PUTTING GENDER ON THE

AGENDA FOR BRICS

The. gendercd nature of povesty and
mequality actoss the globe barely gets a
mention 1n the mostly male cotidors of
powet and 1t appeats that gender does not
matter Ths lack has become even mote
evident, and ureent, due to the intense
mternational outiage spaiked by the
brutal gang rape ind mueder of a young

physiothetapy student in Indma that led to
aation-wide protests within Indm itself and
to heated debate abont the status of women
genetally

1n South Africa, where the scomge ot
violent tape is a daily occurrence, the cruel
gang rape and murder of 1 teenage givl 1n
the small town of Bredasdotp led io a media

Gender aquality is not written
or spoken about much within
the context of international
multilateral groupings. such
as BRICS. The fact that
tevelopment will not be
sustainable if women continue
to suffer socio-economic
oppression is not a topic

for discussion at high-leve!
meetings. or even at ‘lower
level’ academic forums.

campaipn fuelled by the anges of actvists
atid previous tape vichms

Ironically, slobalisation has brought to

the world’s attention the 115k of increased
volence when women bteal: wath traditional
norms that contribute to their subotdination
In India, for instance, the majosity of
women (52%) believe that it is acceptable

HSRC Review Volume 11 | Number 1 | March 2013 25



In South Africa, where the scourge of violent rape is a daily occurrence, the cruel
gang rape and murder of a teenage girl in the small town of Bredasdorp led to a

media campaign fuelled by the anger of activists and previouis rape victims:

for a man to beat his wife, and women who
date to break the mould by asserting then
independence publicly — as the unnamed
Indian wictim had by tiavelling with het
boyfriend — ate percetved by the mayouity of
both men and women to be mosally loose’

In preparation for South Afrca’s hosting of
the BRICS group m Durban in Mazch 2013,
there 15 much debare sbout how effectve
BPRICS is and how 1t can become mote
effective 1n futnre m ordet to attamn the lofty
1deals of ‘peace, security and development tn
a multt-polas, micr-dependent and maeasingly
complex globalising would - on the basis of
unrvessally secognised norms of mternanonal
law and multdateral decsion-making’

Thus fa, the two ateas where BRICS
cooperation has been most frwttul are trade
and development finance. The 2012 Delhi
Declaration hughlights agreements within
BRICS to seck the teform of the Would
Bunk, the International Monetary Fond and
the United Nations Secunty Council, and
membess, ate in the process of exploting the
cteation of a BRICS development bank

Since South Afnca jomed the group
December 2010, many questions have been
taised by scholats and commentators aroud
the etfectiveness of BRICS and whether
diffening national ideologies, norms and
values will icad to the eventual dedine of
this sew group that 15 meant to counter the
hegemony of the West and the Notth

The flavour of the day 1s BRICS, especially
n hght of ihe fact that South Afitca 15
hosting the academic fornm and leadesship
summit for the first time 10 March this

vear It is mnteresting to note, howeves, that
gender docs not featute on the agenda fou
the upcomng events, which 15 problematic
as South Africa claims to prde itself on 1ts
advanced and progiessive post-apastherd
constitution with non-ractsm and non-sextsm
atits coie, a consttofion underhined by the
values of digmty, equality and freedom that
are meant to gude and inform the state m all
1ts dealings, including n the global arena
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At the very least, South Afnica as hosts should
make 4 conceited etfort w place gender on
the agenda without feat of offending then
mote powerful partness, and should work
towards matnstreaming women's 1ssues, now
mote than ever agamst the backdrop of the
mass protests caused by the tape and murder
ot the student in New Delhs

This ceisas, which 15 certamly not peculias to
Indta, places the spotight on the fact that

1t makes 1o sense whatsoeves to continue
sidelining gendet 1ssues 1n the intetnatonal
arena and within the BRICS discomse In
fact, silence around sssues that affect women
disptopottionately - meluding matesnal
mortality, unemployment and, worst of all,
tampant viok:ce apainst women — could

be construed as cairymeg a conservative
agenda of 1ts own It is of senous concein
to any proponent of substantive equality and
soctal justece that the gendes qnestion has
not 1ecetved the attention 1t deserves from
emetging powess

Even it 1t 15 argued, 15 1t 50 often tediously 1s,
that ‘economics” 15 at the coze of eveasthing,
womett across the globe are confined to the
bottom of the ladder when 1t comes to socio-
economic power, and cultural essentiabism

15 keeping them there A centtal reason for
the endusance of would poverty has been the
exclusion of women from socio-economic
development Cuttently 60 pes cent of the
poorest and most vainerable people in the
wotld aie women, with only 20 pes cent
possessing land 1ghts in the developmg
world, ncluding the powedful BRICS nattons
T'has lack of economic freedom and access
to land setiously hampers women’s ability

to make dectsions over the allocation of
resoutces and 1enders them dependent on
men for thew survival, which 1n turn easutes
the continued subordination of mote than
halt the world's population

1t has become clear that the empowerment
ot women and girls 15 4 fundamental pre-
requisite to a sustamnable fuinie for ow
planet. However, it we ate to tealise the

tue potential of sustainable developmen,
investment must be accompanied by a cadical
change in the status of women in the world
The empowetment of women 1s ciucial to
addiess poverty and prevent gender-based
and sexual violence, but theze is 2 disturhing
lack of valid saentific information on the
status of women 1 the BRICS countres

A 2012 susvey conducted by T ondon-based
Tiustlaw provides some information on

the status of women 1n the G20 countries
Unsuipitsingly, India 1s the woist country fot
woren to live in, and South Afuica doesn't
fatc much better i 16 None of the BRICS
arc 1n the top 10, with Brazdl ranking highest
at 11 Russta ranks 13th and China 14th The
hist 1 topped by Canada as the most gendes
equal G20 country

As women’s 1ights become of incieasing
concein, and women themselves ate
beginning to mstsi on theit own liberaiton,
thete is alyc a growng backlash, with tape
and sexual violence bemg used as 2 tool to
put - and keep - women “m theu place’,
as 1s enidenced cspecrally in India and
South Aftica Thus, if pundits and scholats
continue to avord these difficult questions,
tetnatonal relations will continue to be
the doman ot men and the fithenng of
thasculine mnterests

Rathes, wigent transfoimation ss needed
m oider to manstieam women's voices

If this doesn't happen, then we ate not
creating conditions for a better life for all,
and if the democsacies of the South don't
push this agenda, who will® Taking into
account the dismal status of women 1n the
deseloping world, a falure to manstteam
gende: m the BRICS agenda at the upcoming
events 1 Durban would be 2 monumental
inteinational relations failute for South
Atrica as the host countsy
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