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“… feminism doesn’t mean the same thing to all people; feminism is sometimes a contested 
space. The label doesn’t meet everyone’s expectations, but is a welcome home for others. 
Feminism is profoundly about power, potential, passion, and rights. Feminism has changed in 
purpose and meaning throughout the ages.” (Thorpe, 2018: 7) 

One of the world’s oldest forms of inequality 
is gender inequality. It manifests itself 
in violence against womxn and girls, in 
limitations on access to land ownership 
and on the rights of womxn and girls to 
engage in political processes. Inequality 
is bad for everyone, but it has devastating 
consequences for black womxn who make 
up the majority of South Africa’s poor. Even 
though we have a legislative and policy 
framework in place to guide how basic 
services are delivered, more than half of 
South African households live in poverty and 
do not have access to basic services.

Not having access to basic services such 
as water and electricity negatively affects 
womxn and girls more than mxn, as often it 
is womxn and girls who bear the burden of 
fetching water, washing clothes, collecting 
wood for fire and cooking food. The 
patriarchal sexual division of labour means 
that in addition to womxn being responsible 
for childcare and cooking, womxn usually 
have also to manage water, sanitation, family 
(and communal) health and energy supplies. 

This is part of the triple burden that womxn 
carry in families and society¹. Improving 
black womxn’s access to basic services 
means improving the lives of the most poor 
and overburdened in South Africa.

Current initiatives to mainstream and 
consider gender in the delivery of services 
has not as yet managed to address prevailing 
power imbalances between womxn and 
mxn. There are many ways in which this 
imbalance can be addressed but none is as 
impactful as a feminist approach. 

A feminist approach is a rights based 
transformative framework that emphasises 
inclusivity, participation and collaboration. At 
its centre it seeks to tackle deeply ingrained 
historical power imbalances, reorganizing 
power relations to achieve inclusivity.

A feminist lens is used to reflect on basic 
service delivery at a municipal level and 
focuses specifically on the provision of water, 
sanitation, electrification and housing. Using 
a feminist lens, what, for example, would 

public toilets look like if they were built with 
womxn users in mind?

2020 is important for womxn’s rights: it is the 
25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration 
(Beijing+25, 2020). In 1995 womxn from 
all over the world came together in Beijing 
with the purpose of asking for gender 
equality and empowerment of womxn, 
everywhere. This meeting of minds led to 
the development of the Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action as a vehicle to rally 
people around geder equality and womxn’s 
empowerment. The core message, central 
in the plan for action, was that empowering 
womxn empowers humxnity. Since then, 
many governments (including South Africa) 
and civil society across the globe have 
translated the Platform for Action into 
country specific deliverables. Sadly in South 
Africa, 25 years after the promise of Beijing, 
womxn have still not achieved equality in 
the manner envisaged, instead they are 
facing increasing violence and increased 
misogynism. Government doesn’t seem to 
know what to do.
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This article uses the words womxn, mxn and humxn as opposed to woman, man and human as a conscious way of ensuring the inclusion 

of transgender persons. By doing so it recognises that as important as it is for government to provide basic services, it is equally important to 

advance conversations on inclusive and non-discriminatory service provision.



Central in conversations around feminism is 
the notion of power, how it is held, used, and 
by whom it is used. Feminism as an approach 
engages power, choice and decision-making 
in ways that ensure the inclusion of the 
underprivileged. It assumes that there are 
people who are less represented in the 
decisions being made by those in power who 
should be represented and whose needs, 
views and voices matter. These could be 
decisions about where schools must be built, 
where communal taps must go, how big the 
public ablution facilities must be and where 
they must be, how wide the streets must be, 
etc. All of these are decisions that impact on 
the daily living of many people, and on their 
use of time.

Over the years, there has been very little 
attention paid to town planning and service 

delivery from a feminist perspective. 
Conversations on feminism were mostly 
limited to ensuring inclusivity in the decision-
making structures. It took a while for the 
feminist movement to understand that 
representation of womxn did not necessarily 
translate to feminist decision-making and 
feminist resource allocation.

Feminism is not just about womxn. It is 
about the imbalance of power in a society 
whereby the majority of the population 
struggle to achieve their potential. The 
barriers to power and equality are varied 
and interconnected. How power is exercised 
often enables exclusion. Local government 
is the sphere of government closest to the 
people. It is the coalface of service delivery. 
Where power is located and used in local 
government ultimately impacts on how 

services are delivered, who benefits from 
such services and where service delivery 
takes place. The decision-making process is 
where womxn are often excluded, resulting 
in detrimental consequences not only for 
womxn, but for communities at large.

Decisions on services such as water, 
sanitation and electrification impact on 
mxn and womxn differently. Lack of access 
to electrification affects womxn and girls 
far more than it does mxn. In households 
with electricity, womxn spend less time 
on household chores. In many households 
in South Africa roles are gendered; for 
example womxn are responsible for 
cooking, cleaning, doing the washing, 
looking after children, caring for the 
elderly or the sick, while mxn go out in 
search for jobs, work on farms and herd 
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cattle. In households with no electricity, it 
is normally womxn or girl children who have 
to walk far distances to collect wood for fire 
and water for cooking. The time taken to 
collect wood and water, making the fire and 
cooking is reduced when there is electricity, 
freeing time for womxn and girls to engage 
in other activities, including economic or 
productive activities.

Of course there are those who argue for 
the benefits of social networks harnessed 
by womxn and girls in the process of 
collecting wood or in the long distances 
travelled to fetch water. To this one only 
has to ask a girl child who has had to 
travel long distances in extreme weather 
conditions if they would have rather walked 
that distance chatting to friends or if they 
would have preferred access to electricity 
and I bet they would prefer some comfort. 
A World Bank study by Samad and Zhang 
(2019) found that access to electricity 
can empower womxn in several ways. 
Firstly, it can increase womxn’s labour 

force participation, i.e. the ability to seek 
work or participate in the economy. Womxn 
with an independent source of income are 
likely to have greater bargaining power 
in the household. This also includes 
having greater control over household 
assets. Secondly, womxn with access 
to electricity can lead healthier lives. 
Healthy womxn are better able to be more 
productive in society and advance their 
own agency. Thirdly, womxn with access 
to electricity are able to access the internet 
and electronic media for information, 
thus allowing greater opportunities for 
economic empowerment and political 
participation. Social media platforms also 
allow womxn to have easier and cheaper 
access to family and friends – it shortens 
the distances between people. Fourthly, 
the study also found that access to 
electricity can lead to better education 
opportunities and outcomes for girls. 
Better education for girls has a long term 
positive development effect on not only the 
girls life, but on future generations as well. 

When municipalities electrify households, 
it leads to greater womxn’s participation, 
decision making and empowerment inside 
the household (intra-household level).

The meaning and value of a home has 
evolved over time. A home is no longer 
an oppressive institution linked to hard 
gendered labour but in feminist thinking it 
is viewed in a more nuanced manner which 
seeks to balance the negative experiences 
associated with home for womxn against 
recognition of the potentially positive 
aspects of a relationship with home, 
where home could be seen as a safe 
space of dignity.

Now shifting our attention to other basic 
services provided by the state, let us look 
at communal ablution facilities in informal 
settlements for example. If communal 
toilets in informal settlements were built 
using a feminist lens they would have 
facilities such as:
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•	 Larger	 toilets	 with	 adequate	 space	
that allows one to take an infant 
inside either for safety or for changing 
a nappy; and would be accessible to 
differently able-bodied persons and 
those in wheelchairs.

•	 Doors	would	be	 located	 facing	a	bright	
light source for the safety of womxn and 
girls; and they would have locks.

•	 There	would	be	socially	acceptable	
disposal facilities in or near the 
toilets for womxn and girls to use 
to dispose of sanitary and other 
feminine hygiene products. 

•	 There	 would	 be	 safe	 and	 secure	
access to clean water nearby the toilet 
for use by womxn and girls during their 
menstrual cycle. 

There are many other examples and 
instances where one can show the 
difference that would be seen in the 
quality of basic services if they were 
designed and delivered by feminist 
thinking people. Humxn settlement 
development is another that could be 
done differently if it were approached 
through a feminist lens.

Conclusion
This article has highlighted that womxn 
do not benefit equally from government 
services. Gender differences impact 
strongly on how womxn, mxn and non-
binary people access, participate and 
influence government decision-making 
processes and the extent to which basic 
services respond to their needs. This article 
is not only written for development planners 
and decision-makers in government but is 
written for the service user who needs to 
awaken to the reality and the limitations of 
the basic services provided by the state. 
Feminism as an approach, framework and 
thinking is not about gender but is a manner 
of being and doing. It is about embracing 
the responsibility of ensuring that the world 
is fair and that services respond to the 
needs of all not just a limited few.

1  The triple burden refers to the role women are expected to play at home, at work and in 
the community.  


