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Though the new National Industrial Policy Framework (NIPF) is a step in the right direction towards diversifying the South African 

economy away from its mineral dependency, it is silent on gender issues. South Africa’s industrial policy has never been gender 

sensitive. This has its roots in early industrialisation that was centred on the mining sector and the heavy resource processing 

industries that grow around it which were – and still are – male dominated. The policies that were implemented then entrenched 

an industrial structure that has remained static and gender-biased. Though there has been a growing awareness of the need to have 

gender-inclusive economic policies, it is argued that the failure of the new industrial policy framework to explicitly recognise gender 

relates to the way in which economists view men and women. Industrial policy like other economic policies tends to be influenced 

by economic theory, macroeconomics which focuses on non-gendered aggregates and microeconomics which assumes that men 

and women are homogenous in their preferences and endowments. This view tends to lead to economic policies that are gender-

blind. In the case of industrial policy, selecting sectors for intervention without a gender lens can further entrench the inequalities 

that exist between men and women at the industrial level. It is not sufficient for the industrial policy framework to assume that by 

targeting services sectors – such as business process outsourcing and hotel catering (tourism) – which tend to have a relatively 

large number of women, there is no need to outline explicitly how the policy will help reduce gender inequalities and increase the 

participation of women in the industrialisation process. This focus argues that, in order to fundamentally change the status quo, 

gender issues in industrial development should not ‘piggy back’ on major polices but should be integrated from the outset.
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Introduction

A gender perspective means recognising that 

women stand at the crossroads between 

production and reproduction, between economic 

activity and the care of human beings, and 

therefore between economic growth and human 

development. They are workers in both spheres 

– those most responsible and therefore with 

most at stake, those who suffer most when the 

two spheres meet at cross-purposes, and those 

most sensitive to the need for better integration 

between the two. (Sen, 1995:12)
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s industrial structure in these countries has typically 

remained static for a long period of time relative 

to countries where industrialisation was based on 

labour-intensive manufactures. In his paper, Nordas 

shows that the lock-in effect of the initial industrial 

structure is stronger for relatively resource-

abundant than for labour-abundant developing 

countries. In South Africa the initial lock-in effects 

of its early industrialisation can still be seen in the 

dominance of the extractive sector in the economy, 

whose exports constitute 50% of the country's 

total export basket. According to Hausmann and 

Klinger (2008) it seems that there has been a lack 

of structural transformation across sectors in South 

Africa. The country remains highly concentrated in 

mining. Even today, the only sectors with large 

net exports in South Africa are gold, coal, other 

mining and basic iron and steel. Countries in Asia 

and the Pacific on the other hand that embarked 

on a labour-intensive industrialisation process 

in the 1960s have undergone more significant 

structural changes relative to their mineral-rich 

counterparts, whose industrialisation was based 

on heavy capital-intensive industries. Structural 

change in these countries has brought about 

growth through diversification and expansion into 

new activities. Countries that have grown have 

changed their form continuously and those that 

have struggled tend to display structural inertia. 

Furthermore, the East Asian case shows that 

countries that do not change cannot sustain 

rapid growth. The Asian Development Bank 

(2007) measures structural change in terms of: 

movements in the composition of output and 

employment; the speed and breakdown of labour 

productivity growth; the pace of technological 

transformation; and developing patterns of 

specialisation and diversification. The importance 

of this in the context of mainstreaming gender in 

industrial development is that a dynamic economy 

that is continuously changing is better able to alter 

the gender imbalances of early industrialisation. 

The lack of structural transformation in South 

This focus looks at the new National Industrial 

Policy Framework (NIPF) and the Industrial Policy 

Action Plan (IPAP) that were formulated in 2007. 

It argues that the failure of these policies to 

address gender issues explicitly as they relate 

to industrial development in the framework's 13 

strategic programmes reflects gender blindness 

and should not be mistaken for gender-neutrality. 

Though the NIPF states that it is not its aim to 

address every issue that concerns South Africa’s 

industrial policy, it will be argued that the failure to 

explicitly spell out gender issues from the outset 

is what epitomises gender-blind policies. If the 

gap between men and women is to be closed at 

the industrial level, the gender dimension should 

be built into the overall policy framework. This 

will ensure that gender issues do not end up 

becoming mere appendages to policies that might 

unknowingly entrench male-bias in the country’s 

industrial structure. 

The gender-bias in South Africa’s industrial 

policy has its roots in the country’s rich natural 

resource endowment and the heavy resource 

processing industries that grew around it. This 

focus fully acknowledges the broad range of 

interventions under the NIPF and makes no 

attempt to go into the specific details of this 

framework. Its focus is on the silence on gender 

in the industrial policy framework as it pertains to 

the theme of ‘engendering’ national and global 

economic policies. 

South Africa’s early industrialisation

Early industrialisation in most mineral-dependent 

countries such as South Africa was closely linked 

to the mining sector. This saw the establishment 

of large-scale heavy industries which were male-

dominated. According to Nordas (2000), the 

If the gap between men and women is to be closed 

at the industrial level, the gender dimension should 

be built into the overall policy framework
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Africa means that it will be difficult to diversify 

the economy into new industrial activities that 

alter the existing composition of output and 

more importantly the composition of industrial 

employment in a gender inclusive way.

Shafer (1994) argues that the dominant 

sectors of a country not only precondition how 

it interacts with the rest of the international 

economy, but tend to become major actors in 

cementing the prevailing economic structure. In 

the case of mineral dependent economies, these 

dominant industries – both the mining sector 

and its related heavy processing industries – 

are male-dominated. Shafer’s view suggests that 

South Africa’s current growth and employment 

predicament represents an earlier “policy bias” 

that entrenched commodities as the focal point 

of early and subsequent industrialisation. It can 

therefore be argued that by promoting heavy, 

capital-intensive industries, early industrial policy 

created a gender-biased industrial structure. This 

dynamic is not only peculiar to South Africa, as 

Dennis (1991) writes of Nigeria:  

…the place of women within [Nigeria’s political 

economy] has indicated that development of 

the petrol extraction economy led to the growth 

of some types of industrial investment and 

thus to the growth of industrial employment. 

Women were incorporated into this industrial 

structure by being recruited into ‘women’s 

work’ as unskilled labour force in plants 

producing basic consumer goods. (Dennis, 

1991:94)

Dennis’s depiction of industrial employment 

is universal and highlights its gender-bias. 

Manufacturing tends to have few women, and 

most of them are in low-level jobs. Even where 

they are in mid-level jobs, such as operators in 

clothing and textiles, these tend to be in poorly-

paid, low productivity industries. 

It can be seen that South Africa’s early 

industrialisation created a male dominated industrial 

structure and that due to the ‘lock-in effects’ of 

such a structure very little has changed. Therefore 

for the new National Industrial Policy Framework 

(NIPF) to be gender inclusive it should take into 

account these historic gender imbalances when 

defining interventions that are meant to diversify 

the economy away from its current resource 

complex. It is the failure of the new industrial policy 

framework to acknowledge the gender biased 

industrial structure that it is trying to change that 

makes its gender neutrality problematic. 

Rodrik (2004) argues that countries such as South 

Africa need to find new, non-traditional activities that 

can offer potential for growth. Growth is not the 

only consideration, since most mineral-dependent 

countries face high unemployment. This means 

Mineral dependent economies like South Africa tend to be 
male-dominated.
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activities that address the issue of growth whilst 

tackling the unemployment and gender inequality 

problems inherited from the past. 

The problems inherent in South Africa’s early 

industrial policies, that led to the poor performance 

of the manufacturing sector and hence the need 

for a more coherent and consistent industrial 

policy framework, were summed up by Lewis, et 

al (2004:152):

…tariff protection – in combination with other 

subsidies and forms of support – underpinned a 

powerful anti-export bias, and the consequent 

lack of engagement with world markets 

intensified South Africa’s perennial balance of 

payments difficulties and also accounted for 

the emergence of dynamic inefficiencies in 

the manufacturing sector. These shortcomings 

were…, belatedly recognised by the previous 

regime. It began to tinker around with tariff 

liberalisation and with export promotion and it 

introduced measures designed to incentivise 

innovation and technology development, 

but it possessed neither the imagination nor 

the political will or legitimacy to reform its 

industrial policy. The democratic government 

hence inherited a manufacturing sector 

floundering on the rocks of an ISI [import 

substituting industrialisation] policy regime and 

a global environment far less tolerant of this 

policy orientation and less forgiving of the 

inefficiencies that it engendered.

Given this brief background to early industrialisation 

and industrial policy, it is not difficult to understand 

why South Africa desperately needed a new 

industrial policy. In 2007, the NIPF was formulated. 

This new framework outlines the approach to 

industrialisation and industrial policy in the context 

of the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative 

for South Africa (ASGISA) and its target of halving 

unemployment and poverty by 2014 through 

accelerated growth (NIPF, 2007). It recognises that 

South Africa cannot rely on commodities as the 

basis for growth. However, because the NIPF fails 

to recognise how early industrialisation created a 

gender biased industrial structure its proposals make 

no reference to how the bias can be addressed. 

The proposals are framed from a typical economic 

perspective where strategies are defined from a 

non-gendered perspective. For example, according 

to the NIPF, one of the major weaknesses in South 

Africa’s long-term industrialisation process is the 

decline in the share of employment in traditional 

tradable sectors, which has not been offset by an 

increase in the share of labour-intensive employment 

in non-traditional tradable goods and services. It 

therefore aims, among other things, to facilitate the 

diversification of the South African economy away 

from a reliance on traditional commodities and 

non-tradable services. It also sets out to promote a 

broader-based industrialisation path with a particular 

emphasis on tradable, labour-absorbing goods and 

services, and economic linkages that can lead to 

employment creation. These objectives of the 

NIPF are a step in the right direction in terms of 

trying to diversify the South African economy away 

from its mineral dependency, however, in terms 

of gender mainstreaming, its gender neutrality is 

cause for concern, more so in the context of trying 

to increase the participation of women in industrial 

development.

Gender-bias in the policy framework

Conventional macroeconomic policy design 

has ignored the way in which gender relations 

result in distortions caused by biased and 

absent markets. (Palmer, 1995:1981)

Industrial policy, like other economic policies, 

tends to be influenced by economic theory, 

macroeconomics which focuses on non-gendered 

aggregates and microeconomics which assumes 

that men and women are homogenous in their 

preferences and endowments. This approach 
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tends to lead to economic policies that are gender-

blind. In the case of industrial policy, selecting 

sectors for intervention without a gender lens 

entrenches inequalities between men and women, 

especially if the targeted sectors have historically 

been male-dominated. Gender is referred to only 

twice in the two documents that will guide the 

implementation and definition of interventions of 

industrial policy. While this may not be the ideal 

way to assess whether a policy is gender-blind 

or gender-neutral, it does reflect a fundamental 

shortcoming in economics. Feminist economists 

argue that treating men and women as if they 

were homogenous entities represents a bias in 

economics (Beneria, 1995; Elson, 1991). Given 

the historical dominance of men at the economic 

level, the gender neutrality that is assumed by 

most economic polices represents a fundamental 

bias against women. Economic polices need to 

explicitly recognise that men and women are 

different and that the way in which policies 

affect the two groups is conditioned by these 

differences. Failure to do so simply perpetuates 

the economic dominance of men. According to 

Elson (1991:166):

It may be argued that the absence of gender 

awareness in macroeconomic analysis is 

immaterial and does nothing to disadvantage 

women, or to hamper the achievement of 

sustainable adjustment. Such analysis is 

concerned with fluctuations in the level of 

output and in rates of growth; and in changing 

the balance between different sectors of the 

economy: things, it may be argued, which 

have nothing to do with gender. However, 

this apparent gender neutrality masks a 

deeper gender bias. There is a hidden set 

of assumptions underlying macro-economic 

thinking which is deeply imbued with male 

bias. This hidden set of assumptions concerns 

human resources, their allocation to production, 

and their own reproduction maintenance. 

Walters (1995) echoes Elson’s sentiments by 

criticising economics for defining macroeconomic 

phenomena in terms of stocks and flows of 

non-gendered aggregates that are not based on 

microeconomic theory which places an emphasis 

on the economic environment of the individual – 

either female or male. He goes on to say that, as a 

result of this, the introduction of explicitly gendering 

macroeconomics would seem difficult.  Beneria 

(1995) argues that the difficulties inherent in trying 

to transform macroeconomics arise out of deeply 

ingrained prejudices, and that transformation 

challenges deeply entrenched ways of knowing, 

of theorising and of doing science. The optimal 

outcome from this transformation will be the use 

of gender as a category of economic analysis that 

can transform the discipline by altering some of 

its basic androcentric assumptions. However, in 

trying to understand how gender may constrain 

the behaviour of the macroeconomy, insight can 

be gained by looking at macroeconomics from 

the point of view of women and considering what 

activities it includes and which ones it excludes 

(Walters, 1995). 

The aforementioned arguments should not 

be seen as merely trying to redress the omission 

of gender from economic theory because the 

recognition of gender in the discipline comes 

with positive tangible outcomes. Stotsky (2006) 

conducted a survey on the relevance of gender 

to macroeconomic policy and found that greater 

gender equality can contribute to higher rates of 

economic growth and greater macroeconomic 

stability. Women’s relative lack of opportunities 

in developing countries inhibits economic growth 

while, at the same time, economic growth leads 

to a reduction in their disadvantaged condition. 

Selecting sectors for intervention without a 

gender lens entrenches inequalities 

between men and women
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critical to enable women to take full advantage of 

improved macroeconomic conditions.

In the context of these shortcomings of 

economics, it can be argued that by appearing 

to be gender-neutral the NIPF underestimates 

the consequences of defining industrial policy in 

a genderless framework. This short-sightedness 

can be seen in the way in which the NIPF selects 

its lead sector. The Industrial Policy Action Plan 

(IPAP) was endorsed by Cabinet in July 2007 to 

highlight in detail the key actions and timeframes 

for the implementation of the initial round of 

industrial policy. Since 1994, government has 

actively supported four manufacturing and tradable 

services sectors, three of which have become lead 

sectors. These are the automotive sector, resource-

processing industries, tourism, and clothing and 

textiles. It has also reiterated that in order for the 

manufacturing sector to reach its full potential, 

government will single out sectors for particular 

focus based on the following three criteria:

1. Substantial growth and employment potential;

2. Potential for the diversification and growth of 

exports; and 

3. Research and ‘self-discovery’ processes that 

have been completed.

Using this criteria, IPAP aims to fast-track the 

implementation of four lead sectors that were 

identified through research and consultation with 

stakeholders: capital/transport equipment and 

metals; automotives and components; chemicals, 

plastic fabrication and pharmaceuticals; and 

forestry, pulp and paper, and furniture. According 

to the IPAP, five high-impact sectors will be 

singled out by the Economic Investment and 

Employment Cluster (EIEC) for the highest priority 

attention over each three-year Medium-Term 

Expenditure Framework period (IPAP, 2007). It 

can therefore be argued that the outlined criteria 

lead to gender-biased outcomes in the selection 

of the so-called high priority sectors since most 

of these have traditionally been male-dominated. 

Though the tourism and clothing and textiles 

sectors employ many women, from a gender 

mainstreaming perspective it is not enough to 

assume that by targeting these sectors there is no 

need to outline explicitly how the policy will help 

enhance women’s productive participation and 

development in these sectors.

Engendering industrial policy

The NIPF focuses on a number of important strategic 

industrial issues such as sector strategies, industrial 

financing, skills and education for industrialisation, 

finance and services to small enterprises and 

leveraging empowerment for growth and 

employment. Yet none of these make reference to 

interventions that can make South Africa’s industrial 

policy more gender inclusive. For example, by 

recognising how early industrialisation created an 

industrial structure that is biased toward men and 

the fact that few women have opportunities to 

obtain appropriate business and/or technical skills or 

qualifications. The strategic programme on skills and 

education for industrialisation could have outlined 

strategies of increasing the number of women with 

technical skills so as to increase they participation in 

industrial development. Informed by the evidence 

that most women fail to turn their informal activities 

into small business enterprises because of limited 

access to finance due to socio-cultural discrimination 

by financial institutions, the strategic programme on 

finance and services to small enterprises should 

have explicitly outlined strategies to increase the 

access to finance by women.

It can however be argued that the NIPF can be 

excused for being silent on gender issues since it 

states clearly that: 

It is important to emphasise that the NIPF is 

a Framework rather than a blueprint for South 

Africa’s industrialisation process. Much of the 

detail of intervention will flow from existing 

or future processes that are informed by the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pr

et
or

ia
] 

at
 0

3:
32

 0
3 

M
ay

 2
01

6 



The absence of gender in South Africa’s new industrial policy framework 205

fo
c
u

s

document. Therefore it does not attempt to 

address every question related to our industrial 

development trajectory. Rather it focuses on 

principles, processes and a set of strategic 

processes through which structural change 

will be achieved… the NIPF aims to provide 

strategic direction to the economy with 

respect to the issue of industrial development. 

(NIPF, 2007:6)

Some would argue, however, that correct 

economic decisions require that gender relations 

be incorporated into the framework of analysis 

rather than used merely as a method for 

classifying or evaluating outcomes (Walters,1995). 

For economic polices to change the industrial 

structure in a gender-inclusive way, gender has 

to be included at the strategic level of policy 

formulation. Since the NIPF outlines the strategic 

direction of industrial policy, there should be an 

appreciation of how strategic approaches can alter 

the structures, laws, interpersonal power relations 

and other social institutions that impede women’s 

participation in development (Snyder, et al, 1996). 

Even if gender issues are implicit in the industrial 

policy framework, Snyder et al. argue that when 

gender issues are not explicitly specified they 

tend to be ‘woven into projects with objectives 

and goals that are not gender-specific.’ Thus, the 

gender concerns are 'piggy backed' as part of 

other development objectives and often get lost 

(Snyder, et al, 1996:1485). This need to explicitly 

integrate gender in economic polices cannot be 

overemphasised; feminist economists are now 

calling for a recognition of the gendered nature of the 

economy by being more critical of the assumptions 

used in economic models (MacDonald, 1995).  

Another example of the gender blindness of 

the NIPF can be seen in its depiction of the Second 

Economy (SE). The NIPF can be commended for 

recognising the need to specify objectives that 

address issues related to the SE and that Broad 

Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE) 

can play an integral role in integrating the SE into 

the industrialisation process. However, it fails to 

highlight the fact that the informal sector in South 

Africa (as in most less developed economies) is 

female-dominated. MacEwen-Scott (1991) argues 

that the male-bias in the informal sector paradigm 

lies not in the underestimation of women as a 

particular group within the informal sector – whose 

size may actually have been exaggerated – but in 

the faulty characterisation of the model itself, which 

is in a much more profound sense gender-blind. 

This same criticism could be applied to the NIPF’s 

conceptualisation of activities that are not part of the 

‘economic mainstream’ as being ‘second economy’.

Since the NIPF is subject to continual reviews 

aimed at integrating changes in circumstances 

Early industrialisation created a structure that is biased 
towards men.
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related to women entrepreneurs’ role in industry 

will be an impediment in trying to assess the 

kind of assistance that women need in industrial 

development. (de Groot, 2001)

Under the NIPF entrepreneurship programmes 

should be redesigned to keep up with changes in 

the global environment. Women should be given 

the support and training needed for them to move 

away from a mere survival level of production 

and income generation, and to achieve growth 

and competitiveness. Women entrepreneurs 

should be encouraged and taught to develop new 

industrial entrepreneurial skills. 

The MGIDSP will also be tasked with 

coordinating ministries dealing with education, 

vocational training and SMEs; universities; local 

support institutions; women’s organizations and 

NGOs; and technical assistance projects and 

programmes with a view to creating industrial 

women entrepreneurs. There is therefore a need to 

prepare women entrepreneurs for the challenges 

and opportunities of industrial development as set 

out in the NIPF. (de Groot, 2001)

An important question arises from the silence of 

the NIPF on gender. Since the NIPF is supposed to 

fundamentally restructure South Africa’s industrial 

structure through a strong and coherent industrial 

policy, does it not make sense for the framework 

to explicitly spell out interventions that will lead to 

a gender-inclusive industrial structure? Though the 

economic rationale for targeting leading sectors 

that can drive growth is founded on ‘correct’ 

economic principles, it does – depending on the 

existing industrial structure – have the weakness 

of entrenching dominant sectors that have been 

male-dominated historically. 

Conclusion

This focus has highlighted the fact that gender 

should have been included in the new industrial 

policy framework from the onset for industrial 

policy to play its role in reducing the imbalance 

both domestically and globally, there is still room 

for South Africa’s industrial policy to be gender-

inclusive. In order for industrial policy to play a major 

role toward meeting Millennium Development Goal 

(MDG) Number Three, which aims to promote 

gender equality and empower women, it goes 

without saying that the next review phase should 

explicitly highlight gender issues as a strategic 

focus. This can be done by having an additional 

Strategic Programme (SP) called, ‘Mainstreaming 

Gender in Industrial Development’. The main aim of 

this SP would be to explicitly identify interventions 

that can play a role in reducing the male-bias 

in the industrial structure engendered by early 

industrialisation policies. Since the industrial policy 

framework tends to concentrate on sectors that are 

competitive and traditionally male dominated – such 

as manufacturing – the ‘Mainstreaming Gender in 

Industrial Development’ SP would also encourage 

women into non-traditional occupations such as 

engineering so as to increase their participation in 

these sectors.

For the NIPF to be a gender sensitive industrial 

policy it has to incorporate gender mainstreaming 

strategies during the formulation stages. There 

have to be gender specific interventions that are 

targeted at women’s entrepreneur development. 

Institutions that provide industrial development 

services such as financing (for example, the 

Industrial Development Corporation) should also 

be made aware of these strategies since they can 

act as a constraint to the realisation of the goals of 

the intervention.

Under the proposed Mainstreaming Gender 

in Industrial Development Strategic Programme 

(MGIDSP) there should be a section that deals 

with the systematic collection and analysis of 

gender specific data and information for gender-

sensitive industrial policy formulation and 

implementation. This is necessary in order to 

identify the constraints and needs of women 

entrepreneurs prior to the formulation of any 

development programme targeting women. The 
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between men and women that exists at the 

industrial level. It is not enough to say that the 

NIPF is simply a framework and not a blueprint 

and thus reference to gender can be omitted. It 

is this blindness that marginalises gender issues 

at the most important phase of policy formulation. 

Introducing gender in later reviews might result 

in gender issues failing to receive the weighting 

they deserve and, as such, gender issues will end 

up ‘piggy backing’ on a broader framework that 

has already begun to impact the future evolution 

of the country’s industrial structure. Since early 

industrialisation was based on sectors that were 

and still are male-dominated, it is possible that 

the gender blindness of this new industrial policy 

might unwittingly entrench existing industrial 

gender inequalities. Given the urgency of meeting 

the MDGs, the gender neutrality of South Africa’s 

industrial policy framework might not contribute to 

the attainment of MDG goal Number Three. 
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