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Women’s Month and Alert Level Three Lockdown 
 

 

South Africa celebrated National Women’s Day on 9th August, and the whole month of August is 

dedicated to the promotion of the rights of women. National Women's Day was first celebrated as a 

national holiday in 1995; it is an opportunity to pay tribute to women for their essential role in the 

building and development of our society. There has been a lot of pink in evidence; advertisers have 

appropriated Mao Zedong’s dictum that "women hold half the sky".1 The month of August is marked 

by several government events such as trade fairs for women's crafts and symposia on labour issues. 

There have been speeches condemning gender-based violence, the lack of parity in salaries and the 

lack of access to promotion. There is some acknowledgement that women amount to half the 

population and hence half the workforce.  

 

This is the second Women’s Month that we have held under lockdown conditions. Last year it was 

under Alert Level 3 Lockdown and this year it is under adjusted Alert Level 3. This period has seen 

the women of South Africa draw on whatever reserves of strength they have left simply to survive. 

There has been little to celebrate.   

 

Women have been disproportionately affected in both the workplace and the home. This is because 

women predominate in many of the ‘non-essential’ retail and service occupations that have been 

severely affected by the COVID-19 crisis and that cannot be performed remotely, such as those in 

the personal care, restaurant, hospitality and domestic work sectors.2 Women are heavily dependent 

on the informal sector and the various lockdowns destroyed this fragile income.  

 

Furthermore, as Amnesty International have noted, “lockdown measures meant that women could not 

escape abusive partners or leave their homes to seek protection. Similarly, Mozambique, South Africa 

and Zimbabwe stand out as countries where support services to women and girls subjected to violence 

and abuse were not taken into consideration in the design of the measures to control the spread of 

COVID-19.”3 

 

On August 9th 1956, 20 000 women staged a march to the Union Buildings in Pretoria to protest 

against proposed amendments to the Urban Areas Act. They left petitions containing more than 100 

000 signatures at Prime Minister J.G. Strijdom's office door. They stood silently outside his door for 

30 minutes. There are still women standing silently with their petitions. Women stand at SASSA pay-

out points; women stand to register for grants; women stand because they do not have access to 

unlimited data; women stand because the queue at the clinic is long and only COVID-19 cases are 

prioritized; women stand hoping to get their babies vaccinated and because medication for older 

persons is out of stock; women stand for food parcels; women stand  waiting for Early Childhood 
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Development Centres (ECD) to be opened; women stand to have their children registered in schools; 

women stand waiting for transport that doesn’t come because of damaged infrastructure and rivalry 

between different taxi associations.  Women stand because they know that they hold up more than 

half the sky….  

 

As UN Women writes: 

 

“A profound shock to our societies and economies, the COVID-19 pandemic underscores 

society’s reliance on women both on the front line and at home, while simultaneously exposing 

structural inequalities across every sphere, from health to the economy, security to social 

protection. In times of crisis, when resources are strained and institutional capacity is limited, 

women and girls face disproportionate impacts with far reaching consequences that are only 

further amplified in contexts of fragility, conflict, and emergencies. Hard-fought gains for 

women’s rights are also under threat. Responding to the pandemic is not just about rectifying 

long-standing inequalities, but also about building a resilient world in the interests of everyone, 

with women at the centre of recovery.”4 

 

Only then can we give substance and sincerity to the celebration of Women’s Month. 
  

 

Lois Law 

Project Co-ordinator 

1 https://ell.stackexchange.com/questions/190187/women-hold-up-half-the-sky-meaning 
2https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0276562420301050   
3 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/02/southern-africa-homes-become-dangerous-place-for-
women-and-girls-during-covid19-lockdown/  
4https://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/explainer/covid19/en/index.html?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIyMGU4a
qp8gIVgrrtCh23-Q9cEAAYASAAEgLqifD_BwE 
 
  
 
This Response, or parts thereof, may be reproduced with acknowledgement. For any further enquiries or suggestions, or 

to receive our regular publications, please contact events@cplo.org.za 

                                                           

https://ell.stackexchange.com/questions/190187/women-hold-up-half-the-sky-meaning
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0276562420301050
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/02/southern-africa-homes-become-dangerous-place-for-women-and-girls-during-covid19-lockdown/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/02/southern-africa-homes-become-dangerous-place-for-women-and-girls-during-covid19-lockdown/
https://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/explainer/covid19/en/index.html?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIyMGU4aqp8gIVgrrtCh23-Q9cEAAYASAAEgLqifD_BwE
https://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/explainer/covid19/en/index.html?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIyMGU4aqp8gIVgrrtCh23-Q9cEAAYASAAEgLqifD_BwE

