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ABSTRACT

Public administration is a discipline responsible for policy and legislative 
frameworks in the public sector. This is in respect of policy and legisla-
tive frameworks formulation, implementation, monitoring and evalua-
tion in line with the provisions of the South African constitution and var-
ious statutes. In the dawn of democracy, the inclusion of women has 
been a thorny issue as they have been in the receiving end of exclu-
sion, discrimination, and patriarchy. This is despite the provisions in the 
same legislative and policy frameworks, which sought to liberate women 
from the periphery to the epicenter of social, political, and economic 
powers. The study aims to establish public administration epistemic dis-
obedience supportive role for women in the state and the subsequent 
effect women have on policy and legislative making in the public ser-
vice. Furthermore, the study adopts qualitative interpretive design, the-
matic and content analysis for data analysis. The study concludes that 
legislative and policy framework, the study established that there is a 
causal link between the epistemic disobedience and the relegation 
of women to the periphery of the public administration discipline, and 
for men to enjoy the epicenter of social, political and economic poli-
cy. The study recommends that legislative and policy framework should 
ensure that feminist interests within public institutions will be institution-
alised by public agencies established to promote the women’s agenda. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
 
The epistemic disobedience has reflected the loud voice for inclusion in the 
post democratic era, contending the legacy of apartheid. The constitution of 
South Africa, section 9 (1) Everyone is equal before the law and has the right to 
equal protection and benefit of the law, (2) Equality includes the full and equal 
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enjoyment of all rights and freedoms, to promote the achievement of equali-
ty, legislative and other measures designed to protect or advance persons, or 
categories of persons, disadvantaged by unfair discrimination may be taken.  
Furthermore, the fifth sustainable goal on gender equality states that “in many 
societies, women and girls face significant barriers to accessing surgical care, by 
investing in surgical services that are sensitive to gender disparities and address-
ing cultural and economic factors, we can advance gender equality. The sus-
tainable development goals and have been legislative and policy framework, 
that the country relied on to address the gaps that were opened by the legacy 
of apartheid. According to Gupta (2019), gender equality is a means to bring 
women and men on equal footing; it is valuable, and not only a means to oth-
er ends. Shannon et al. (2019) highlights that even though gender equality is a 
value on its right, it has been underrepresented throughout the world, as gen-
der equality policies have been motivated by a plethora of political instability. 

Fatihayah and Simanjuntak (2022), gender equality seeks to disperse power 
equally to women, whereas gender parity is the aim to have relatively equal num-
bers of men and women in the workforce; gender equality is the actual equal op-
portunities, responsibilities, and rights for men and women. Tsige, Synnevåg and 
Aune (2020) report that the success of the implementation of gender equality is 
based on creating platforms wherein women are enabled to take up their pow-
er, rights, and opportunities within society. Alon et al. (2020) state that gender 
equality is an equalizing activity to bring women to the same level as men, and 
this is something that is noted by some. The lack of gender mainstreaming and 
the gravity of negative power relations in the public administration as a discipline 
has lost a meaning that gender equality means, according to Garcia-Holgado 
et al. (2020) a highlight the gender equality strategies that are used to encour-
age more women into male-dominated sectors, thus, the same is necessary to 
bring more men into female-dominated fields as well. England, Levine and Mishel 
(2020) contend that gender equality models and indicators must effectively en-
hance the dominance of women compared to men and focus on measuring 
holistic changes in women’s well-being. As a result, promoting and implement-
ing gender equality strengthen the voice and relevance of women in society. 

The objective of this study is to establish public administration epistemic dis-
obedience supportive role for women in the state and the subsequent ef-
fect women have on policy and legislative making in the public service. 
To achieve the objective, the study begins with a systematic review of the 
gender equality legislative and policy framework within public administra-
tion, contemporary issues in gender and power relations in public adminis-
tration, the ethos of gender mainstreaming in public administration as a dis-
cipline. The state feminist theory as the theoretical framework, a qualitative 
and interpretive research design and conclude with discussions and analysis.
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2. GENDER EQUALITY: LEGISLATIVE AND POLICY FRAMEWORK IN PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION

It has been well established that gender equality has attracted robust debates 
from all corners of the world, and it has become important that as part of the strat-
egy to achieve gender equality, a legislative framework is put in place. Bangani 
and Vyas-Doorgapersad (2020) stated that in a South African context, women 
and men are guaranteed equal standing under the constitution through gender 
equality. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, (1996) section 1, provides 
that the Republic of South Africa is a sovereign and a democratic state, which 
is premised on the value in sub-section (a) which states that the values are the 
growth of human dignity, attainment of equality, and respect for human dignity. 
The Republic of South Africa’s Constitution, as stated in section 2 of that document, 
states that “the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa is the supreme law of 
the Republic; laws or actions contradictory therewith are void, and the responsi-
bilities imposed thereby shall be observed.” The same spirit is echoed in section 9 
which indicates that: “(1) Equal right to protection under the law is for everyone 
and they are to be treated equally in the eyes of the law. (2) Equality includes the 
full and equal enjoyment of all rights and liberties. To further the objective of equal-
ity, legislative and other acts that aim to defend or advance people or groups of 
individuals who are harmed by unfair discrimination may be taken. (3) The state 
cannot treat anyone unfairly because of one or more characteristics, such as eth-
nicity, sex, gender, pregnancy, relationship status, nationality, race, sexual iden-
tity, maturity, impairment, spirituality, morality, philosophy, tradition, dialect, or 
birth location. The mandate of gender equality is espoused through various sec-
tions of the prevailing Republic of South African prevailing constitution. Section 
(2) provides that: “Any conduct and or law that is consistent with the constitution 
in general, and for this study, gender equality is invalid and must be set aside”. 

This makes every law favorable to gender equality, The Promotion of Equality 
and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (Act 4 of 2000), which was passed 
to give effect to Section 9 read with Item 23(1) of Schedule 6 to the Constitution 
of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, was examined in this research in order to 
eliminate and outlaw unfair harassment and discrimination, to reduce inequal-
ities and outlaw unfair discrimination, as well as to prevent and outlaw hate 
speech.  No one is allowed to treat anyone unfairly based on gender, according 
to Section 28 of the South African constitution states that: “(1) This must be rec-
ognised as an aggravating element for sentencing if it is established throughout 
the course of any criminal investigation or prosecution that unfair discrimination 
on the grounds of race, gender, or handicap contributed to the commission of 
the crime. When combined with the Employment Equity Act (Act 55 of 1998), 
the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unjust Discrimination Act (Act 4 of 
2000) states: “No employer can discriminate against you on the basis of gender. 
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Accordingly, the employment equality act is a law that supports equity in the 
workplace and makes sure that all workers are afforded equal opportunity and 
fair treatment by their employers. Employers are protected by this law from unfair 
practices and all types of discrimination. It should go without saying that your 
employer is not permitted to treat you unfairly because of your race, gender, 
sex, pregnancy, marital status, parenting obligations, ethnicity or social back-
ground, color, sexual identity, maturity level, handicap, spirituality, HIV status, 
sense of right and wrong, conviction, political viewpoint, traditions, dialect, or 
birthplace. A final implementation strategy for affirmative action is provided by 
the Promotion of Justice and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act. There are 
policies that require the implementation of affirmative action, which is also an-
ticipated to remove job hurdles and unfair discrimination against women and 
other designated groups. The Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998’s core provi-
sions, according to Landman and O’Clery (2020), call for equal representation 
and the achievement of equity goals of 50%. It aims to make representation 
easier when planning. In addition, the legislation outlines ways to encourage 
affirmative action and tries to promote social justice and equality at work.  

The White Paper on Affirmative Action (1998), which advocates equality, as-
serts that: “Laws, programmes, or initiatives intended to improve the situations 
of people who have suffered disadvantages because of their ethnicity, gen-
der, or disability. The main objectives of this White Paper are to assist the growth 
of a representative and equitable public Service and to foster an environment 
that supports those who have previously experienced unjust treatment”. These 
legislative frameworks are premised on the agenda to see the development of 
women through relegating all the forms of discrimination against women and 
the promotion of gender equality, not just in terms of representation but also 
in terms of decolonising every statute to bring women from the margins to the 
centre of liberation and progress. However, if men and women vying for the 
same post are not treated equally as a result of earlier practices that were not 
gender-sensitive, fairness is unachievable. Equity aims to correct the disparity 
and guarantee that women have access to executive roles anywhere where 
their qualifications and expertise are required. Section 187 (1) of the Constitution 
states that the Commission for Gender Equality must advance respect for gen-
der equality as well as the preservation, advancement, and realisation of gen-
der equality. According to the Commission for Gender Equality (commission). 

Section 184 of the South African Human Rights Commission’s (SAHRC) consti-
tution states the following: (1) The South African Human Rights Commission is 
charged with three tasks: (a) promoting respect for and a culture of human 
rights; (b) advancing the protection, promotion, and fulfillment of human rights; 
and (c) assessing the Republic’s adherence to its human rights commitments. 
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3. CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN GENDER AND POWER RELATIONS IN PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION

The notion of gender and power, according to Pavlidis, and Fullagar (2016), is 
power relations which is mainly considered as an act to use gender relations to 
exercise power-over, that is, to get others to do what you want them to do. Gen-
der and power do not only show a difference between men and women but a 
difference between the powerful and the powerless. Carli (2020) states that the 
concept of gender and power is an empowerment concept to which women 
may respond to situations that signal to them that they have power by accelerat-
ing their participation and to situations that signal their powerlessness by decreas-
ing their participation and do so much more than men. Haberland (2015) argues 
that gender and power are separated in power relations which determine who 
has access to political, economic and administrative power. This notion is advo-
cated by Rudman, and Glick (2021) who claim that gender and power are the 
central key mechanisms through which people were not only constrained but rel-
egated to the periphery of economic, political and administrative power, and or 
gatekeeping in the centre of economic, political and administrative power in the 
world. Hartsock (2018) advocates that gender and power are explored by prob-
lematising how societies define appropriate masculine and feminine behaviour. 

This is predominantly witnessed through the notion that men and society subject 
women to a powerless position because women are feminine, quiet, and obedi-
ent to the voice and powers of society’s perspective of women. A follow-up view 
states that gender and power settle political scores and tend to reflect on bar-
gains between male elites which are often tied to, or even reliant on, patterns of 
gender inequality, such as women’s exclusion from key resources (Halford, 2018). 
The challenge of gender and power, according to Nicolson, (2015) is traced back 
to women’s inability to inherit land, and hence excluded from land redistribution, 
and in that way, women’s inheritance rights to land are threatened; as a result, 
they have no position to economic power. Commenting on gender and power, 
Jordan (2019) declares that the predominant conceptualisation of gender and 
power in the political and governance spheres would miss the importance of 
women and therefore renders the public institutions inadequate for achieving 
the task that proponents of this approach have set for themselves: informing 
effective women empowerment and gender equality.  The challenge of gender 
and power in public institutions, according to, Clapton, and Shepherd, (2017), is a 
gap in the exercise of political voice, wherein women’s voice is suppressed, and 
men’s voice is loud. The suppression of women’s voices predominantly appears 
in some forms of political action but not others and in some settings but not oth-
ers, because, the gap is often rather modest, negligible, or even tiny in size. Knud-
son-Martin et al. (2015) warned that the gendered-power approach is evident 
considering the patterns expressed in the gendered social prohibition on women’s 
directive influence and leadership. Women may seek to avoid social sanctions for 
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violating a gender norm that assigns power to men and proscribes women from it.

Nicolso (2015) shares that with respect to gender and power dispute, women are 
always victims because the world has a tendency of celebrating every minor 
win which does not contribute to gender equality. The lack of improved power 
relations in favor of women is because gender norms change, but the pace is 
often slow and is not always progressive. In the same view, Miller, and Perelberg 
(2018) reveal that the norm with respect to gender and power is that women’s 
appointments to positions of influence are more like invisible guard rails that 
shape and narrow people’s thinking, behaviours, and opportunities. Therefore, 
norms often show up as a kind of women empowerment and gender equal-
ity, whereas the women are treated like doors that just did not open, choic-
es that could not be made, and opportunities that just seemed out of reach.

To diagnose the challenge of gender and power, Bay-Cheng, Maguin and 
Bruns, (2018) report that patriarchy has been the key factor in shaping be-
haviours and attitudes, such as ‘women should stay at home and men should 
earn an income’, ‘men make better politicians than women’. The gender and 
power struggles are predominantly invisible and hardly obvious. Furthermore, 
this was demonstrated by the lack of economic growth because, some wom-
en do not enter the labour force like their male counterparts. Nelson, Bronstein, 
Shacham and Ben-Ari (2015) state that modern society has not outgrown the 
patriarchal challenges, and the democratisation of power has caused nu-
merous substantial challenges for women in various spheres of social life, cul-
ture, and people’s minds and behaviours. At the same time, new attitudes 
towards power are emerging in society; new interpretations and perceptions 
of it should be robust to allow women to participate in programmes that em-
power women to promote gender equality (Cornwall, and Lindisfarne, 2016).  
Walsh (2016) argued that gender and power in public institution norms that are 
shaped by patriarchy are reflected in behaviours and attitudes, such as ‘women 
should stay at home and men should earn an income’, ‘men make better pol-
iticians than women’, ‘female genital cutting is required and is the way we do 
things here’. Blessett et al. (2019) state that gender and power in public adminis-
tration is a key step towards women empowerment and gender equality in pub-
lic life in pursuit of building representative, just and effective public institutions. 

This notion was further echoed by Johnson, and Svara (2015) who argue that 
public administration is a crucial venue to seek and establish gender equal-
ity because public administration is the primary institution responsible for im-
plementing national policies, programmes and tasks in which women should 
be included equally. Finally, the way forward with respect to gender and 
power in public administration, according to Bula and Klym (2019), is em-
bedded in closing gender discrimination, and exclusion of women in public 
administration. This is important to ensure truly inclusive development and dem-
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ocratic governance and helps to restore trust and confidence in public insti-
tutions and enhance the sustainability and responsiveness of public policies.

4. THE ETHOS OF GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AS 
A DISCIPLINE

There is more evidence of the need for public sector organisations to have 
gender-mainstream positions. The United Nations Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC) (1997) stated that the practice of evaluating the effects on both men 
and women of any proposed activity, such as laws, strategies, and initiatives in all 
fields and at all levels, is known as gender popularization. On a similar note, Van 
Dijk and Morwamohube (2015) stated that the major strategy or action plan for im-
proving gender equality and equity is known as gender mainstreaming. It alludes 
to the persistent application of a gender viewpoint throughout the entire process 
of developing and carrying out strategies, initiatives and programmes. Gender 
mainstreaming in public administration, according to Sobirovich, (2021), is accept-
ed by many national and international agencies and non-governmental organi-
zations, as an effective strategy for promoting gender equality, however, women 
remain under-represented in many facets of their lives in public administration. 

Acosta et al. (2019) advocates that gender mainstreaming in public adminis-
tration renders men and women different, as a result, policy formulation, and 
implementation should not omit these factors. According to Vida (2021), gen-
der mainstreaming in the South African public sector has been adopted as 
the strategy through which gender equality and women’s empowerment 
can be achieved. On a similar note, Wenham et al. (2020) note that the es-
sence of gender mainstreaming is a method of examing the extent to which 
women and men are the implicated with respect to any planned action, in-
cluding legislation, policies, or programmes, in all areas, and at all levels. Ok-
tari (2021) states that gender mainstreaming in public administration works as 
a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences 
an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evalua-
tion of policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres 
so that women and men benefit equally; and inequality is not perpetuated. 

According to Hunting, and Hankivsky (2020), gender mainstreaming is a process 
through which to establish both formal and substantive gender equality in an or-
ganisation. It recognises that this process happens in a masculinist society favor-
ing men and their interests. Huning (2020) reveals that the gender mainstreaming 
approach is considered a multi-track strategy that is better suited to attain grad-
ual, sustainable gender transformation at all levels of society, government and 
private organisations. As a result, according to Kitta and CardonaMoltó (2022), 
gender Mainstreaming should be integrated into a broad organisational trans-
formation process, which reconceptualises and/or re-invents the entire organi-
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sation as it interrogates and undoes its deep structures. This means that the con-
cept of gender mainstreaming is not merely a process for implications, nor is it 
just about women’s and men’s concerns, but merely about women’s and men’s 
lived realities in aspects of design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation 
of gender equality policies and programmes (Cameron, 2020). Berezhna et al. 
(2022) believe that gender mainstreaming is a globally accepted strategy, an 
approach, and a means for promoting gender equality. This means that gender 
mainstreaming is based on ensuring that all gender perspectives and attention 
to the goal of gender equality are central to all activities (Lomazzi and Crespi, 
2019). To advance the phenomenon of gender mainstreaming in the African 
public sector, according to Harcourt (2011), the nations should 70 assess the 
success of their attempts at gender mainstreaming. A patriarchal society that is 
reflected in cultural norms, religious beliefs, gender-blind public legislation, tradi-
tional teachings, and behaviors poses significant institutional and political obsta-
cles to gender equality practices. According to the 2010 Convention on the Elim-
ination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), all governments 
should require all political parties and state organisations to immediately adopt 
a policy of eradicating discrimination against women using the necessary meth-
ods. In society and the family, the Convention states that all women and men 
have the same basic human rights. Additionally, it compels members to take 
action to end laws, prejudiced perceptions, and behaviours that harm wom-
en’s well-being as well as the social factors that contribute to gender inequality.

Yaliwe, Selebogo and Ojakorotu (2013) argued that in South Africa, one strategy 
for tackling issues of equality, empowerment, and the decrease of gender in-
equality in the nation is the SADC Gender and Development Protocol. The word 
“mainstreaming,” which is most often used to describe a comprehensive ap-
proach that incorporates both programming targeted at women and the incor-
poration of women’s and gender issues into all current programmes throughout a 
programme cycle has become widely used in South Africa and the international 
development community (UNESCO, 2002). According to Durojaye and Adeban-
jo (2014), hierarchical and cultural norms are pervasive on the African continent 
and affect women’s constitutional freedoms, particularly the legal protections 
to equality and non-discrimination in the workplace. Although it is commonly 
accepted that all people have the same rights regardless of gender, hegemony, 
which penetrates the public sector in Africa, has placed restrictions on the basic 
liberties and rights of women. According to a 2015 report by the African Devel-
opment Bank, women and men in Africa frequently encounter unequal oppor-
tunities, conditions, and privileges because they earn different earnings, have 
varying access to education, and are not always treated equally by the law. 

Oboh, Othman, Jia Yi and Jusoh (2021) stated that reflecting on what is hap-
pening in African public service, everyone should strive to be involved in gen-
der mainstreaming as of utmost concern to the inclusion and development 
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of women in the region. Across much of rural sub-Saharan Africa, where 
women are typically submissive to men in customary patriarchal family sys-
tems, Nkala, Khumalo and Baloyi (2018) shared that gender mainstreaming is 
required to protect gender equality. They said that women raised in such 71 
settings and birthed into them are treated as second-class subjects, inferi-
or to men, and disenfranchised from group decision-making, especially in the 
workplace. Muralidharan et al. (2015) conceded that at the heart of any and 
every gender, policy and measurement programme, a comprehensive, sys-
tematic review of the impact of gender integrated programmes outcomes 
should be scrutinized to determine its implementation strategies and realities. 

Kantola and Lombardo (2021) state that gender equality and women empower-
ment should be seen as a prescriptive implementation procedure for successful 
gender equality programmes. Whereas Hjálmsdóttir, and Bjarnadóttir (2021) opine 
that it is crucial to note that gender equality cannot happen in the absence of 
gender empowerment and gender transformation in any given context. Wittbom 
and Häyrén (2021) argue that programmes and policies for gender equality are 
about ensuring gender equality and must be a true reflection of gender demo-
graphics and the integration of gender issues. Chang and Milkman, (2020) state 
that effective strategies for gender equality advancement of women and gen-
der equality lie in the cooperation of various stakeholders within a large frame-
work that recognises the interdependence and interrelation of the women’s 
empowerment and gender equality.  Davis and Williamson (2019) declared that 
the idea and call for gender equality is central to many feminist struggles and 
women’s movements. Furthermore, gender oppression has given birth too many 
feminists, activists and scholars to mobilise for gender reforms in practices, be-
haviours, institutions, policies, pieces of legislation and the state itself (Sen, 2019). 

5. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The State Feminist theory is a theoretical framework that aims to give women 
more of a voice in the government and institutions that it is affiliated with. Ear-
ly in the 1980s, MacKinnon created state feminism. The state feminist theory is 
inextricably connected to Marxist conceptions of inequality and power. The 
term “state feminism” was coined by Stetson and Mazur (1995) to describe 
government institutions and initiatives that are formally tasked with advanc-
ing the status and rights of women. According to MacKinnon (2017), both the 
state and society have an impact on one another. Relationships between the 
state and society are complicated and can occur at all governmental lev-
els, from local to national. The state feminist theory is crucial to this investiga-
tion because it enables women to pursue feminism when they have access 
to the machinery of women’s policy. State feminism has two components: 

•	 The supportive role that women play in the state who have a “feminist mind-
set” and the subsequent effect they have on policy making; and 
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•	 The access the state grants to the women’s movement.

6. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

This study conducts a systematic review of epistemic disobedience in Public 
Administration: Rethinking power relations and legislative framework for gen-
der equality, employing a desktop research methodology grounded in quali-
tative interpretive methods. The aim is to analyse, describe, and interpret the 
existing body of literature to elucidate how employee engagement can be har-
nessed to drive organizational growth. By adopting a qualitative lens, the re-
searcher assumes the role of an observer within the textual world, facilitating 
an in-depth interpretive exploration of the interplay between employee en-
gagement and organizational development. The study meticulously identifies 
and organizes themes emerging from the data set, enabling a comprehensive 
examination of shared meanings across the literature. An inductive themat-
ic analysis is employed to uncover insights, trends, and constructed meanings, 
in alignment with the study’s objectives. Themes are derived organically from 
the literature review, reflecting the flexible and adaptive nature of the generic 
inductive approach. This methodology ensures that the study remains rooted 
in the data, avoiding the imposition of preconceived notions or themes, and 
thereby providing a more authentic and nuanced understanding of the rela-
tionship between employee engagement and organizational development. 

7. CONCLUSION

The study sought to confront epistemic disobedience that has been going in 
the public administration, which is a result of a loud voice for inclusion in the 
post democratic era, contending the legacy of apartheid. The constitution of 
South Africa, section 9 (1) Everyone is equal before the law and has the right 
to equal protection and benefit of the law, (2) Equality includes the full and 
equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms, to promote the achievement of 
equality, legislative and other measures designed to protect or advance per-
sons, or categories of persons, disadvantaged by unfair discrimination may 
be taken.  To establish the discussions and the recommendations the study re-
sponded to the study objective which sought to establish public administration 
epistemic disobedience supportive role for women in the state and the subse-
quent effect women have on policy and legislative making in the public service.
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