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Title of Thesis: Spatial and Social Exclusion:  
Travel and Transport Needs of Rural Women  
in Limpopo, South Africa 

 
by 
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Study Leaders: Prof U.J. Fairhurst 
   Dr M. de Waal 
 
Department:  Geography, Geoinformatics and Meteorology 
 
Degree:  DPhil  
 
 
 
 
There is a considerable body of literature on the transportation activities of rural households. 

Still, efforts to address rural women's specific travel and transport needs have met with limited 

or no success. Because rural women are vulnerable members of society, their productive roles 

are sometimes not fully reflected in sector strategies. Considering how transport policies and 

projects address rural women's needs is important for socially and economically sustainable 

rural transport policy.  

 

The main argument presented in this research is based on the expectations raised by the 

democratic elections of 1994 in South Africa. After the elections many people, particularly 

those in the rural areas, were expecting improvement in service delivery. However, ten years 

later, rural African women still face daunting challenges in terms of access to basic services. 

The main argument in this thesis is therefore that rural transport policy and plans in South 

Africa, as elsewhere, have failed to adequately address specific gender issues. 

 

Since studies of this nature are complex, and the issues involved cannot be clearly understood 

from the outside, it is essential to have an inside perspective. The research, therefore, was not 

viewed simply as an abstract process of knowledge-seeking but as a means through which to 

acquire a more complete understanding of rural women's transport needs. Hence, a qualitative 

feminist approach was adopted, and a gendered perspective was followed in addressing the 

transport needs of rural women. Using a non-gendered perspective for studying patterns and 

processes of rural conditions would not only have provided an incomplete understanding of 
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rural transport, but also would have constituted a disservice to efforts to generate an informed 

basis for rural women's emancipation. 

 

Just as feminist research often draws on multiple disciplines, this study too draws on several: 

human geography, sociology and feminist methodology, in particular. Moreover, the use of 

multiple methods in this project, rather than a single method, was chosen not only because of its 

feminist concerns but also because of a commitment to thoroughness and the need to be 

responsive to the rural women studied. To this end, multiple research methods, such as 

participant observation, focus group discussions, document and photograph analysis, and 

photographs were used. 

 

These methods made it possible to provide some insights into the roles of rural women and to 

their related travel and transport needs in the three villages studied in Limpopo: Mamoleka, 

Tshitwi and Babanana. The question of whether transport empowers or is disempowering rural 

women was addressed.  

 

Three main themes emerged in this study. These themes suggest that rural women use the 

transport system in order to satisfy their multiple roles. Transport practitioners, however, provide 

transport facilities and services that are often characterised by constraints that create problems 

for these women and hence impact on their opportunities. Consequently, unresolved problems 

lead to opportunities denied. Therefore, policy makers should generate new strategies to address 

African rural women's transport needs. 

 

One thing immediately apparent in reviewing the findings of this research is that gender biases 

in rural transport stem from the multiple roles that rural women perform in society and at home. 

Because the total workload of a rural household is rarely shared equally among its members, 

the burden of transport falls on women. Inadequate and inappropriate transport increases the 

amount of time necessary to perform their multiple roles, leaving rural women perform with 

little or no spare time to develop themselves by participating in socio-economic and political 

activities. 

 

The burden of transport not only deprives rural women of participation in development 

activities, it also makes them lose out on opportunities to earn higher incomes and to improve 

their financial resources. Finally, because they already have limited financial resources and 

opportunities, they are unable to invest in personal means of transport, through which they 

might reduce their transport burden and improve their incomes.    
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A close linking of gender perspective and rural transport policy is proposed in order to improve 

rural transport systems and initiatives and to make them more gender-responsive and 

sustainable. Making rural transport policy more responsive to the needs of rural women 

requires developing a structural approach to understand their needs, identifying instruments to 

address those needs, and establishing an appropriate policy framework.  To this end, this 

thesis identifies some approaches that would help in developing a gender-responsive rural 

transport policy through paying attention to rural women's travel and transport needs. These 

approaches include recognition of the need for an integrated rural transport policy, in which 

both transport and non-transport interventions applicable to addressing rural transport 

problems for self-employed and unemployed rural women, as found in Limpopo, are promoted. 

Furthermore, the need for awareness of rural women's multiple roles is outlined. What remains 

is the need for development of a comprehensive, gender-sensitive strategy in all fields of rural 

transport research, policy and projects to help explore ways of correcting existing biases in 

rural travel and transport for rural women. 

 

Key Terms:  rural transport, practical needs, strategic needs, reproductive role, productive 

role, social role, social exclusion, spatial exclusion, patriarchy, gender 

mainstreaming. 
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 OPSOMMING 

 
 
 
Titel van Tesis: Ruimtelike en sosiale uitsluiting: Reis en vervoerbehoeftes van 

plattelandse vroue in Limpopo, Suid-Afrika. 
 

deur 
 

Sabina Mammelane Mahapa  
 
Studieleiers:  Prof U.J. Fairhurst 
   Dr M. de Waal 
 
Departement:  Geografie, Geoinformatika en Meteorologie 
 
Graad:  DPhil  
 
 
 
Vele navorsingsbydraes is reeds gelewer rakende die vervoeraktiwiteite van plattelandse 

huishoudings. Pogings om die reis en vervoerbehoeftes van plattelandse vroue aan te spreek, 

was egter minder suksesvol. Die persepsie dat plattelandse vroue die mindere sosio-

ekonomiese lede van die gemeenskap verteenwoordig, impliseer dat hulle rol as produktiewe 

bydraers nie noodwendig gereflekteer word in sektorale strategieë nie. Indien in aanmerking 

geneem word hoe vervoerbeleid tans die behoeftes van plattelandse vroue aanspreek, is dit ‘n 

belangrike faktor in die beplanning van ‘n sosiale en ekonomiese vatbare plattelandse 

vervoerbeleid.  

 

Die hoofrede vooropgestel deur hierdie navorsing, is die verwagtinge wat geskep is deur die 

demokratiese vekiesing wat gedurende 1994 in Suid-Afrika plaasgevind het. Na die verkiesing 

het vele persone, spesifiek inwoners in plattelandse gebiede, hoër verwagtinge in 

dienslewering gekoester. Desnieteenstaande, tien jaar later, het plattelandse Swart vroue nog 

steeds te kampe met onoorkomlike uitdagings ten opsigte van toeganklikheid tot basiese 

dienste. Die hoof argument vooropgestel deur hierdie navorsing, is dat plattelandse 

vervoerbeleid en beplanning in Suid Afrika, soos ook elders, gefaal het om spesifieke 

geslagsverwante uitdagings aan te spreek.   

 

Aangesien studies van hierdie aard kompleks is en onderliggende probleme nie noodwendig 

vanuit ‘n eksterne hoek geinterpreteer kan word nie, is dit belangrik dat die studie vanuit ‘n 

interne gesigspunt benader word.  Die navorsig opsigself is dus nie benader as ‘n blote 

abstrakte kennis-soekende proses nie, maar daarop gerig om ‘n omvattende begrip van die 
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vervoerprobleme van plattelandse vroue te verkry. Voortspruitend hieruit, is ‘n kwalitatiewe 

vroulik-gebaseerde benadering aanvaar, onderlê deur ‘n geslagsgerigte perspektief ten 

opsigte van vervoerprobleme van plattelandse vroue. Deur ‘n nie-geslags perspektief van 

patrone en prosesse gerig op plattelandse toestande na te volg, sal nie alleenlik ‘n onvolledige 

begrip van plattelandse vervoer daarstel nie, maar ook ‘n ondiens impliseer in ‘n poging om ‘n 

ingeligte basis ten opsigte van die emansipasie van plattelandse vroue te genereer.  

 

Net soos vroulik-gebaseerde navorsing dikwels berus op ‘n veelheid van dissiplines, word hierdie 

studie ook multi-dissiplinêr onderlê: spesifiek menslike geografie, sosiologie en vroulik-

gebaseerde metodologieë. Inteendeel, deur gebruik te maak van ‘n gekose muli-dissiplinêre 

navorsingsbenadering, as eerder ‘n enkelvoudige fokusgerigte benadering, rig die studie spesifiek 

op vroulik-gebaseerde belange, ‘n verbintenis tot deurdagtheid en ‘n ontvanklikheid ten opsigte 

van die studie van plattelandse vroue. Vir sodanige doelbereiking, is van ‘n veelheid van 

navorsingstegnieke gebruik gemaak, onder andere: deelnemende waarnemingtegnieke, 

fokusgroep besprekings, dokumentontleding en fotografiese analiese.  

 

Genoemde navorsingstegnieke het dit moontlik gemaak om ‘n studie-insig te verkry in die rol 

van plattelandse vroue en hul verbandhoudende reis en vervoerbehoeftes binne drie 

plattelandse gemeenskappe in Limpopo, naamlik Mamoleka, Tshitwi and Babanana. Die vraag 

of vervoer plattelandse vroue bemagtig of nie, is dienooreenkomstig aangespreek.  

 

Voortspruitend uit die studie, is drie hoof temas geïdentifiseer. Die temas suggereer dat 

plattelandse vroue gebruik maak van ‘n vervoerstelsel om sodoende hulle multi-dimensionele 

sosiale rolle te volvoer. Vervoerorganisasies daarinteen, voorsien vervoerfasiliteite en dienste wat 

gekenmerk word deur beperkinge wat dikwels aktiwiteits- en geslagsgevoelig is en noodwendig 

impak op geleenthede wat plattelandse vroue gebied word.  Gevolglik lei onoorkomlike 

vervoerprobleme tot geleenthede ontneem. Derhalwe, beleidsmakers moet nuwe strategieë 

daarstel om soedoende voorsiening te maak vir die vervoerprobleme van Swart plattelandse 

vroue.  

 

‘n Aspek wat onmiddellik na vore tree in ‘n oorsig van die navorsingsbevinding, is dat geslags-

onewewigtigheid  in plattelandse vervoer voortspruit uit die veelvuldige rolle wat vroue volvoer 

binne die gemeenskap en tuis. Aangesien die totale werkslading  binne plattelandse 

huishoudings oneweredig verdeel is tussen gesinslede, val die las van vervoer op vroue. 

Onvoldoende en onvanpaste vervoer verhoog ook tydsbesteding nodig om veeldoelige take af 

te handel. Derhalwe, word plattelandse vroue feitlik geen tyd gelaat vir self-ontwikkeling en 

deelneming aan sosio-ekonomiese en politieke aktiwiteite.   
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Die vervoerlas wat op plattelandse vroue geplaas word, ontneem hulle nie alleenlik van 

deelneming aan ontwikkelingsaktiwiteite nie, maar hulle word ook die geleentheid ontneem om 

‘n hoër inkomste te verdien en sodoende hulle finansiële omstandighede te verbeter. 

Aangesien plattelandse vroue reeds beperkte finansiële bronne en geleenthede tot hulle 

beskikking het, is dit ook nie moontlik om in ‘n eie wyse van vervoer te investeer deur middle 

waarvan hulle moontlik die vervoerlas kan verlig en ‘n hoër inkomste kan genereer.  

 

‘n Nouer verband tussen geslagsgerigte perspektiewe en plattelandse vervoerbeleid word 

voorgestel om plattelanse inisiatiewe rakende vervoerstelsels te verbeter en dit sodoende 

meer geslagsgevoelig end onderhoudbaar te maak. Om plattelandse vervoerbeleid meer 

toeganklik vir plattelandse vroue te maak, impliseer ‘n veranderde struktuur benadering vir 

beter begrip van hulle behoeftes, die identifisering van instrumente om dit aan te spreek en die 

daarstelling van ‘n toepaslike beleidsraamwerk.   Vir bereiking van sodanige doel, word enkele 

moontlikhede deur die tesis geïdentifiseer wat moontlik as basis kan dien in die ontwikkeling 

van ‘n geslagsgevoelige benadering tot ’n plattelandse vervoerbeleid, wat spesifiek fokus op 

plattelandse vroue se reis en vervoerbehoeftes. Genoemde benaderings bevestig die 

noodsaaklikheid van ‘n geïntegreerde plattelandse vervoerbeleid, waar beide vervoer en nie-

vervoer verwante aspekte, gerig op eie-indiensnemende en werklose plattelandse vroue soos 

bevind in Limpopo, bevorder word. Derhalwe, moet spesifiek kennis geneem word van die 

meerdoelige gemeenskapsrol van plattelandse vroue soos omskryf. Ten slotte word voorgestel 

dat ‘n omvattende geslag-sensitiewe strategie, wat die volle spektrum van plattelandse 

vervoernavorsing insluit, beleid en projekte daargestel word om sodoende die bestaande 

wanbalans ten opsigte van plattelandse reis en vervoerbehoeftes van plattelandse vroue, reg 

te stel.    

 

Sleutelterme: plattelandse vervoer, praktiese behoeftes, strategiese behoeftes, 

reproduktiewe rol, produktiewe rol, sosiale rol, sosiale uitsluiting, 

ruimtelike uitsluiting, patriargale, geslagshoofstroming. 
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