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The Discourse of Drought: Ongoing Gendered Inequality of Water Access in Cape 

Town, and the implications for Public Theology. 
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Abstract: Cape Town’s recent drought, the worst in a century, garnered media attention and 

public engagement around the globe. What became decentered during the conversation was 

the vast inequality that persists relating to the access and use of water in Cape Town during 

times of non-drought. Water access is experienced by women in townships and informal 

settlements in vastly different ways than it is experienced by women who reside in towns and 

suburbs. Drought preparedness measures, including the construction and use of communal 

taps in suburban areas, are suggestive of legacies of African colonialism, specifically, 

discourse of ‘Africa’ and dishonour of the African. These have a disproportionate impact on 

the lived experiences of women. The colonial discourse and dishonour continue to operate, 

such that inequality and degradation of Black life, persists, and is adopted, if not internalized 

by those no longer living under colonial rule. Public theology, as theology that connects 

issues of public concern to theological issues of human dignity and flourishing, has a 

significant role to play in dismantling the legacies of colonialism. Such dismantling includes 

conscious recognition of surviving colonial discourse, including discourse that diminishes 

women based upon their gender. Regarding water, public theology might play an influential 

role in the public square by extending the conversation of ‘drought’ beyond a broad concern 

for climate change, for example, and rather including the specific issues relevant to poor 

Black South African women, such as ensuring that the matter of a ‘livable life’ for our 

marginalized ‘neighbors’ is a matter of urgent, theological concern. 

 

Introduction 

Between 2016 and 2018 Cape Town’s dams were heading towards depletion, creating the 

conditions of draught. Remedial action by government was taken to avoid a day when no 

water would issue from the taps; a day that came to be known as ‘Day Zero.’ Preparation for 

‘Day Zero’ soon revealed disparities in the ways that different populations in Cape Town 

engage with water. For some, inconvenience and scarcity related to water access was an 

unprecedented and unwelcome disruption to normal ways of being. For others, inconvenience 

and scarcity related to water access was the normal state of affairs. The different experiences 

can be tracked along lines of racial difference. This paper analyses the occurrence of the 
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draught, and the draught response, alongside the normal state of affairs of water scarcity in 

Cape Town. Doing so makes clear that water use and access is a racial fault line that is 

insufficiently addressed in South Africa. The paper argues that the continuing existence of 

underdeveloped water and sanitation resources has an impact upon Black1 South African poor 

women, particularly, that constitutes a violation of human dignity. Further, that the ongoing 

violation of poor Black women rarely results in amelioration, because it reflects an 

entrenched colonial discourse of wayward ‘Africa.’ Modifications in laws and policies do not 

impact the underlying issue of an embedded discourse of White supremacy and the 

acceptability of degraded Black life. Accordingly, in addition to government’s attempts to 

rectify material conditions, the embedded discourse must be repeatedly uncovered, and 

dislodged. Dignity enhancing alternatives to the discursive status quo must be insisted upon. 

Because public theology is concerned with engagement of specific contextual political issues 

and theology, (De Gruchy, 2007) the matter of water access in South Africa is an issue of 

theological concern for the imago dei of humanity, and warrants the prophetic outcry of a 

Black Public Theology. 

Draught in Prosperous Cape Town 

Cape Town is a stunning metropolis at the southernmost tip of the continent of Africa. It is 

regularly recognized as a leading destination city in the world, consistently being considered 

for, and winning, ‘Best…city’ accolades and recognition. Among a vast number of other 

distinctions, Cape Town was named the ‘Greatest City in the World,’ by Telegraph Travel 

Readers in 2018, ‘Best in travel’ destination number two by Lonely Planet in 2017, Conde 

Nast’s ‘Number One Food City in the World,’ in 2016, and ‘World Design Capital’ by the 

International Council of Societies of Industrial Design in 2014. (‘Home - Cape Town 

Tourism Trade & Media,’ n.d.)  

The population of South Africa, including Cape Town, is vastly unequal. According to the 

most recent Living Conditions Survey: 20% of South Africans live below the food poverty 

line, while almost 50% live below an upper- money metric poverty line, which measures 

poverty at having less than R992/month ($65 USD/month) (Statistics SA (Stats SA), 2014, p. 

                                                 

1 In this article, rather than adhering to Apartheid era classifications of race that were based upon phenotype, 

this paper includes within the descriptor of “Black” those South Africans of various phenotypes and ethnicities 

who self-identify as “Black,” as well as any whose identity includes a legacy of enslavement, forced removal 

from land, and/or legally sanctioned diminishment of personhood. 
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13). While less than 1% of White households live within any measure of poverty, (Statistics 

SA (Stats SA), 2014, p. 17) almost half of Black African households, and a third of Coloured 

households live in poverty (Statistics SA (Stats SA), 2014, p. 17). The wealthiest 10% of the 

population own at least 90–95% of all wealth. While the middle 40% of the wealth 

distribution ‘is almost as asset-poor as the bottom 50%... [the] white racial group dominates 

the top-end of the wealth distribution.’ (Mandela Initiative, 2018, p. 13, referencing , 

Orthofer, 2016). This disparity is starkly evident in Cape Town.  

There is a Cape Town which is populated by those who possess financial, relational, 

personal, and political resources.2 This group lives in formal, mostly stand-alone housing, and 

where they engage with water in kitchens, laundry rooms, multiple bathrooms, gardens, and 

backyard pools. Outside their homes when the prosperous in Cape Town engage with water it 

is bottled for drinking, it is within their university, work, and leisure spaces in bathrooms, it is 

during recreational activities such as swimming, surfing and sailing. Water, in the form of 

rain, may inconvenience the prosperous Cape Tonian, when it slows down traffic as they 

drive their vehicles into and out of the city centre. Though it varies, the climate in Cape Town 

is temperate and conducive to lifestyles of health and wellness nearly year-round. 

The climate of this much adored city is Mediterranean, with warm dry summers and wet 

chilly winters. Rainfall occurs primarily between May and October and varies across the 

Cape region. As Wolski documents, drought conditions in the Western Cape, though 

becoming severe in 2017/2018, actually began in 2015. Average rainfall from the 2015-2017 

three-year period was the lowest on record. By 2017, many rainfall records reached the 

lowest ever recorded since the first written records in the 1880s (Wolski, 2018, p. 26). Thus, 

Wolski concluded that Cape Town’s drought was not only abnormal for our recent 

experience, but ‘very rare and severe indeed’ (Wolski, 2018, p. 26).  

Cape Town gets over 95% of its water from dams. The six-dam system supplies both rural 

agricultural areas and the urban centre (Ziervogel, 2019, p. 3). During the recent drought, a 

result of low rainfall, and attendant consequences, such as low water run-off, (Wolski, 2018) 

water retention in the six largest dams, ‘dropped from 100% in 2014 to 71%, then 60% in the 

subsequent years’ (Ziervogel, 2019, p. 3).  Low dam levels led to restrictions being imposed 

on both household and agricultural water use in 2016. Greater restrictions followed in 2017. 

                                                 

2 There are many different life situations in Cape Town. This paper presents a simplified version of only two of 

the more common; the prosperous and the impoverished. 
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Nonetheless, by the end of the winter rains in 2017, dam levels had dropped to 38% 

capacity.3 (Ziervogel, 2019, p. 5). 

Water interventions were intently pursued beginning in 2017. In addition to household water 

restrictions, by the end of the winter rains in 2017, the concept of ‘Day Zero’ was introduced. 

‘Day Zero’ was the date on which it was anticipated that the depletion of the dams would 

result in water being cut off from taps for all but essential services (Maxmen, 2018, p. 554). 

Adoption of the ‘Day Zero’ narrative was meant to publicize the water crisis, and to gain the 

public’s commitment to decreasing water use. ‘Day Zero’ was anticipated for April 22, 2018 

(Ziervogel, 2019, pp. 6, 9). Reaching ‘Day Zero’ would grant to Cape Town the distinction of 

being the first major city in the world to run out of water (Maxmen, 2018, p. 554). 

‘Day Zero’ avoidance strategies were implemented by government. Agricultural use of water 

was strictly limited. Personal usage was also expected to be further decreased by households. 

Municipal authorities told residents to slash their water consumption. For 

suburban households, that meant going from pre-drought usage of around 

200 litres per person per day to 50 litres per person per day (picture a 

bathtub filled to less than 10 centimetres)…The city more than halved its 

overall use, to just over 500 million litres a day...(Muller, 2018, p. 174). 

In preparation for the shutting off of taps, water collection sites were planned and 

implemented throughout the city. The full plan for communal water sites included that: 

Residents will have to collect a predefined quantity of drinking water per 

person per day from approximately 200 collection sites across the city. 

The quantity will be based on the minimum requirements for people to 

maintain health and hygiene. At the moment, the plan is that we will 

distribute 25 litres per person per day which is in line with the World 

Health Organisation recommendation. 

We are working on an estimation of up to 20 000 people per site per day. 

Based on demand, we are considering extended or 24-hour operations at 

these sites… 

The City is consulting with the South African Police Service and the 

National Defence Force to ensure the safety of residents at these sites and 

maintain general law and order…(De Lille, 2017). 

Thus, the plan for residents’ water access included construction of large water collection sites 

able to accommodate up to 20,000 persons per day, 24-hour operation of the sites, and 

                                                 

3 This is due to low run-off, and the related issue of mismanagement of the overall water system by government. 

(see, fn 3) 
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supervision by government security forces to ensure safety and order. What is notable about 

the government’s response to draught conditions, is the energy and determination with which 

the problem was addressed. There were time, human, and financial resources employed to 

address the looming issue of scarce water. 

Water Access in Poor Cape Town 

Divergent Experience 

Acclaimed South African poet Athol Williams reflected on the divergent experiences of the 

poor with respect to the drought: 

WATER RESTRICTIONS 

The dams are low in the Cape, 

we are told 

not to fill the swimming pool, 

not to water the garden, 

not to wash the car, 

not to take a bath. 

We’ve never – 

never had a swimming pool to fill, 

never had a garden to water, 

never had a car to wash, 

never had the privilege of taking a bath 

to soak away the aches and pains 

that flood our cups and bowls, 

otherwise empty. 

Seems the dams have been low 

for us, forever (Williams, 2017). 

Another Twitter user in the Western Cape also noted the disparities in lived realities of those 

who are prosperous and non-Black, and those who are impoverished and Black. Using side 

by side images of a group of Black people gathered with buckets, cannisters, and 

wheelbarrows at their rural water spout, and a queue of White people at their local suburban 

water collection point, @Hector_Maoto notes: ‘Our lived experience has been declared a 

‘crisis’ now that [it] is happening to the white minority’ (Maoto, 2018). 
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What the poet and the social commentator have highlighted is that water access in Cape 

Town is unequally allocated. 

As previously discussed, Whites and others among the prosperous have access to indoor 

toilets, baths, showers, dish washers, and washing machines, as well recreational water 

engagement with pools, surfing, sailing, etc. Blacks, and others who are poor, experience 

water through public, communal, resources which they frequently lack convenient access to, 

as well as engaging with rain water that floods the community and compromises the 

habitability of their makeshift housing. There is little, if any, leisurely engagement with 

water. Among many of the poor in South Africa, particularly those who live in the Black 

informal settlements of Cape Town, water access often consists of communal taps for toting 

of water by container to one’s home, which water is used to clean bodies, dishes, and clothes. 

Communal commodes are normal. These may either flush or function with chemicals in lieu 

of water, are also common. Communal toilets are deemed an operative sanitation and sewage 

solution, particularly since Blacks in other parts of the country manage without even this. In 

rural communities outside of the Western Cape, it is not uncommon for families to construct 

pit latrines for use as toilet facilities near their dwellings.4 

Legacies of Apartheid 

Communal water and toilet services, indeed township and informal settlement life in general, 

is a direct result of past Apartheid spatial and land-use policy. Under Apartheid, the  policy of 

                                                 

4 Matlhomola Pilane, a life-long resident of Thotwaneng, a village 60kms outside of Rustenburg in the North 

West Province of South Africa, for example, commented in 2014 on the normativity of pit latrines in rural 

settings: ‘Growing up disadvantaged and in the villages, like I did, means that you will never have a toilet that 

flushes…unlike the people in the townships who have outside flushing toilets, we have to dig our own.’ 

Latrine’s in rural areas are standard unless one is ‘fortunate enough’ to build a home with a flush toilet, which is 

costly due to need to pay for ongoing water usage. (Pilane, 2014) 
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low density urban sprawl encouraged the expansion of White households away from the 

urban centre into suburbs, and enforced the removal of Coloured and Black residents to the 

urban periphery (Smith, 2001, p. 217). Blacks were the furthest removed from the urban 

centre and the centre’s employment opportunities (Smith, 2001, p. 217).  There were also 

policies of fragmentation and separation. In addition to separation according to race, the 

policy of separation also applied to land use (work, residence, etc.) and income. The policy of 

separation was augmented by the mechanism of fragmentation, whereby an area’s separation 

was maintained by installation of freeways, open space, or other boundary markers (Smith, 

2001, p. 217). Thus, land spaces were intentionally bracketed into distinct pockets for distinct 

uses by distinct people. 

Spatial segregation had economic implications. Business and industry favours location in 

areas where infrastructure is in place. In South Africa areas with strong infrastructure have 

historically been ‘White’ areas, which were far removed from Black townships. Thus, 

economic development is slower to occur in township areas. Those who live in townships are 

then less able to participate in the city’s economy, since reaching the economic hub requires 

transportation that is costly and limited5 (Smith, 2001, p. 213). 

Such factors have been the cause of the creation of informal housing settlements. Informal 

housing settlements are those with the characteristics of: illegality and informality; 

inappropriate locations; restricted public and private sector investment; poverty and 

vulnerability; and social stress (SERI, 2018, p. 5 citing, DHS, 2009, p. 16). The Wallacedene 

informal settlement of Cape Town, is a notable example.6  

The informal settlement began under Apartheid, in 1989, when twenty families constructed 

shacks near the northeast suburb of Kraaifontein. These founding families worked as 

domestics, agricultural laborers, and general workers in the asbestos and brick-making 

industries in Kraaifontein. Because there were no formal housing areas for Blacks in the 

northern suburbs, and because the workers could not afford the cost of commuting to the 

nearest township, which was Khayelitsha, approximately twenty-five kilometres to the south, 

the workers built makeshift housing on nearby farmland. The shacks were a preferred 

                                                 

5  However, see, (Mbanjwe, 2018) for account of the Alexandra Township that expanded into informal 

settlement despite its location adjacent to an economic hub. See also, (Geyer, 2016) who determined that area 

based initiatives for development and renewal of impoverished areas were ineffective. 
6 For detailed history of Wallacedene informal settlement, see, (Barry et al., 2007). 
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alternative to living in the bushes near Kraaifontein, where the people had lived for years. 

Then, when threatened with eviction by the authorities, more people were recruited to build 

shacks, under the theory that a large community would be harder to evict. Also, family joined 

the original twenty shack dwellers in the area, until it was common to have three family units 

living in one dwelling. After years of legal and political challenges and transitions, a concord 

was reached and the threats of demolition and eviction of the community, now in the 

thousands, abated.  

Community stability led to an even greater influx of people to the informal settlement. 

Further, those who had been living in overcrowded shacks with other families, now built their 

own shacks. Additionally, as Blacks gained the possibility of freedom of movement at the 

end of Apartheid, many from ‘homelands’ in the east moved to the Western Cape and to 

Wallacedene, and also set up shacks to live in. 

Such informal settlements exist throughout Cape Town and the Western Cape. Managing the 

development of such settlements has included the attempt to construct and allocate permanent 

housing structures.7 This presents significant issues for determining who will get what. It also 

fosters expansion of informality, since it raises hope among the impoverished that living in an 

area designated for housing development could result in them being allocated a formal 

dwelling. It also raises issues of installation of basic service systems such as electricity, 

potable water, and sewage disposal. 

                                                 

7 Throughout South Africa, the Democratic ANC government was successful in constructing over a million 

homes in township areas. 
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Diminished Water Access 

Government continues to address current ramifications of historic inequalities related to 

township and informal dwelling,8 though its efforts have had a limited impact.9 Recent 

estimates disclose the following trends (see Table 1): 10 

Table 1 

 2002 2008 2014 2018 
Informal Dwellings SA 
(Western Cape) 
(CT*) 

(No 
percentages 
provided) 

13.4% 
(16.8%) 
 

12.9% 
(14.8%) 
 

13.1% 
(19.0%) 
(19.4%*) 

Access to water in 
dwelling, off-site, or 
onsite SA 
(Western Cape/Cape 
Town*) 

84.4  
(98.9) 

88.7  
(98.6) 

90.1  
(98.9) 

89.0  
(98.7/99.5*) 

Public/Communal Tap  
(% and number in 000s) 

13.6% 
1465 

15.6% 
1995 

14.0% 
2084 

12.3% 
2044 

Standard toilet11 access 
SA 
(Western Cape) 
(Cape Town*) 

61.7% 
(92.2%) 

70.0% 
(93.7%) 

79.5% 
(94.5%) 

83.0% 
(93.8%) 
(92.4%*) 

No toilet or bucket 
toilets SA 
(Western Cape) 

12.6% 
(5.8%) 

7.6% 
(5.5%) 

4.9% 
(4.6%) 

2.8% 
(5.5%) 

What this information from Statistics South Africa reveals is that between 2008 and 2018 the 

percentage of informal dwellings has remained largely unchanged, though slightly increasing 

over the last 5 years in South Africa Overall. The Western Cape has a larger percentage of 

people dwelling in informal housing, and had a larger increase in those dwelling in informal 

housing between 2008 and 2018. Cape Town has 19.4% of the population, almost one in 5 

persons, dwelling in informal housing. Almost 90% of South Africans have access to water. 

In Cape Town that number is nearly 100%. Access, however, includes the use of water 

                                                 

8 Nagar and Siyongwana have identified four factors that limit the effectiveness of government rectification of 

Apartheid inequality: 1) human resource incapacity due to retirement of experienced engineers; 2) perceived 

high levels of political corruption; 3) community lack of knowledge about their rights to access of basic services 

due to poor communication and education; and 4) ‘economic constraints placed on the municipality due to the 

huge backlog of infrastructure (required to address the needs of the communities) is colossal.’ (Nagar and 

Siyongwana, 2019, p. 151, citing Mdlongwa, 2014) 
9 Government in South Africa since the advent of democracy has undertaken many township infrastructure 

projects, which have largely been deemed highly unsustainable. See, e.g., Nagar and Siyongwana, 2019, p. 153, 

citing, Biermann and Van Ryneveld, 2007; Donaldson and Du Plessis, 2013; Musvoto et al., 2016; Papacostas 

and Prevedouros, 2000; Parnell and Crankshaw, 2013; Siyongwana and Chanza, 2017; Williams-Bruinders, 

2013. 
10 Data Compiled from Statistics SA (Stats SA) ‘P0318 – General Household Survey (GHS)’ for the years 2002, 

2008, 2014, and 2018. Access available at 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1866&PPN=P0318&SCH=7652. 
11 A standard toilet consists of ‘flush toilets connected to a public sewerage system or a septic tank, and a pit 

toilet with a ventilation pipe.’ (Statistics SA (Stats SA), 2018) Whether in home or outside of homes, these are 

deemed ‘adequate’ and ‘proper’ sanitation facilities.  

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1866&PPN=P0318&SCH=7652


10 

A.A. Brown—REVISED DRAFT 

sources outside the home adjacent to the dwelling, or offsite use of public communal spouts. 

Use of public communal taps is steadily declining as a percentage of the overall population 

(from 15.6% to 12.3% between 2008 and 2018), yet the actual number of persons using 

public communal taps has increased by almost 50,000 people (from 1.995M to 2.044M). The 

percentage of persons with no toilet access has decreased significantly in South Africa 

overall. However in the Western Cape bucket toilets or no toilet use remains steady at over 

5% of the populace. Since the Western Cape’s population is counted as 6.7 million people, 

this means that 335,000 persons are compelled to defecate without toilet access. No gendered 

measures are available of those lacking toilets or using buckets was published. In Cape Town, 

over 92% of people are identified as having access to standard toilet facilities, which is good. 

However, it includes facilities that are outside of the dwelling, either on the property or off-

site public structures. 

What the continuing use of outdoor water sources and public toilets demonstrates, is that for 

Black people, especially women, the centuries long navigation of South Africa’s unequal 

systems has led to diminished expectations and to the continued acceptance of limited 

services that seemingly ‘cannot’ be remedied by government, and endurance of the 

commonplace inadequacies that constitute affronts to human dignity. It is women who bear 

the burden the most since it is women who mostly attend to retrieving water at the public 

spout, women who carry the water, women who use the water to do the cooking, cleaning, 

and washing. It is also women who are the most at risk when it comes to using the public 

toilet facilities. 

In a photo essay of 2014, prize-winning photo journalist Masixole Feni included images 

related to township and settlement residents’ lifestyle. 

One photo, captioned ‘Child defecating along the N2 in Khayelitsha,’ (see Figure 1) shows a 

child of approximately 4 years, with a pink jumper, squatting low to the ground to defecate. 
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Figure 1 

 
Masixole Feni,  Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License. 

Another photo, captioned ‘Open toilets in Makhaza,’ accompanies a photo of a flush toilet 

standing in the open without any enclosure at all; white plastic in the sunshine (see Figure 

2).12 

 

A subsequent Feni photo essay of 2016, was accompanied by a description of the routine toil 

of settlement residents: 

Nomvisiswano Lutwetsha lives with her three children in a shack in 

Marikana, an informal settlement…in Philippi …The residents are 

                                                 

12 Makhaza gained notoriety in 2010-2011 due to the City of Cape Town building 225 unenclosed flush toilets 

in the area, with the understanding, following an ad hoc community meeting, that home dwellers would erect 

their own enclosures of the individual toilets in lieu of the city installing communal toilets. 55 of the toilets were 

left unenclosed, however. A public outcry, a Human Rights Commission investigation, and an Order of the 

Western Cape High Court finding human rights violation followed. See, (Erasmus, 2011; Ntliziywana and 

Ayele, 2010; Robins, 2014a, 2014b) 

Masixole Feni,  Creative Commons Attribution-No Derivatives 4.0 
International License 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
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frequently in conflict with authorities because they are occupying privately-

owned land. But residents say they have nowhere else to live… 

Shacks don’t have water. And there are no communal taps inside the 

informal settlement. Instead they have been placed alongside the settlement. 

For people like Lutwetsha, who live deep inside the settlement, it is a 200 

to 300 metre walk, using a wheelbarrow to carry the family’s clothes, to get 

to water. When there are a lot of people, there is a queue to use the few 

communal taps…Everyday, when the sun is shining, you can find women 

doing laundry [in] the open space outside the settlement... When Lutwetsha 

is finished cleaning her clothes, she uses a wheelbarrow to take them back 

to her shack…she spent three hours doing laundry. Residents say they are 

sometimes robbed while doing their washing (Feni, 2016a). 

Feni describes life in a different settlement, Klipheuwel, which has 2,300 residents, 60% 

living in shacks, as lacking access to electricity, piped water or in-home flush toilets. In this 

informal settlement, buckets are used for toilets.  

The buckets are covered with black plastic bags, and people defecate in the 

plastic bags. At 7:30am, over a dozen workers go from home to home in the 

informal settlement, making sure that the bucket toilets have been 

emptied…The workers complain that they can’t clean the buckets or the 

area where the bags have been dropped [for collection] because they are not 

provided with chemicals to clean. They also complain that they are only 

paid R1,200 [approx.. $80 USD] every fortnight. They said they should be 

getting a decent wage because the work they do is so disgusting and people 

make fun of them. Residents complain that the faeces are left for too long 

outside… 

People queue from early in the morning to collect water. Many families 

wake at 5am to be first in line for the communal taps (Feni, 2016a). 

Within the 1996 Constitution is the guarantee that citizens would receive access to services 

that historically had been denied them, and that municipalities would ensure the people’s 

socio-economic rights. ‘The mandate to municipalities was to achieve equal levels of service 

delivery standards across residential areas’ (Smith, 2001, p. 212). This has not occurred. 

Despite the attention of the media, lawsuits, and ongoing activist efforts by residents to spark 

change, conditions of degradation remain. 

Discourse, Dishonour, and Coloniality 

The persistence of the problem of insufficient housing and lack of access to water, which 

contains an underlying race issue, would seem to indicate that the policy decisions that have 

been implemented have been treating manifesting symptoms, rather than the root, or roots, of 

the problem.  
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Discourse of ‘Africa’ 

A substantial root of the problem of water access for the indigent in Cape Town, whether or 

not it is a time of drought, is the issue of racialized economic inequality. Within which, the 

Black person’s human diminishment is determined and reified. Because Black persons have 

been conditioned to live within diminished life constraints, and to the necessity for resistance 

and protest to acquire the possibility of ‘livable life,’13 the identity of the Black person as one 

with a sub-standard life has been established, and Black and Colored persons brought into 

subjectivity through this discourse of the normative Black life. As Foucault discusses, 

discourse creates identity. After which, the way is opened for the creation of a subjectivity 

around the identity that has been created. Ultimately, the identity created as the subject of 

discourse, moves into ‘resistance’ mode against the normative discourse out of which it 

arose.14 

In the Cape Town water context, the discourse is a colonial discourse. It is the discourse of 

‘Africa,’15 which shapes the way that Africa must be dealt with. This discourse determines 

the way that ‘Africa’ (which includes her people) is viewed and described; was settled and 

ruled over. Said’s analysis regarding the ‘Orient,’ (Said, 1979) is equally true with respect to 

‘Africa,’ that such discourse ‘[is the means by which] European culture was able to 

manage—and even produce—[‘Africa’] politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, 

scientifically, and imaginatively during the post enlightenment period’ (Said, 1979, p. 3). The 

‘Africa’ that has been produced by Western discourse has as its essential character ‘its 

sensuality, its tendency to despotism, its aberrant mentality, its habits of inaccuracy, its 

backwardness’ (Said, 1979, p. 205). 

The colonial discourse of ‘Africa’ continues to operate among South Africans, including 

Blacks, such that Black people themselves have come to view their way of life that is the 

informal settlement, or the township, as a normative way of living Black life. The discourse 

and descriptions originated by the colonial power, and the priorities of the colonial power, are 

adopted, if not internalized by people no longer living under colonial rule, as to the liveability 

of living conditions, working conditions, health conditions, and social conditions, like rape 

and abuse, for Black people, and women in particular. It is a discourse of ‘Africa’ and 

                                                 

13 For more on the enforced unlivable lives of the marginalized, see, (Butler, 2015). 
14 For more on discourse, see, (Foucault, 1990); for more on identity’s link to discourse, see, (Foucault, 1980). 
15 For more on the rise of ‘Africa’ and its different meanings and uses conceptually, see (Fourie, 2015). 
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‘African (sub-)life’—the way of seeing, talking about, perceiving Black South Africansthat 

makes living in a shack, without necessary electricity, water, and sanitation, a viable 

alternative. If one is Black. 

Dishonour of Africans 

In addition to the intractable root of discourse about ‘Africa,’ another root of the galling 

water conditions in Cape Town is the generalized dishonour to which the African body is 

subject.  

The African body continues to be subject to the colonial power structure’s gratuitous violence 

and general dishonour.16  Gratuitous violence was and is a possibility to the Black body, 

especially the female Black body, whether or not the violence is actually encountered.17 The 

Black body exists in a state of structural or open vulnerability; a vulnerability that is not 

contingent upon one’s transgression of a law or lawful boundary. This existential state of 

potential-violence makes the violence that is an inherent risk from sleeping in bushes, 

sleeping in makeshift structures, living in flooded dwellings, usage of toilet facilities that 

pose the threat of assault and/or rape, etc. familiar and customary for Black bodies. 

Further, the general dishonour with which the Black body has been held adds to the 

acceptability of the ‘unliveable life.’ Dishonour, like violence, did not result from any act 

committed or refrained from. The colonial dishonour of the Black person was dishonour in 

one’s very being. The Black person was dishonoured prior to the performance of any 

dishonourable act. By virtue of being alive in Black skin, dishonour was attached to their 

personhood. Though there are many Black persons in South Africa currently who have 

attained positions of dignity (honour) and power, the presumption of dishonour remains in 

place for vast numbers of indigent Blacks persons. Dishonour of Blacks, even by other 

Blacks, remains the default life condition. The dishonour of the Black person is a 

presumption that has a possibility of being rebutted, but it is a presumption, nonetheless, one 

that is pervasive and fixed.  Since there is such an intrinsic dishonour, mundane indignities do 

                                                 

16 Patterson notes these categories as characteristics of the ‘social death’ into which enslaved persons were 

shunted. See, (Patterson, 1982). They are apropos here as there is a long history of enslavement of Black and/or 

Colored persons in the Western Cape. Additionally, though the history of slavery differ, there are strong 

parallels between the anti-black culture of South Africa and that of nations where chattel slavery of exclusively 

Black African people was conducted, such as the U.S. 
17 An example of this is the colonial discourse surrounding the hypersexuality of the Black woman, which 

makes her sexual violation an impossibility. As Gqola states, ‘Making Black women impossible to rape does not 

mean making them safe against rape. It means quite the opposite: that Black women are safe to rape, that raping 

them does not count as harm and is therefore permissible.’ (Gqola, 2016, pp. 4–5) 
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not constitute a shift from honour to dishonour, dignity to indignity, but rather a lateral 

movement within the space of indignity. There is the dishonour that results from being Black 

(and poor and female) and there is the different dishonour that results from being Black (and 

poor and female) and using a bucket to defecate. For many, to be alive is to be dishonoured, 

what may change from day to day is the perceived source of the dishonour. 

Public Theology 

Despite the fact that water conditions among those in Cape Town’s townships and 

settlements work to efface the humanity of so many, and contribute to limited human 

flourishing, secularism has all but excised theology from participation in the public dialogue 

regarding such issues of society and life. Secularism attempts to make theology relevant only 

to the realm of religious life, which is deemed fully distinct from other aspects of social 

being.18 ‘The public square has been secularized…Christian language and practice has been 

relegated to the side-lines’(Lloyd, 2016).  However, many of those who lead lives in pursuit 

of theological understanding, are not content to remain side-lined. ‘Public theology has 

emerged as theologians wrestle with the problem of the privatization of Christian faith and 

seek to engage in dialogue with those outside church circles on various issues, urging 

Christians to participate in the public domain’ (Kim, 2007, p. 1).  

C. L. Howard offers a comprehensive overview of the task of public theology. Though there 

are many definitions of public theology,19 Howard’s definition embraces the heart of what is 

at stake for the discipline. Says Howard, ‘Public Theology is theologically informed 

discourse dealing with issues relevant to the public in ways that are accessible to the public 

and in ways that can be persuasive and influential on the policies, social movements, and 

individual decisions within that greater public’ (Howard, 2014, p. 115). Howard then expands 

upon this definition. To do public theology requires ‘theologically informed’ discussion, 

which must entail more than mere commentary. Theological discussion entails having 

‘theological origins, sources, methods, perhaps language…or at least theologically influenced 

motivations’ (Howard, 2014, p. 115). Additionally, public theology must seek to influence 

                                                 

18 The view of life as segmented into religious, political, family, and personal areas is Western in origin. 

Traditional African (and Eastern) cosmologies do not make such strict distinctions. Rather, as Idang discusses, 

culture and African ‘social, moral, religious, political, aesthetic and even economic values’ are closely related. 

(Agbiji and Swart, 2015; Idang, 2015) 
19 In South Africa, Dirkie Smit, John de Gruchy, Nico Koopman, Piet Naudé, Tinyiko Maluleke, Allan Boesak, 

Dion Forster, others have presented the concepts of public theology with nuanced differences. 
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and guide institutions and the public; to shape public perspective and policies that impact the 

public (Howard, 2014, p. 116). To that end, it must be ‘understandable…by those outside the 

academy,’ (Howard, 2014, p. 116) employing relevant disciplines that go beyond theology; 

thus, it is multidisciplinary (Howard, 2014, p. 117). 

Howard’s analysis bears precisely upon the subject matter with which we are concerned, 

when he discusses how, even where there is public theology in operation, such as is the case 

in South Africa, ‘micro-issues’ are not often dealt with ‘in a way that is consistent or even 

‘public.’ (Howard, 2014, p. 116). In South Africa, there is much discussion about broad 

issues of dignity, equality, and forgiveness in the field of public theology, however explicit 

comments on micro-issues as a matter of public theology are infrequent.20 The issue of water 

and water access by the Black indigent in Cape Town constitutes just such a micro-issue to 

which little, if any, theological attention has been paid. 

Public theology and Black liberation theology,21 which Howard22 and others have argued do 

well as a merged theory of Black Public Theology,23 converge on the issue of water access. 

The issue is a matter of public theology, as it invites public participation and multi-

disciplinary insight. It is a matter of Black theology, in that it centres the lived experience of 

Black persons and requires engagement in the task of full liberation, in mind and body, rather 

than mere alleviation of material circumstances. 

Engagement with the issue of water access in Cape Town, further lends itself to theological 

reflection due to the dynamics of hope that theology offers. It is not politics, history, social 

science, or technology that drive public discussion of policy in the direction of human 

flourishing. All of these might be, and have been, used to introduce harm to society as often 

as they have been used to help. While the same might be said about theology, the difference 

is that theology offers a source and rationale for hope. Technology, for example, may induce 

hope but such hope is that which originates in promises that are theological in nature, such as 

beauty, peace, and longevity. Further, it is theology, and not other disciplines, that offers 

                                                 

20 An exception would be the case of LGBTQ concerns, which has been named specifically by those doing 

public theology, or theology in general, as a matter of theological significance.  
21 There are various Black liberation theologies, including those propounded by early founders such as James 

Cone, that of womanists, that of African theologians, as well as the various theologies within the Circle of 

Concerned African Women Theologians. All share a concern, however, for liberation, and in particular the 

liberation of African and/or African American and/or Black persons. 
22 See, (Howard, 2014, pp. 118–199) for comparison of Black Theology and Public Theology. 
23 See, (Lloyd, 2016, 2016; Maluleke, 1998; Vellem, 2014). 
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more than a vision for a better future, but also prophetic insight during present times of fear 

and dread. As Forster writes, ‘[o]ur faith allows us to live with hope in the midst of factual or 

historical uncertainty…To live hopefully in a situation of uncertainty requires great faith, this 

is uncomfortable, even untenable, for many persons’ (Lloyd, 2016). The difficulty of such 

hope in the face of dire facts is due to the facts themselves. Politics, history, and social 

science that offers negative information works against hope, whereas the faith of public 

theology offers hope regardless of the factual data presented. This is especially true in the 

context of South Africa, where the Christian faith, and other faiths, play a central role in the 

cultural identity of most of society. South Africans expect and rely upon more than data in 

order to cope with difficult circumstances. For this reason, theology fitting to the micro-

issues faced by the people is required. 

Black Public Theology for Cape Town’s Water Situation 

As the church participated in operation of colonial authority, in fostering the discourse of 

‘Africa,’ and the dishonour of Africans, the church must participate even more so in 

dismantling the legacies of colonial oppression. Not only must there be a concern for 

amelioration of the material conditions faced by those who are marginalized, but also for 

changing the discourse that perpetuates the marginalization. Further, the church must address 

the ways that social structures are violent to women in their daily lives, in ways that may or 

may not be outwardly visible or that leave physical wounds. 

After recognizing the discourse of ‘Africa,’ as often as is required, the church must 

continually contest the discourse of the liveability of dehumanizing life. It must contest the 

subjection of the Black body’s endurance of gratuitous violence and general dishonour. The 

church must re-imagine sin, using the language of the faith to turn the morally neutral, 

morally invisible, discourse into that which is morally wrong.  

Women must embrace their power in the church to lead the discursive transformation. 

Because material conditions are not the key issue that is at stake, the root of the issue, with its 

sexist implications is best addressed by women naming and acting in resistance against the 

discourse that persistently imperils their lives. Women called and gifted to lead, must do so, 

even if this engenders significant tension within specific cultural contexts. It is women who 

must determine and assert what is required for their flourishing, as opposed to what might be 

endured for their survival. The vision of flourishing must be held before the people, along 

with the hope that such a future is God’s eternal, and present, reality for the disinherited. 
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There is already in place an avenue to facilitate such transformative empowerment, namely, 

the Circle of Concerned African Women (‘the Circle’). The Circle was organized in 1989 to 

participate in forming and reforming theology as it functions in the context of Africa, with 

particular emphasis on theology’s significance to African women.24 The work of those within 

the Circle is concerned with ‘theologically informed discourse dealing with issues relevant to 

the public in ways that are accessible to the public and in ways that can be persuasive and 

influential on the policies, social movements, and individual decisions within that greater 

public’ (Howard, 2014, p. 115). As such, though not explicitly identified as such, the Circle’s 

work embodies the very definition of ‘public theology.’ Because the Circle serves as an 

incubator for women’s intellectual leadership in the academy and the church, there is great 

opportunity for alignment between South African public theology, which work is presided 

over largely by men, and the knowledge base that exists within the Circle in South Africa. 

Conclusion 

Climate change and drought are contemporary issues that merit our collective attention, 

however, the reality of Cape Town’s water crisis extends beyond current ecological 

conditions. Cape Town’s unequal treatment of poor, Black people in colonial systems of 

separation mean basic access to water is a source of continuing diminishment and dishonour 

for Black persons, and particularly for women. This issue is an issue ripe for public 

theological engagement. Such engagement must bring attention to root causes of the material 

conditions and bring hope to women to pursue flourishing lives. 

  

                                                 

24 For more on the background and ethos of the Circle, see (Fiedler, 2017 and Labeodan, 2016). 
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