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On 16 December 2012, Jyoti Singh 
Pandey1, a 23-year-old physiotherapy 
student boarded a bus in New 
Delhi, India after watching The Life 
of Pi with a male friend. They were 
accosted by six men who raped 
and attacked Jyoti with an iron rod, 
leaving her partially disembowelled 
and resulting in her death.  
On 2 February 2013, 17-year-
old Anene Booysen, a cleaner 
at a construction company in 
Bredasdorp, South Africa2 went out 
with a group of friends to a local pub. 
They had some drinks, danced a bit 
and Anene later left the pub in the 
company of some of the male friends 
she had been socialising with. She 
was found the next morning by a 
security guard at a construction site, 

fighting for her life. She had been 
gang-raped and mutilated and had 
incurred extensive genital injuries. 
The doctor who initially treated 
her described her injuries as the 
worst she had ever seen. Like Jyoti, 
Anene had been disembowelled. 
Six hours later, after naming one of 
her attackers, she died in hospital. 
Both cases received a great deal of 
publicity and public outcry. Both 
young women were raped and 
brutally attacked and both fought 
bravely for their lives. Both women 
lived in countries with high levels of 
violence against women and stark 
gender inequalities. However, Anene 
lived in a small rural town and knew 
her attacker(s), while Jyoti lived in 
an urban city and her attackers 

In 2013, the South Africa and the India offices of the Heinrich Böll Foundation 
embarked on a learning exchange project on sexual violence. The project 
produced two comparative studies which critically examined public responses 
to the gruesome murders and rapes of Anene Booysen in South Africa and 
Jyoti Singh Pandey in India. Considering that levels of violence against 
women are high in both countries, but either widely ignored or regrettably 
taken as normalcy in mainstream politics, what were the dynamics and 
specific factors and circumstances that propelled them into national and 
international prominence and can unpacking this influence the development  
of enhanced strategies to tackling endemic violence against women?
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were not known to her. In India, 
huge mass protests broke out in the 
wake of Jyoti’s rape. The magnitude 
of this outcry elicited against an 
act of sexual violence is possibly 
unprecedented the world over. 
Public protests were staged at India 
Gate and the national parliament. 
Thousands of demonstrators 
clashed with police, overturned 
cars, were shot with tear gas shells 
and water cannons, and arrested. 
Similar protests spread throughout 
the country. According to estimates, 
thousands of people marched in 
Calcutta and 600 women marched in 
Bangalore. Many protesters went on 
hunger strikes. This was augmented 
online by social media protests and 
a petition against the incident signed 
by tens of thousands. While the state 
initially attempted to suppress the 
protests, it eventually acquiesced to 
the public’s call for a reaction to what 
had transpired. The Indian prime 
minister and the president of the 
ruling Indian National Congress Party 
not only issued statements but were 
also present at the New Delhi airport 
to receive Jyoti’s body when it arrived 
from the Mount Elizabeth hospital 
in Singapore.3 A convoy of more 
than twenty police vehicles carrying 
riot police led the ambulance that 
transported her body to the funeral. 
With this response to Jyoti’s death, 
India demonstrated to the world its 

capacity to take a social stand, and 
its vehement outrage against rape. 
The One Billion Rising campaign 
described the social mobilisation 
in India as a huge breakthrough 
of consciousness with regards to 
sexual violence.4 The story was 
featured on the front page of most 
newspapers and it became a central 
topic of public discourse. 

In stark contrast, in South Africa,  
a country with a strong and proud 
history of mass protest the public 
responses to Anene’s rape and death 
were sporadic and uncoordinated. 
While the case did not yield 
significant social mobilisation, it 
did receive significant political and 
media attention. Anene’s case has 
since become the exemplar of 
violence against women in South 
Africa and is often cited in discourse 
on sexual violence. 

This paper analyses media, political 
and social responses to Anene’s rape 
and death. Drawing on newspaper 
coverage, the reactions of politicians 
and interviews conducted with 
members of the Bredasdorp 
community,5 it explores whether 
these resulted in any tangible social 
transformation. The paper further 
discusses these responses in terms 
of South African normative views on 
sexual violence. 
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Rape has become so endemic in 
South African society that only the 
more violent and brutal acts appear 
to stimulate public attention. Yet it is 
the everyday acts of violence, such as 
those acted out within many intimate 
relationships that create the social 
conditions that allow the more brutal 
manifestations. 

Each act of sexual violence carries 
two layers of narrative. The first  
is the narrative of the person who 
experienced the violence. Anene, 
for example, was a young woman 
who had grown up in Bredasdorp.  
Her mother died when she was little 
and she was consequently moved 
between relatives and foster homes. 
She lived in a community characterised 
by poverty and she dropped out of 
school to find work. Recreational 
activities in Bredasdorp are limited 
and many young people socialise 
in the local pubs such as the one 
that Anene visited before her attack.  
It is important to individualise each 
story in this way. The traumatised 
subject of sexual violence is always 

a person with a range of knowledge, 
experiences, emotions and desires.6 
It is important to see each victim 
of sexual violence in this way.  
To universalise sexual violence 
and only talk about the collective 
narrative removes the specific details 
of the individual histories. This, in 
effect, dehumanises the person on 
whom the violence is inflicted as they 
become yet another statistic. 

The second layer of narrative is located 
within a community’s experience of 
sexual violence and is indicative of 
that community’s social performance. 
Anthropological studies have 
observed that rape is likely to be lower 
in societies characterised by gender 
equality, peacefulness and high 
levels of women’s economic power.7  
This means that violence against 
women should be located within a 
broader context of gender equity 
within a society. The high levels of 
violence against women in South Africa 
tell us something about the gendered 
social order at play, about hegemonic 
constructions of masculinity and 

02  narratives of 
sexual violence
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femininity, and the underlying 
patriarchal norms that create the 
conditions within which such violence 
can thrive.  Within such a context, 
rape is highly ritualised. Although  
it varies between countries and 
changes over time, there is nothing 
timeless or random about it.  
For perpetrators of sexual violence, 
it is never enough to merely inflict 
suffering: the victim and the victim’s 
response to the violence give meaning 
to the rapist’s experience of inflicting 
injury. The specific set of historical, 
social and contextual circumstances 
in operation at a given point in time 
impact upon and give meaning to the 
ritual of rape. Perpetrators of sexual 
violence learn and teach themselves 
how to act as perpetrators within 
specific historic communities.8 
 
The question we therefore need  
to ask is, “What is it about South Africa’s 
specific set of social circumstances 
that resulted in more than a million 
contact crimes9 against women in the 
last few years?” While Anene’s rape 
and murder must be seen in terms 
of its own specificity, it must also be 
located within a context of unremitting 
brutality, violence and sexualised 
violence towards women in South 
Africa – a context in which someone 
needs to be disembowelled before 
the public sits up and takes note.  
Even then, South Africa’s social and 

political response to sexual violence 
is fickle and no guarantee that future 
acts of sexual violence will receive 
similar attention. It is also interesting 
to note that the rape of Anene 
captured less public attention than 
did the act of her disembowelment. 
This is indicative of the perceived 
hierarchy of the horror of violence.

The question 
we therefore need 
to ask is, "What 
is it about South 
Africa's specific 
set of social  
circumstances 
that resulted 
in more than a 
million contact 
crimes  against 
women in the last 
few years?"
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Council and Genderlinks study of 
domestic violence, over half of the 
women interviewed in Gauteng 
(51.3%) admitted to experiencing 
some form of violence, while 75.5% 
of the men admitted to perpetrating 
an act of violence against a woman.13 

This omnipresent gender violence 
has resulted in sensory fatigue. In 
today’s society, it is mostly taken 
for granted that rape will happen. 
It has become enmeshed within the 
rhythm of our lives.14 In the face of 
some of the worst rape statistics 
worldwide – including more than 
twice the number of rapes reported 
in India – a recent BBC feature 
described South Africa as being 
unable to muster up more than a 
collective shrug.15  

Before Anene’s death, there were 
many similarly horrific incidents 
of sexual violence, none of which 
captured the public eye in the 
same way. Just a few weeks earlier, 
16-year-old Charmaine Mare 
from Mpumalanga, on holiday 

In the 2011/2012 reporting period,  
31 299 sexual offences against 
women and 25 862 sexual offences 
against children were reported to the 
police in South Africa.10 There were 87 
191 reported incidents of assault and  
57 345 of assault with the intent to 
cause grievous bodily harm against 
women.11  

A study conducted by the Medical 
Research Council12 found that rape 
had been perpetrated by 27.6% of 
the sample of men interviewed in 
the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal 
provinces, while 37% of the men 
interviewed in Gauteng admitted to 
rape. Many had raped more than 
once. The men who admitted to rape 
were significantly more likely to have 
engaged in a range of risky sexual 
activity. They were likely to have 
had more than 20 sexual partners, 
transactional sex, heavy alcohol 
consumption and unprotected sex. 
The study found that South Africa’s 
high prevalence of rape is linked 
to deeply embedded ideas about 
manhood. In a Medical Research 

03  sexual violence 
in South Africa
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in the Western Cape, was raped 
and murdered in Kraaifontein 
on the outskirts of Cape Town.  
Her attacker cut off her arms and 
legs with a bolt-cutter after raping 
her, and set her body alight. A month 
following Anene’s death, Thandeka 
Madonsela, a 14-year-old girl, was 
found dead in a field near her  
home in Johannesburg. She had been 
gang-raped and disembowelled 
in the early hours of a Saturday 
morning. Yet Charmaine’s and 
Thandeka’s stories, along with many 
others, remain unknown to most 
South Africans.

in today's society, it 
is mostly taken for 
granted that rape will 
happen... In the face of 
some of the worst rape 
statistics worldwide 
a recent BBC feature 
described South Africa 
as being unable to 
muster up more than 
a collective shrug.

© 2012 Zapiro (All Rights Reserved) 
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for women was 5.4% points higher 
than that of men,18 and 2.9% higher 
than the national unemployment 
average of 24.9%.19  

Levels of gender inequity 
are therefore still very high 
in South Africa. But with the 
national gender machinery 
not performing as it should,20  
and a resurgence of traditionalism 
and efforts to normalise 
patriarchal values and institutions 
(e.g. the introduction of the 
Traditional Courts Bill21), spaces for 
feminist advocacy have changed.  
It becomes important to 
understand the nuances of this 
shift in the political landscape and 
what it means for women’s rights. 

In the immediacy of the post-
1994 transition to democratic 
governance, the South African 
state, spurred on by the advocacy 
of feminists, seemed to espouse a 
commitment to addressing gender 
inequity in South African society. 
Yet the 2011 Gender Statistics16 
paint a bleak picture. 

Approximately 14.8% of black 
women have no formal schooling, 
in comparison with 10.8% of black 
men. Men too outrank women in 
employment, with only 30.8% of 
black women versus 42.8% of black 
men, 43.2% of coloured women 
versus 54.7% of coloured men, 
40.2% of Indian17 women versus 
64.1% of Indian men, and 56.1% 
of white women versus 72.6% of 
white men, being employed. Most 
of these women are employed in 
the informal sector, in low-skilled, 
low-paying jobs. Statistics South 
Africa reports that women are far 
more likely to be unemployed than 
men across all geographical areas. 
In 2011, the unemployment rate 

04  Locating sexual violence in 
South Africa’s social context

photograph: 
Activists protesting outside  
parliament. Photographer: Brendon 
Bosworth 
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Some of the utterances, such as 
the suggestion that Anene should 
not have been out so late at night,  
problematically interrogated the 
victim and not the act of rape 
itself or those who committed it. 
Other statements were made in 
inappropriate spaces, such as the 
party politicking at Anene’s funeral. 

In conversation with members of 
the community, we were somewhat 
taken aback by their less cynical view 
of the role of political leaders. In their 
view, the role of leaders is to lead and 
to respond in empathetic language 
to the trauma experienced by the  
community in the wake of an act of 
sexual violence. But this approval 
comes with the firm proviso that the 
words must be backed up with the 
requisite action to bring about social 
transformation. 

The language of “gender progres-
siveness” has been employed  
perennially by the South African 
state, but a cursory look reveals the  
extent to which women’s lived realities  
refute this pledge. 

The manipulation of language 
for ideological purposes is not a 
new phenomenon. When used 
effectively, it creates an emotional 
response in the listener, a rush in 
the limbic system that calls on our  
deepest feelings as human beings.22 
When the media began to make  
Anene their centrepiece, different 
voices emerged to express grief and 
condemnation. Prominent politicians 
from across the spectrum invoked  
a language of outrage that suggested 
the political will to address the 
social conditions that enable sexual  
violence. The president issued a  
strong statement condemning the 
attack, as did various government 
ministers, opposition parties, the 
trade union federation COSATU, 
the ANC Women’s League and civil 
society groups. 

05  sexual violence and  
political rhetoric

photograph: 
Western Cape ANC leader Marius 
Fransman, leads a protest march in  
Bredasdorp. Credit: Cape Times 
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It was good that they came 
but they not going far enough 
and they are not keeping the 
promises. 
(Interview 3, 23 September 2013)

It is right that as a leader to 
come forward.  They must 
lead, so it was a good thing 
that politicians came. Does 
not matter which political 
spectrum.  I don't think that 
they were opportunistic; they 
are meant to come. They must 
not just show their face but 
they must take things further.  
(Interview 1, 24 August 2013)
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photograph: 
Political leaders of the opposition 
DA party, join a protest against rape 
outside Parliament, Cape Town. 
Credit: Gallo Images

support victims. It is glaringly 
obvious that, other than this 
gesture, nothing much has 
happened. Apart from isolated 
church initiatives, there have been 
few opportunities for women to 
come together and talk about the 
issues that they face. The Overberg 
Development Association made an 
attempt to bring women together, 
but this did not get off the ground. 
Feminist NGOs that were once 
active in the area no longer have a 
presence due to dwindling donor 
funds. From the perspective of 
one interviewee, activism has 
dwindled in the post-1994 period 
and the community of Bredasdorp 
has become a whole lot more 
complacent. 

In the aftermath of Anene’s 
death, the government invested  
R10 million in Bredasdorp.23 Most 
of this has gone to the construction 
industry as part of a job-creation 
initiative for young people.  
While youth unemployment is 
rife, the initiative did not directly 
address the issue of violence 
against women. It certainly was 
a newsworthy gesture and it 
successfully captured public 
attention and seemed to elicit 
community favour. 

Within the community, the 
investment is seen to have made 
some difference in job creation, 
although far from enough. 
The government’s intervention 
strategy illustrates a clear lack of 
understanding of the context for 
sexual violence in the community. 
It also fails to strategically use  
this case to inform appropriate 
and sustainable local interventions 
to prevent sexual violence and 

0 6  Beyond rhetoric – An analysis of 
social and political responses

Governments response
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There are significantly less 
resources for women to turn 
to (in Bredasdorp). After 
1994 people became more 
accepting of the system, but 
the system failed people. 
There is a huge gap. 
(Interview 2, 24 August 2013)



Bredasdorp is not alone in this 
predicament. Even in urban areas, 
support services for victims of 
gender-based violence are severely 
underfunded. In 2012, for example, 
Rape Crisis24 had to retrench all 
but one of its staff members.  
In the same financial year, 
the Western Cape provincial 
government spent approximately  
1% of its R1.3 billion social 
development budget on victim 
empowerment, of which only  
a portion went into direct services 
for victims of gender-based 
violence. Substantially fewer 
funds were allocated to victim 
empowerment organisations than 
to organisations working in other 
welfare sectors.25  

The absence of government 
interventions in Bredasdorp to 
focus on sexual and domestic 
violence in the community and 
its inextricable link to women’s 
equality is a serious omission. With 
no initiatives beyond job creation, 
the idea of rape is subliminally 
naturalised, normalised and 
trivialised. The community remains 
steeped in deeply patriarchal 
values, normative gender roles, 
and limiting constructions of 
masculinity and femininity that 
largely go unchallenged – all the 
more so because Bredasdorp is a 

small rural town with entrenched 
conservative values. 

It would, however, be incorrect to 
suggest that Anene’s death did not 
result in any attention to gender-
based violence. The days following 
her death saw a flurry of activity 
in the National Council Against 
Gender Based Violence,26 which 
had been relatively dormant. It 
remains to be seen whether the 
Council will make a meaningful 
contribution towards preventing 
gender-based violence and 
developing a more integrated 
approach within government. 

The second and more significant 
policy development linked to 
Anene’s death is the reintroduction 
of Sexual Offences Courts, 
first introduced in 1993 as an 
innovative measure to improve the 
prosecution and adjudication of 
sexual offences. In the pilot court, 
located in Wynberg in the Western 
Cape, conviction rates improved 
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(Violence against women) is how 
men control the community, to 
keep women on their place.  
It breaks women down. It's not  
a pretty picture. We must still 
go a long way to educate the 
community. 
(Interview 2, 24 August 2013)



to over 80% and victims reported 
enhanced levels of sensitivity 
in their engagement with the 
criminal justice system.27 By the 
end of 2005, 74 Sexual Offences 
Courts were operating across the 
country. This resulted in more 
cases being finalised, improved 
handling of victims, improved cycle 
times and improved conviction 
rates. Despite these significant 
advances, however, then-Minister 
of Justice Brigitte Mabandla noted 
with concern that the proliferation 
of the Sexual Offences Courts 
meant that they were better 
resourced than regular courts, 
which was seen as an impediment 
to the realisation of the goals 
of the Victims Service Charter.28  
A moratorium was then imposed 
on their further expansion. After 
the moratorium, conviction rates 
dropped by about 20% and the 
cycle time for finalising cases 
increased by about eight months.29 

Following Anene’s death, a 
decision was taken to expedite the 
roll-out of Sexual Offences Courts.
Although this is indeed good news, 
two immediate concerns require 
monitoring: the development of 
a legislative framework for the 
courts and sufficient budgetary 
resources – which, at a glance, 
already seem inadequate.
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The absence of 
government 
interventions in 
Bredasdorp to 
focus on sexual 
and domestic 
violence in the 
community and its 
inextricable link to 
women's equality 
is a serious 
omission. With no 
initiatives beyond 
job creation, 
the idea of rape 
is subliminally 
naturalised, 
normalised and 
trivialised. 



The department of justice and 
constitutional development has 
estimated that the initial cost 
will be an estimated R3.8 million  
per court,30 but only an estimated 
R22 million has been budgeted to 
launch 22 new courts.31 It is not 
clear what the consequences of 
this under-budgeting will be. 

Rape is a notoriously difficult 
crime to prosecute. One reason 
for this is the patriarchal nature 
of state institutions and their 
inability to take a tough stance 
against rape. Of the total number 
of sexual offences reported to the 
police in 2011/2012, only 6.97% 
resulted in a conviction. The moral 
of this story is very clear: in all 
likelihood, a sexual offender will 
get away with it. Another challenge 
pertains to police sloppiness when 
processing evidence. A case in 
point comes from a commission 
of inquiry into allegations of police 
inefficiency in one of Cape Town’s 
largest townships. A medical 
doctor who co-ordinates a local  
Thuthuzela Care Centre32, testified 
that the police had admitted 
to losing a number of sexual 
assault kits they had collected in 
2011. The kits were later found 
dumped in a field.33 The loss of this 
crucial evidence held far-reaching 
consequences.

Similarly, community members 
from Bredasdorp echoed their 
frustrations with sloppy police 
work in Anene’s case. 
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There were a major slip-up in 
forensics. And if they only have 
one person now, they (the police)
must have slipped up. That 
means the people are still out 
there. This is not the first time 
this happened in Bredasdorp 
where they could not find people 
who committed crimes.
(Interview 4 & 5, 23 August 2013)

Rape is a 
notoriously 
difficult crime to 
prosecute. One 
reason for this is 
the patriarchal 
nature of state 
institutions and 
their inability to 
take a tough stance 
against rape.



When Anene’s death was 
catapulted into the public domain 
nationally, it generated only a sad 
murmuring of social mobilisation. 
In Bredasdorp, support groups 
gathered at the court when the case 
was heard, an opposition party 
and trade union representatives 
led a protest march, and non-
profit organisations scheduled 
workshops and self-defence 
classes for community members. 

In other parts of the country, 
isolated short-term initiatives 
sprang up sporadically, including 
online petitions, a campaign 
to wear black on Fridays to 
demonstrate support for ending 
gender-based violence, protest 
marches, and silent vigils, one of 
which was led by the singer Annie 
Lennox. Many of these initiatives 
had a hollow ring to them. 

Nedine Moonsamy wrote an in 
article in the Mail and Guardian 
that Anene Booysen’s death 
became symbolic and was used to 
express moral outrage.34 Yet she 
critiques the effectiveness of these 
awareness-raising campaigns in 
the light of South Africa’s tacit 
acceptance of misogyny. Raising 
awareness is not enough to bring 

about systemic change. It is often 
not enough to change individual 
behaviour either. What remains 
significant about the response to 
Anene’s death is that, unlike the 
case of Jyoti, there was no awe-
inspiring moment of a nation 
coming together to demand action 
against rampant sexual violence.  
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Public response

What remains 
significant about 
the response to 
Anene's death is 
that, unlike the 
case of Jyoti, 
there was no 
awe-inspiring 
moment of a nation 
coming together 
to demand action 
against rampant 
sexual violence. 



As horrific as Anene’s death was, 
it did not galvanise a community 
outcry that would cut across the 
deep racial and class divides in 
Bredasdorp. Community members 
mentioned the underlying racial 
tensions that emerged after 
Anene’s murder. 

It is also worth noting that most of 
the social mobilisation initiatives 

that took place came from feminist 
or women’s organisations seeking 
to bring attention to the high levels 
of sexual violence in the country. 
Although stretched by the lack of 
funding, these organisations did 
the best they could to drive protest 
and awareness-raising initiatives. 
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Racial issues is reality in our 
country. Initially not a race thing, 
but a brutal thing. 
But part of it was when the 
name "Zwai" came out. And 
people in the community did not 
want to believe that this known 
person could do it and so came 
out the story that there was 
another guy called Zwai and he 
is a black guy so maybe he did it.  
People were looking for another 
culprit and it was convenient to 
blame someone you don't know 
- not close to you. 
(Interview 4 & 5, 23 August 2013)

There was also racial tensions 
rising because after Anene 
there was this coloured guy 
that stabbed a black guy  from 
Zwelitsha.
(Interview 3, 23 September 2013)

The ODA (Overberg Development 
Association) called women  
together after Anene's murder - 
a broad group of women.  
We tried to get it going and elect 
a steering committee and then 
nothing happened - it fell apart.  
No one wanted to step forward 
to make it happen. Maybe it was 
about courage or it was about 
time. Women were all involved 
in their stuff: families, work and 

other organisations. 
(Interview 4 & 5, 23 August 2013)

photographs: 
(Top) Protestors outside Bredasdorp 
Magistrate’s Court. Credit: Mail & 
Guardian
(Bottom) Silent protest led by Annie 
Lennox at St. George’s Cathedrazl 
in Cape Town. Photographer: Zubair 
Sayed
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The media, like the politicians, 
emerged as a dominant voice 
following Anene’s murder. Main-
stream mass media have long 
faced critique for having lost 
their key purpose – reporting in 
a fair, unbiased and balanced 
way on stories of public inter-
est – and accusations of having  
become profit-driven multi- 
national corporations. Far too 
often, it seems that stories are 
featured on the principle of “if it 
bleeds, it leads”, employing the 
tactics of shock and sensational-
ism to drive up ratings, attract  
advertisers and boost profits. 

A 2011 study conducted by the 
Tshwaranang Legal Advocacy 
Centre found that court proceed-
ings related to sexual violence 
attracted media attention if the 
rapes met the criteria of being 
brutal and shocking.35 The study 
also found that while the brutality 
of these acts was reported on, this 
was often devoid of a contextual 
analysis of gender-based violence. 
The reporting on Anene’s murder 
followed these trends. Those inter-
viewed in Bredasdorp seemed to 
think that the media frenzy was di-
rectly related to the gruesome and 
brutal way in which Anene died. 
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Media response

I think it is how it happened 
and how she was assaulted. It 
was not strangers who did this 
to her. 
(Interview 1, 24 September 2013)

I think it is how they murdered 
her: cutting her stomach open. 
(Interview 2, 24 September 2013)

The way Anene died it was 
terrible. What did they use to 
kill Anene? You can't slaughter 
someone like a sheep.  
What was happening in their 
minds? You would not even 
slaughter an animal while it is 
still alive. They cut her while she 
was still alive. 
(Interview 3, 23 September 2013)

The story centred  largely 
around the gruesomeness 
of it.  There are many other 
gruesome attacks on women, 
and in Bredasdorp. There were 
two baby dumpings in that same 
period and quite a number of 
murders.  It just happened to be 
Anene and it just happened to 

be Bredasdorp.  
(Interview 4 & 5, 23 September 2013)



Graffiti on a wall in central Cape Town 
promoting the Black Friday campaign.  
Photographer: Ashleigh Furlong



Most of the media debate regard-
ing Anene’s rape and murder  
focused on violence against  
women in isolation, failing to look 
at the broader social context for 
women in South Africa and for 
rural young women in particular. 
There was very little question-
ing of the structural roots of this 
violence. The “women as victims”  
discourse limited the emergence 
of a public discussion on how to 
keep women safe, how to eradicate 
gender-based violence and how 
to deal with the constructions of  
masculinity that makes such  
violence possible. At a sympo-
sium earlier this year held at  
Columbia University in New York, 
Helen Benedict observed that 
“[j]ust about any discussion of 
women’s rights is still seen in the  
mainstream press as radical,  
opinionated and biased, not as  
legitimate news.”36  

The fickle nature of news report-
ing was again demonstrated when 
Anene Booysen’s murder was  
displaced in the media by the  
murder of Reeva Steenkamp by 
Oscar Pistorius, her boyfriend and 
global sports icon, on Valentine’s 
Day, 2013. The media’s obses-
sion with Reeva’s story is partially 
explained by his celebrity status. 
Yet it is clear from the manner 

in which these two cases were  
reported that class and race  
dynamics say much about whose 
life is deemed of greater value. 
Beautiful and glamorous, Reeva 
led the life of an up-and-coming 
socialite, model and television 
personality. The media devoted a 
great deal of attention to her as a 
person in her own right, with de-
tailed stories about the life she 
led, her friends and family, her 
thoughts and views on assorted 
subjects, what she did on the day 
before she died, what she ate, and 
so on. 

For the media, it seems that  
Anene Booysen was interest-
ing only insofar as her body was 
a site for brutality and for the 
courtroom dramas that ensued 
after her death. Her thoughts 
and views, what she did and said, 
were deemed inconsequential and  
certainly not newsworthy.
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then inform strategic advocacy 
in terms of challenging the state 
to prioritise sexual violence in its 
policy and budgetary agendas. If 
there is to be any hope of turning 
around the country’s high levels 
of violence and preventing further 
cases like Anene’s, there is a need 
to capacitate and strengthen 
feminist endeavours to subvert 
the patriarchal social norms within 
which gender-based violence can 
thrive. This will also entail the 
politics of sensitising our society 
to the horror of sexual violence 
and eliciting more ardent social 
mobilisation. While the physical 
suffering of victims may fade away, 
the psychological wounds caused 
by rape rarely heal completely.
Anene’s rape and murder and the 
ensuing political, civil and media 
responses have not brought 
any real change to Bredasdorp, 
according to the community 
members interviewed. It has not 
changed how people think about 
gender, nor has it changed how 
women experience violence.  

It is fair to say that South Africa 
is at a point of crisis in terms of 
violence against women. At a 
roundtable hosted by the Heinrich 
Böll Foundation, where a draft 
of this paper was presented,37 
a number of important lessons 
emerged from reflecting on the 
government, media and public 
responses to Anene’s death. 

Importantly, there is a need to 
recognise that addressing sexual 
violence is a political issue. Current 
responses do not sufficiently 
address the structural nature of 
women’s oppression and the role 
that sexual violence plays within 
it. Evoking this gendered political 
framework, sexual violence is 
clearly both a symptom and 
also an instrument for women’s 
oppression.

The starting point is therefore to 
build a political analysis into our 
understanding of sexual violence 
and to create feminist spaces to 
drive this work. This analysis must 

07  concluding
comments



If Anene’s death teaches us 
anything at all, it is that notions of 
masculinity, the underlying gender 
social order, and the sexual 
entitlement of men are issues that 
require urgent political and social 
attention.  While a comprehensive 
policy response is required to 
provide support services to victims 
of sexual violence, this alone 
will not stem the rampant tide 
of sexual violence. There are no 
quick-fix solutions and a concerted 
long-term policy response is 
required.

Beyond additional resources, 
strategic thought needs to be 
invested in the prevention of 
sexual violence. Otherwise, both 
private and public spaces will 
continue to be sites of potential 
danger for women and girls in 
South Africa.

All they (politicians) did was the 
Construction Seta. But in terms 
of the psychosocial side - how 
people viewed the case, where 
women could openly debate 
and voice how they feel - that 
did not happen (in Bredasdorp). 
People (in Bredasdorp) did not 
face things head on.   
After apartheid there  was a 
TRC. The community here did 
not go through a phase to heal 
and  bandage the raw wound. 
Many people were in  shock 
but they did not know how to 
process it.  The community was 
affected but people just go on 
with their lives. 
(Interview 2, 24 September 2013)

There is nothing really that is 
transforming the community. 
(Interview 2, 24 September 2013)
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If Anene's death teaches us anything 
at all, it is that notions of masculinity, 
the underlying gender social order, 
and the sexual entitlement of men are 
issues that require urgent political 
and social attention. 



A photo of Anene Booysen.  
Credit:  Daily Maverick
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In December 2012 and February 2013 the world came to 
know of two young women 23-year-old Jyoti Singh Pandey 
from New Dehli, India and 17-year-old Anene Booysen from 
Bredasdorp, South Africa. Both young women were gang-
raped, brutally attacked and died fighting for their lives. Both 
cases received a great deal of publicity and public outcry 
however considering that levels of violence against women 
are high in both countries, but either widely ignored or 
regrettably taken as normalcy in mainstream politics, what 
were the dynamics and specific factors and circumstances 
that propelled them into national and international 
prominence and can unpacking this influence the  
development of enhanced strategies to tackling endemic 
violence against women?

The India and the South Africa offices of the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation have embarked on a learning exchange project on 
sexual violence producing two comparative studies. Rupturing 
the norms: the social and political response to the rape of 
Anene Booysen is the South African study on sexual violence. 
This publication analyses media, political and social responses 
to the rape of Anene and explores whether these responses 
resulted in any tangible social transformation. 


