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Rural Women’s assembly 

Key Dimensions of Social, Ecological and Political Economy Context of southern Africa 

Where are the points of intervention for a transformative feminist agenda? 

By Masego Madzwamuse: 

As I was preparing for this talk two voices played in my head; 

One was the voice of Memory Kachanmbwa the Director of FEMNET who challenged me recently when 

I was giving a lecture on climate change impacts…I made a statement about building women’s resilience 

to climate change and her response was as a feminist ‘I reject the concept of resilience – resilience is a 

term that is over-utilized to further burden women’. While I could think of numerous arguments I could 

use to counter her point I instead chose to reflect and ponder on what she was trying to communicate 

to me.  

There is a power in the language we use and the concepts we adopt and while in the climate policy 

spaces there is a tendency to through around technical terminology what Memory was imploring me to 

do was to think about the political nuances of the words we use… who does the framing and what are 

the implications. This is a point I would like us to come back to later in our discussions. 

The second voice that was playing in my head was that of my sister Everjoice Win. Back in 2007 she 

wrote an article – Not Very Poor, Powerless or Pregnant: the African Woman Forgotten in 

Development. In this article she challenged the singular image of the African woman as resource poor.  

Everjoice challenged us to go a step further and think about women’s’ experience of unequal power 

relations – regardless of class. And to think about strategic alliances that unleash the potential of 

women as agents of change – i.e. how can women who are here be allies and leaders in development.  

This speaks to me as an individual- as I was questioning my legitimacy to be sitting here and addressing 

you today. And I found the answer as the personal is political I stand here in solidarity with you as a 
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woman and as one who is only a generation removed from your reality and the issues you work on. This 

is what drives me as I pursue the agenda of the Southern Africa Trust. 

This point about women as agents of change is an important one which the Rural Women’s Assembly as 

a movement embodies. The language used to frame the agenda of RWA hasn’t been one that depicts 

the rural woman as poor and helpless… it has instead been a celebratory one; 

The Guardians of Land, Love and Life 

The context: Key Dimensions of Social, Ecological and Political Economy Context of southern Africa 

Nothing drives the message home like the climate crisis does and in particular its differentiated impact 

on women. It is the one phenomenon that drives home - the message we learn from ecofeminism … ‘the 

oppression of women and the oppression of nature are fundamentally linked’. 

For us to identify the spaces for transformation we need to have a good sense of the current and 

future problems we are likely to face; 

1. Climate change – in 2018 the IPCC cautioned us – only 12 years remain for significant measures 

to be taken to reverse the impacts of climate change – Africa faces the brunt of climate change 

and yet it is the continent that contributes the least in terms of greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

African countries (with the exception of SA and Nigeria) contribute only 5.7% to total 

accumulated gas emissions since the 1850s and a single country like the USA which has opted 

out of the Paris Declaration is responsible for 18.6% of GHG emissions. 

 

And in SA mind you only 10% of the population is responsible for 80% of the emissions.  
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There is a direct correlation between structural inequalities and the climate crisis  

 

One of the most visible consequence of climate change is an increase in the intensity and 

frequency of extreme weather events. These disasters have resulted in major loses of lives, 

infrastructure, economy, natural resources and livelihoods 

 

Between 1970 and 2014 12 000 weather related disasters have been recorded affecting more 

that 22 million people everyday – But these disasters are not experienced in the same way 

across the world. The highest death tolls, losses and damages are concentrated in the 

developing world.  

 

Bringing the issue closer to home – between 2018 and 2019 devastating floods, including those 

caused by Cyclones Desmond, Idai, Kenneth affected the whole sub-region form Angola and 

Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The horrific 

impacts are still fresh on our minds. 

 

The reality we face has forced a change in the language– there is now talk of a climate 

emergency but is it matched with a change in responses-  No  

 

This the message has gone largely unheeded by most governments. Instead we see a response 

that has largely shifted the responsibility to citizens and individuals and not the industries and 

the economic system that is to blame for the crisis we are in – plant trees, don’t use plastic, 

don’t buy new clothes and so forth – what has happened to the discussions around the low 

carbon development path  
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Agriculture which provides a livelihood for the millions of rural communities is demonized – the 

conversation is not about what type of agriculture drives environmental degradation and 

climate change. 

 

In your statement in April you captured the extent of the problem so aptly; 

 

 agricultural production especially of maize will be reduced by half. We know the 

implications of this for food security especially given how the maize economy driven 

policies of our region have had a negative impact on Agro-biodiversity and traditional 

foods – this has been at the core of your seed and food sovereignty agenda 

 it will result in the extinction of 50% of Africa’s birds and mammals by 2050 – the 

implications for the integrity of our ecosystems and the very sources of life are dire 

 eroding the previous gains of development particularly in the health sector – the 

expansion of malaria into areas that were previously malaria free zones…the burden of 

care it will place on women 

 water scarcity – we have seen how this drives land and water grabs 

The underlying causes of vulnerability include high levels of poverty, national indebtedness, poor 

infrastructure, unemployment and low levels of capacity to generate and use climate information & 

early warning systems. Women’s experience in all these spheres is known to us. 

This is a subject that you all know about and you have been working hard to mobilize around as a 

collective.  
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As stated by Bhatnagar of the Friends of the Earth International – “climate change is not just weather: It 

is systems, markets, financial networks, deals struck between ministers and corporate executives or 

bankers” These are the people we ought to hold accountable for the climate debt. 

The same countries that are vulnerable to the impacts of climate change continue to fuel the same 

system that causes the problem. Think of the millions of investments that are going into Mozambique 

for oil and gas explorations- Pun intended – Every oil company you can think of has jumped into 

Mozambique to get its fingers in the gas. BP, Shell, Chevron and countries such as Japan, India, Thailand, 

France, UK, Russia, China – As it turns out the poor country that is Mozambique is Afterall rich.  

Ben Ehrenreich in an article he wrote in April points to the absurdity of the system when he draws our 

attention to the following ‘the liquid and natural gas fields have an awful stench ‘shortly after the LNG 

fields were discovered in 2013 the London office of Credit Suisse and the Russian Bank VTB extended 

secret loans of more that $2 billion, guaranteed by the Mozambican Government to companies 

controlled by military officials’. 

 They defaulted and who paid the price? Citizens and especially women as austerity measures as they 

often do lead to cutting back on public services health being top of the list. Not the banks 

The question of the rise in sovereign debt is one that requires close attention in our region – debt 

together with the increasing levels of financialization of social services in particular health. 

This is not a new issue. In his recent article on Why Debt is a Human Rights Issue- which appeared in the 

mail and guardian Deprose Muchena reminds us that as far back as 2001 the debt levels in Southern 

Africa had reached $62.12 billion in 2001. This was 100% of the combined GDP of Angola, DRC, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia. As we speak Zimbabwe is in a precarious debt of $18 billion and 

while struggling to provide for the socio-economic rights of its citizens the country is forced to repay its 

debt.  
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Mozambique – recalling the secret debts I spoke about earlier, is faced with an additional debt burden 

of $118.2 million for the recovery efforts from cyclone idai. Why are these loans through the IMF and 

not Reparations? 

Zambia is feared to have hidden debt and crisis similar to that of Mozambique waiting to explode. 

Officials claim that debt sits at $8.7billion but there are suspicions that it could be double that. There is 

mounting evidence of undisclosed loans estimated at $15.6 billion. Yet for most countries debt 

contraction laws require transparency and approval by parliament. 

Since 2000 China has entered the lending scene – adding complexity to the debt issues in the continent. 

By 2016 China’s cumulative loans to Africa had reached $124 billion. Angola, DRC (do we have any 

sisters from these countries), Kenya, Sudan and Ethiopia were top beneficiaries. 

There are many other issues that I wish I could speak about like the impact of the fourth industrial 

revolution -but we don’t have time to get into that today. 

Points of intervention for transformative change: (See AFMA report) women in tech… 

The world is not going to be a familiar and forging place. How will we as women come together to 

respond. How are we organizing to respond – there is an opportune moment as capitalism is in crisis 

1. Firstly, the notions of power must be restructured – how do we create a powerful 

interconnected community that dismantles patriarchy 

2. Shape the narrative that is driving the climate change responses as one feminist sister said ‘we 

can not look to those who brought us climate change to sell us solutions’. We need to occupy 

and claim the climate policy space at all levels- local level where adaptation and mitigation 

takes place – the national level where policies are framed and the international level where 

deals are struck and science is driven 
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3. The system is collapsing and there is a desperate search for alternatives - Search for 

alternative productive systems – agroecology is recognized as a viable alternative. - women as 

stewards and custodians how will we reclaim that space and drive the narrative?  How do we 

engage with IPR? 

4. Connect with other movements – the growing divest movement and youth movement on 

climate change. Are we engaging with these spaces? Can we imagine the power in numbers 

behind a compact between women and youth – that makes for an unstoppable force 

5. How do we build resilience? What is even a feminist perspective of this? Do we need a new 

language? 

6. how do we the current crisis in to opportunities? 

7. Lastly expect resistance form those in power – the same way that movements led by our 

mothers and sisters that came before us faced. Think of the attacks on Wangari Maathai and 

the Green Movement; Ruth Nyambura of the African Feminist Movement; Winnie Mandela 

and the list goes on. It will be hard work but we are the change 


