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Introduction 
 
 When looking at gender South Africa, there are obvious disparities that exist across the 
nation. According to the World Economic Forum, a Swiss NGO, South Africa is the 19th worst 
country in regard to gender inequality (France-Presse 2017; WEF 2017). While 19th place is 
nowhere near winning an unfortunate race, it is still incredibly high. The World Economic 
Forum report also stated that even though female representation in political institutions has 
increased, other disparities - like the gender pay gap (in South Africa, currently at 23%), have 
increased and that it would take decades to right these wrongs (France-Presse 2017). Despite the 
perception that South Africa is progressive in regard to gender equality, specifically in policy 
and in the constitutional law, public policy is not implemented in a way that can promote greater 
gender equality. One clear example of this is that women in South Africa have the right to legal 
abortion (with stipulations occurring after 12 weeks) , but access to facilities capable of 
performing abortions is limited due to factors such as social stigma, distance, cost, and the 
overall lack of such facilities (Driesens 2018). It is easy to see that there are gender disparities in 
South Africa, but what is more important is how these disparities intersect with one of the 
leading indicators of success and equality: education. Education has been seen as an equalizer of 
people around the world, as it allows access to opportunities like almost nothing else can. A good 
educational background often can provide the means to succeed and make it possible for some to 
break out of cycles of poverty and inequality. Gender disparities amplify other socio-cultural 
inequalities and gender is an additional barrier for women that reduces access to education. This 
paper explores the history of the education of black women in South Africa within the broader 
context of social inequality to demonstrate that education may be a key factor in the effort to 
combat gender disparity in South Africa and in efforts to help women break out of cycles of 
poverty and inequality. 
 
Gendered History of Public Education in South Africa 
 
 South Africa's education system did not begin during apartheid, although much of its 
history is still tainted by colonialism. The education of girls during this colonial period (1652-
1910) in South Africa shows an interesting connection between colonial paternalism and 
Western ideals about "taming" the "other". One common way the South African colonial 



Lambda Alpha Journal 
Volume 49, 2019 
             

Page 128 

government sought the "taming of the native population" was via missionary schools that taught 
the Christian doctrine along with other western standards such as speech and dress. (Healy-
Clancy 2013). In this way, missionary schools used assimilation through education as a clear 
means of establishing control over parts of the population. Some of these missionary schools 
sought to forcefully teach anyone they could, but African girls, in particular, proved to be a 
problem, since they had to have their father' s permission in order to attend school. Healy-Clancy 
(2013), explains that the decision to accept only girls who had been given permission to attend 
school was "Entirely keeping with the gendered and generational basis of colonial governance ... 
what Jeff Guy has termed an 'accommodation of patriarchs"' (Healy-Clancy 2013, 54). In other 
words, the early colonial education of young women, which was more an assimilation attempt 
than a real educational experience, was designed around the girls' fathers. The claim of the 
patriarch over minors, which included unmarried women of any age, meant that the colonial 
governments had to bow to local customs of patriarchy, which matched their own (i.e. Western) 
customs regarding the control of women. 
 
 During the period of apartheid in South Africa (1948-1991), which separated racial 
groups to the extreme both physically and socially, the education of African women followed a 
similar pattern. Education - to the South African government - was "working for a patriarchal 
mission within a patriarchal state" (Healy-Clancy 2013, 88). The actions of state schools that 
sought to teach and control black students through western education were still part of the 
colonial endeavor. Young black women were being taught when their patriarchs allowed, and 
then only if they could even afford an education. In addition, access to education was often 
stratified by race, location, and social class. Black women could pursue an education only if their 
government, families, and economic situations could allow. In addition to this, race was now - 
during Apartheid - a greater factor than ever before, since attending segregated schools was now 
institutionalized by law, rather than just a factor of location. Healy-Clancy notes that when black 
women were able to seek an education, "The state sought to ensure the reproduction of a black 
labor force on a shoestring, it increasingly relied upon the work of educated African women in 
the core social service professions of teaching, nursing, and social work" (2013, 88). So, the few 
elite black women who were able to seek out an education were limited in the academic 
endeavors they could pursue. These areas of education further facilitated the colonial project, 
situating black women in positions of service. According to Healy-Clancy, social workers, 
nurses, and teachers all perform services that the government often neglected, especially in black 
communities (Healy-Clancy 2013). Thus, by educating black women, the apartheid government 
in South Africa was helping itself rather than helping black women. White women, on the other 
hand, were provided a greater variety of academic endeavors and career choices and had the 
certainty that apartheid South Africa would have a job well suited to their whiteness. White 
women also had access to Model C schools - well-resourced, white-only schools that easily 
transitioned them from one education level to the next. 
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 Schooling was a way for black students to be assimilated into South Africa in a way that 
was positive for the government, but the colonial education system did succeed in "taming" 
South African women. Starting in the 1970' s, school attendance for young women actually 
increased despite protests across the country. Healy-Clancy argues that this increase in educated 
women arose as "Patriarchal apartheid policies exploded, exposed as the fictions that they were, 
young men cultivated 'struggle masculinities', violently asserting their control over young 
women. In this fraught context, young women sought mobility - to provide for themselves and 
their families" (Healy-Clancy 2013, 168). As students were protesting and violence erupted, 
school then became a haven for young women to educate themselves and move up in the world, 
regardless of race. An education was one of the best ways out of poverty and, at the time, the 
best way into the better white communities, so young women knew what path they needed to 
take in order to remove themselves from the patriarchal control that had been following them 
their whole lives. In the waning years of apartheid (mid l 970s- l 99l), students were pushing for 
change in South Africa, and women and girls were part of this effort. Although often removed 
from the national narrative of resistance, students and educated women were active in protests 
across the country, including the Soweto student protests (Healy-Clancy 2013). 
 
 Legally speaking, apartheid ended in 1991 followed by the first free election in 1994. 
However, the social, economic, and political effects of apartheid are numerous. With the legal 
end of apartheid came new governments and new laws, one of which allows students of all 
backgrounds to have access to free education. However, like many contemporary South African 
laws and social policies, the ideal doesn't necessarily relate to reality. In particular, girls often 
receive the brunt end of the stick, such as with the cycles of poverty and inequality that continue 
to affect them. As Holmarsdottir et al. (2013) state, there are other challenges which impact 
negatively on learners' access to quality education and on the teaching and learning process in 
South Africa... These challenges relate to socio-economic factors such as poverty, lack of 
teaching resources and facilities in poor communities and socio-cultural factors which have 
influence on gender equality in the school system" (Holmarsdottir et al. 2013, 119). These 
intersectional factors play a part in how education, especially for young women is experienced. 
 
Intersections of Race, Class, and Gender 
 
 Based solely on enrollment statistics, black girls in South Africa appear to have equal 
access to education; however, this access is not translated into equality in opportunities, 
participation, employment, wages, or overall treatment in school and in life (Holmarsdottir et al. 
2013). Specifically, gender-based violence (GBV) experienced in school and on the way to 
school are problems faced by contemporary South African school children. Holmarsdottir et al. 
explain, " Gender-based violence (GBV) is also one of the factors which interrupt girls' studies 
and often lead to girls dropping out of school" resulting in what they call, "invisible forms of 
exclusion" (Holmarsdottir et al. 2013, 120). When 40% of students are victims of violence and 



Lambda Alpha Journal 
Volume 49, 2019 
             

Page 130 

47% of girls have experienced sexual harassment in school environments, GBV is arguably a 
major issue in the retention of girls in school (Legotlo 2014, 101). For many students in school, 
especially women, getting an education does not feel as safe as staying home or finding work 
because of the threat of violence. While girls may technically have equal access, that does not 
mean they have equal opportunity due to this fear. Without equal opportunity in education, it is 
easy to see how the cycle of poverty and inequality begins. 
 
 For women who do not finish their schooling or go onto higher education, the workforce 
also contains numerous disparities that can lead to inequality and poverty. Because of this, one of 
the first things to look at when it comes to women and the cycle of poverty, besides education, is 
the fact that women are paid less. Women in South Africa make 23% less than men (France-
Presse 2017), so from the very beginning, they are already behind in the race. In addition to this, 
68% of all single-parent families are single mother households, which means many women 
cannot afford to put their children in better school (Driesens 2018). If a child lives in a single 
parent household with a female head, then that child is already closer to poverty than another 
child. In addition to this, women only make up 35% of the workforce and are often in lower 
paying jobs, which once again adds fuel to the fire (Driesens 2018). These numbers apply to the 
mothers of poor daughters, but also to the daughters themselves since they will someday likely 
be in these places. Colette Muller, a senior lecturer at the University of KwaZulu Nata l' s school 
of accounting, economics, and finance , explain s, "[Men and women] typically work in different 
occupations and different industries associated with different rates of pay and benefits... South 
African women dominat[e] the informal sector, part-time employment and domestic work" 
(Makou 2018). In other words, what jobs women work are often gendered, such as with domestic 
work or teaching. Women can enter these jobs, but they pay less and are typically viewed as less 
important than male gendered jobs in the hard sciences. This is further evidenced in the fact that 
35% of men participate in industry, compared to 13% of women, whereas 83% of women 
participate in the service industry in comparison to 59% of men (LBD 2011). 
 
 For young black women who aren't able to get an education, they often find themselves 
stuck in a cycle of poverty that also denies their children an education. Factors of gender, race, 
and social class intersect and make access to education specifically difficult for black, low-
income girls in South Africa. The failures of education today are the failures of education 
tomorrow and poverty becomes generational. When society and resources limit access and 
opportunity, tensions, like the violence that has plagued South Africa, appear. Visible 
inequalities stress those who experience them, which means that these cycles perpetuate 
themselves in a cycle. Poverty is one of the greatest barriers to education because it falls under 
the " invisible forms of exclusion”. Students may have access to education but may not have 
access to a quality education with the resources they need to succeed in school and in society. 
Legotlo (2014) argues, "Poor villages are not short of brainy individuals, but poverty of homes 
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and communities is responsible by far for denying children from poor homes chances to a 
brighter future" (201 4, 69). 
 
 In South Africa, race and poverty are key barriers to a quality education and socio- 
economic advancement. South African cleaners, maintenance staff, and other menial workers are 
predominantly people of color, whereas the white population, making up only 8.4% of South 
African population often have the highest paying jobs (Driesens 2018).Whereas whites only 
make up 9.5% of the economically active population, they take up 68.5% of the top management 
positions, whereas the 78% of economically active black South Africans make up 14.4% of these 
positions (Mthunzi 2018). These disparities in the workplace are, of course, the symptoms of 
apartheid 
 
 Apartheid South Africa allowed for white people to have greater opportunities in every 
aspect, including preferred jobs, housing, and education (Driesens 2018); therefore, many of the 
disparities in modem South Africa intersect racial lines. If white men have the money, power, 
and jobs, then it is black South African women who are lagging behind due to both their gender 
and their race. Looking at education, these apartheid lines are still evident. Healy-Clancy states, 
"As elites elsewhere attempted to deploy schooling for nation building, black South Africans 
found their political organizations banned and their children mostly consigned to inferior state 
schools" (Healy-Clancy 2013, 2). Black South Africans have a history of being denigrated to 
worse education. Like Healy-Clancy mentions, schooling is a form of nation-building, so when 
an entire population is forbidden from entering better schooling, they are forbidden from helping 
to build and participate in the nation. And yet, the damaging effects of apartheid are not only in 
the past. According to an article in South Africa's Sunday Times, of the top 100 schools in South 
Africa, 94 of them were formerly white institutions that still have a white majority, averaging 
67% white in 2009 (Govender 2009). Thus, formerly white institutions still flourish despite the 
lawful end of apartheid policy and white South Africans continue to have better access to better 
economic and educational resources. These disparities are compounded by the fact that these 
educational institutions are paid institutions.  
  
 Social and economic disparities have led to significant barriers to educational access 
within South Africa. In 2015, school enrollment from grade 1 to grade 12 in South Africa 
dropped from 1,244,208 to 687,230, resulting in a roughly a 55% loss of students over time 
(Education Statistics 2018). According to this same dataset, each year only 22% of South African 
students move on to attend higher education. The result, only 1 out of 5 students continue on to 
the tertiary level of the South African school system (Education Statistics 2018). Together, this 
information paints a poor picture for students in South Africa. It appears that a majority of South 
African students drop out of school before completing their education, and very few continue on 
to higher levels, thus effectively removing access to higher paying jobs. As Geo-JaJa et al. 
(2009) state, "Education in development, in poverty reduction, in human development, and 
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economic growth is a necessary and sufficient means of promoting equal rights and opportunities 
for women" (Geo-JaJa et al. 2009:115). So, while education is freely available in South Africa, 
the dropout rate shows how many people are truly being left out. And those who are being left 
out are lower-income and not white. 
  
 Access to primary and secondary education may be readily offered by the state, but that 
does not mean that "accessible" education in South Africa has made tertiary and higher education 
available and more accessible to the majority of students. For many students, barriers that exist 
for them in their early education are even stronger when they seek higher education. In general, 
the strongest barrier to higher education is money. According Eynon, "The [South African] 
government ' s share of covering the cost of higher education declined from 49 percent in 2000 to 
40 percent by 2012, while that of students increased from 24 percent to 31 percent" (Eynon 
2017, 135). These numbers show that the government is providing less financial aid as more and 
more students are entering higher education. This is combined with rising university prices, 
which is why it is no surprise that student movements such as "fees must fall" exist in South 
Africa. Another important factor affecting student access to education is racism on campus. 
South Africa is a post-apartheid state, but apartheid's vile leftovers exist everywhere. In a 
country with a black majority, higher education in South Africa serves a predominately white 
student body, despite the fact that whites represent less than 9% of the overall population (Eynon 
2017). Language of instruction serves as an additional barrier. In South Africa, in many schools, 
the language of instruction is English and/or Afrikaans. This is a barrier to many students whose 
first language is not English or Afrikaans. Moreover, many students, especially those from poor 
areas and who have not had access to a private education are underprepared for the academic 
rigors of higher education. Eynon states, " Only 7 percent of first-year college students [in South 
Africa] were proficient in mathematics and only a quarter fully quantitatively literate" (Eynon 
2017:137). In other words, of the students who do manage to overcome all of the social barriers 
(i.e. poverty and race) to education, public education they did receive likely left them without the 
skills and tools necessary to succeed at university. 
 
 For many students, these are the silent factors that prevent equal access to education. 
However, for women, the problem is increased. This is especially true for women and students of 
color. Eynon argues, " Even if the student receives a substantial bursary, he or she may send as 
much as 80 percent of it back home to help his or her family" (Eynon 2017, 136). Women are 
even more expected to participate in this process, as there are expectations for them to help with 
the family and domestic care. These competing family demands not only affect their budgets, but 
they take away from the student’s time to devote to an education. Young women must often 
work a job or even travel regularly to assist kin (Eynon 2017). These kinship obligations further 
limit girls' and women's access to quality higher education. Not only are the social and economic 
barrier worsened by gendered kinship obligations, but there are also barriers involving their 
bodies and safety. Violence against women is a problem throughout South Africa, including 
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tertiary and higher education campuses. This is especially true for women and girls who must 
travel to the city for education. Women ' s safety can be especially at risk in these areas. ln 
addition, leaving home for an education may add the burden of risk of sexual assault or other 
gender-based violence. These violences alone may cause a woman to leave school due to the 
personal rick, but they also increase the incidence of unwanted pregnancy. If the woman 
becomes pregnancy and chooses to keep the child (or is unable to get an abortion because of lack 
of access, money, transportation, or time), then she will likely be unable to care for that child for 
those same reasons and will then be even less likely to continue her education. 
 
 The gender disparities within the South African educational system are intersectional. 
Young white women, face fewer barriers to higher education due to the fact they are significantly 
more likely to have gone to a private or quality public school during their primary and secondary 
education and they are less likely to face economic hardship. While not all white South African 
women share the same educational experience, gender disparities continue to be a problem in 
South Africa. According to Eynon (2017), South African women have lower education levels 
than men. For most, sexism is a barrier to a quality education. Eynon argues that the patriarchal 
structure of the South African educational system affects women ' s aspirations: "A by-product of 
this patriarchal attitude is that, in some cases, people don ' t expect much of women in terms of 
their performance " (Eynon 2017:175). The legacy of colonial and apartheid eras has resulted in 
an educational system that has followed gendered lines, designed to subdue women (especially 
black women) or train them to serve the nation via government social programs. Because of this 
legacy, many contemporary institutions expect women and girls to follow set career paths such 
as education, the social sciences, and nursing. These career paths further the gender pay gap 
women experience after higher education, as they typically pay less than the male-dominated 
fields such as engineering (Akala and Divala 2016). While it is true that all South African 
women face disparities in access to quality education, black South African woman have the 
lowest educational outcomes overall (Eynon 2017). Since black women in South Africa make up 
96% of all rural women, it can be argued that rurality combined with gender and race 
significantly limits access to education (Eynon 2017). The major factors that affect rural women, 
besides poverty, tend to be language, access to and familiarity with technology, and 
transportation. 
 
 After examining women' s barriers from primary to tertiary education and how poverty, 
race, and other structures affect them, it is no surprise that education access is different for 
women than it is for men. At the primary and secondary level, women are technically given the 
same access to education as their male counterparts, but when taking in to account the fact that 
many students face invisible barriers such as risk of gender violence and sexism, it is not 
surprising that women and girls are less represented in the South African education system 
overall: only 12.3% of all South African women complete higher education and 62.5% complete 
less than grade 12 (Statistics South Africa 2011: 19). When barriers due to race and poverty are 
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considered, women and girls of color are even less represented within educational system, and 
especially so in higher education institutions. Despite these disparities, access to public education 
is important for South African women. Education allows women to be empowered not only by 
the knowledge itself but resulting careers also to provide the means to be independent. 50% of 
women in South Africa with a grade 12 education or higher are employed, in comparison to the 
14.2% who have never had any schooling at all (Statistics South Africa 2011, 29). When women 
are educated, they have the means to support themselves and may gain the means to break the 
cycle of poverty. This corresponds with Geo-JaJa et al.’s argument, "This strong correlation of 
education on empowerment, coupled with the exceptional high social and economic returns to 
girl's education, led to the call for immediate action by all stakeholders to support and recognize 
the right of girls and women to education, and to develop appropriate education programs and 
curricula that provides for the participation of women. Clearly, the expansion of women's paid 
employment and knowledge, contributes to more equality in gender partnership and a reduction 
in gender inequalities because of the links between women's empowerment and their decision-
making role..." (Geo-JaJa et al. 2009:115). Having even some education drastically increases a 
woman's chances of living in stability rather than in poverty. This education then gives them a 
greater chance of being employed and having a stable life that slowly begins to chip away at 
structures such as the gender wage gap, and instead of a cycle of poverty; education can create a 
cycle of success. While education barriers and boundaries are different for different women in 
South Africa, it is clear that the power of an education is key in increasing equality for all 
women regardless of class or color. 
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