in the country, make police resources accessible for women in townships and 
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create Sexual Offences Courts. The CSOs also demand state institutions to implement educa-

tional gender focused programmes in all sectors of society. Moreover, the CSOs also demand 

the state to implement SRHR-based educational programmes in schools, that provides 

knowledge about safe sex and sexuality.  

 

In order to achieve ensure that their demands of fair distribution are implemented by state in-

stitutions, the CSOs highlight the matter of representation in decision-making processes about 

GBV. Thus, the CSOs emphasis that it is of importance that South African state institutions 

include stakeholders and actors of all sectors in society. This is to ensure that strategies and 

resources against GBV are implemented correctly and in all aspects of society. Moreover, the 

results from the analysed documents reveal that CSOs uphold an opposition against the state, 

but they also aspire to be included in state institution’s decision-making processes against GBV.  

 

In conclusion, the results of the analysed documents by the selected CSOs reveal that their 

advocacy against GBV promotes the core values of SRHR. This is acknowledged through the 

way the CSOs highlight women’s wellbeing and how it is affected by the surrounding structures 

in South Africa. Due to the structural inequality in the country, marginalised women are dis-

proportionally affected by GBV. This further indicates that GBV in South Africa is caused by 

deeply rooted patriarchal structures, however, it is intensified in segregated environments. 

Moreover, the CSOs demand fair distribution of resources from state institutions in order to 

prevent GBV and cater for women’s wellbeing.  

6.1 Further Research 
This thesis has combined different topics; SRHR, GBV and CSO’s work in South Africa. As 

the thesis is based on a qualitative content analysis of documents, I am aware that the results 

cannot represent the actual reality of the CSO’s advocacy work. In order to successfully reach 

profound results, it is suggested that further research of the combination of these topics conduct 

empirical material. Furthermore, as South Africa has a complex colonial past and deeply rooted 

structural inequality, an intersectional approach is needed to fully understand how GBV affects 

women differently in South Africa. 

Throughout the process of analysing the results of this thesis, it appears that the relationship 

between CSOs and state institutions in South Africa is complicated. This aspect needs to be 
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further investigated in order to gain an understanding of the boundaries between the civil soci-

ety and the state, and thereby analyse how different responsibilities are divided between the 

two. One suggestion is to closely study the topic the democratic space in South Africa and what 

influence it has on CSO’s SRHR-related work.  
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