
each article is used more than once (we set an initial target of
1.5); a series of theme pieces that could be marketed more
effectively as well as redesign of the website to make it easier to
search for articles. New targets also included recruiting at least
thirty new writers each year, and gathering stories of their
experience of writing, as well as outcomes of articles published,
to be able to measure the qualitative impact of the service more
effectively.  The link with GEMSA has also proved invaluable as
GEMSA country representatives assist with marketing the service
and tracking usage at a small fee.

Outputs

• Statistics for the service in the new financial year, which
GL will report on more fully next year, show that the target
of ten features per month has been exceeded; usage is now
close to an average of two per article (and in individual
instances is much higher, for example, where articles are
especially timely or provocative) and there is a wide variety
of contributors, new and old from all countries of the region.

• The special “I” stories series (see page 22) has been a
particular bonanza as it represents the kind of stories that
the mainstream media is often not able to access. This has
helped GL to define its niche even further.

• The special theme series for the Sixteen Days; Beijing Plus
Ten; the Gender and Local Government project; the SADC
and Gender 2005 campaign and (as we write) the
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) Summit has provided
focus and depth, as well as boosting marketing prospects.

Outcomes

• The testimonies in the accompanying column speak to the
empowering effect of the Opinion and Commentary Service.

• The example in the box below reflects the power of the
pen to bring about social change.

Rights
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    here is always a dilemma, when one is working to mainstream
gender in the media, how much energy to devote to getting
the media to do its job better, and how much to devote
to producing content of ones own. That dilemma is particularly
real in an organisation where many staff have a media back-
ground, and it often seems much easier to just write the story
yourself.

For over two years, GL ran a bi-monthly magazine, Amalungelo,
that provided a space for those working on gender, media and
gender justice campaigns to air their views. Sadly, a funding cut
made it necessary to seize publication of the magazine. However,
the financial pressure also caused us to step back and question
whether producing a magazine was in fact the most useful thing
to do. With a print run of 1000 the magazine had a small,
specialist market. We did not have the capacity to scout out
advertising. Distribution proved costly.

At the same time, our Opinion and Commentary Service, an
electronic “bridging”  service between activists and the media
had started to take root but needed stronger management. Over
the last year, we have concentrated on growing this service and
its important subsidiary, the “I” Stories or first hand accounts of
women’s whose voices would rarely be heard in the mainstream
media. We have also produced newspapers and supplements for
special events, like the ten years of democracy in South Africa
and the Beijing Plus Ten conference in New York. In this way, we
are defining more clearly and effectively the circumstances in
which we feel it is warranted for GL to be a producer of content.
IT makes it possible to leverage, and justify these products much
more.

Conceived with the support of HIVOS in 2003, the service aimed
to produce ten opinion pieces each month from around Southern
Africa on topical news items. The service had its logic in the fact
that women especially have been denied a voice in these sacred
spaces reserved for an elite of experts or “opinion shapers”. Yet
it is only in these spaces that citizens can express their views
directly, with limited intermediation by journalists and editors.

As usual with such a service the idea proved appealing but the
logistics presented challenges. The budget only allowed for a part
time editor, and we recruited a well known woman journalist to
try and get the service going. But the start up is far from easy. It
requires building up not just a network of writers, but also of
markets.

In June 2004, through combining project funding, GL managed
to hire a full time editor. An audit of the service in December
showed that we had been producing an average of six stories
(not ten) a month and that to the extent usage could be tracked
these had been used 0.6 times (in other words some stories had
not been used at all).  However, the number of articles, and usage
had increased substantially during the Sixteen Day campaign.
This suggested that a number of interventions were needed:
planning to ensure production of at least ten articles a month;
a more aggressive marketing and tracking strategy to ensure that

Write about rights
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Ripple effect

Relebohile Moletsane is an associate professor at the Department
of Education at the University of KwaZulu Natal in Durban.
While her academic publication record is vast, her contribution
to the GEM Opinion and Commentary Service was the first time
that she wrote in this particular genre. Her article: “Sexual
violence in schools: does anyone really care” was published
twice in South Africa and is based on ongoing research that she
is involved. Moletsane’s article – and the response to it
demonstrate the potential and ability of the opinion and
commentary genre as a tool for education, and indeed
transformation.

Following the publication of the article in “The Star”, a letter
was published by former Minister of Education, Kader Asmal
in response to the author’s questioning the Department of
Educations reaction to sexual violence committed by teachers.
In addition, Moletsane received a call from a church bishop,
who in response to the article wrote a manifesto for AIDS Day
for his congregation (see attached). In her correspondence to
the GEM Editor Moletsane said: “Now that is what I call activism!”

The GEM Opinion and Commentary Service



By Janine Moolman
Editor, Gender Links

The act of writing is in itself steeped in
issues of power, voice (or lack     of it?)
and privilege. Who speaks on behalf of
whom? Who gets to write whose story?
Who are the authorities on the lived
experience of ordinary women?

These questions and others informed our thinking as we embarked upon
the “I story” project. Its description is quite literal – it is writing from,
about, and by the “I” that exists and is validated through our own voices.
The “I” is me, sharing my thoughts, my experiences, my perceptions and
my stories.

In a context in which women are encouraged to “speak out” against forms
of oppression – be it gender violence, HIV/AIDS, poverty etc – locating the
“I” as the authority of experience is critical. If women are not able to own
their experiences and give voice them in their own words, instead of being
the subjects of research, writing and mediation by others…. then calls for
them to speak out ring rather hollow.

The “I” stories have their roots in the Gender Links Opinion and Commentary
Service that “provides fresh views on everyday news.” A key aim of the GL
Service is to provide both alternative content and alternative (and more
diverse) representations of men and women in the media – in this way
challenging stereotypical representations and presentations of women.

The project began as part the Gender Links Sixteen Days of Activism
Campaign during 2004 when we brought together two separate groups of
writers: one consisting of survivors of violence, the other of rehabilitated
perpetrators.

It began with two workshops during which participants first verbally shared
their stories with each other after which they went back home and wrote
their stories. This act of verbally speaking out was the first step for the
participants, many of whom had not shared their stories publicly before.
The second workshop provided the opportunity for them to read, comment
and approve the edited versions of their stories and again, to share these
with each other.

Confidentiality and mutual support were critical. Participants knew
that they could stop speaking and sharing their stories if they chose to.
While many of the stories were published in mainstream newspapers,
and also in a special publication called: The “I” Stories: Speaking out on
gender violence in South Africa, writers also had the option of using a
pseudonym.

Partner organisations collaborated in the workshops. Recognising the sensitive
nature of the subject and also that the act of sharing and writing their stories
could be traumatic for some participants, trained counselors also participated
in the process. This is a critical component of the project as our first concern
is that of the welfare of the participants who must always feel safe and
supported.

Getting the stories into the public space is a critical component of the
“I” stories project. During the Sixteen Days of Activism Campaign,
newspapers were encouraged to run a series of the articles produced
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The “I” Stories

Writing for the GEM Service has had a positive

impact on me. Despite working as a media

researcher for over four years, it had never occurred

to me that I could actually write opinion or feature

articles for circulation in newspapers. Working

the GEM Service editor has been both fulfilling

and beneficial to me - she is patient and systematic

in her approach while her feedback is timeous

and encouraging.  I am grateful Gender Links for

providing me with the opportunity to enhance my

writing skills and a chance to become famous

among other benefits.

Loveness Jambaya, Zimbabwe

Working with the GEM Service has been an

incredible experience. The service has given me

the 'push' I needed to get up and use my skills.

Working with GEM Service has given my morale

the boost it needed. Thumbs up to the editor for

keeping the communication lines open and being

so encouraging!

Bongiwe Zwane, Swaziland

It has been pleasure for me working with GEM

Service. The communication with me is active all

the time from idea generation to the post

production period. I believe GEM Service can play

an important role in changing the existing gender

imbalance in the Sub Saharan Africa.

Adolphus Kivamwo, Tanzania

The power that

comes from a pen



through the project. The articles were also sent out electronically through the Gender Links
website and daily newsletter throughout the Sixteen Days of Activism Campaign. Writers
were interviewed on radio and television talk shows as part of a deliberate strategy to make
sure that theyhad ownership of their stories and experiences as opposed to being the subjects
of research and analysis as so often is the case in the gender violence sector.

But gender violence is not the only area in which this project has potential. The “I”
stories provides the space for those who’s authentic voices are marginalised to be heard.
Be it on women in the media, the economy, women’s experiences of poverty, HIV/AIDS
and other concerns, the writing and publication of these first hand accounts or
testimonies allows for a public discussion on the lived experiences of ordinary men and
women.

Janine Moolman and Martha Seloane at an “I” Story workshop
Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna

I stories
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“I want men to know that we can

change, and that there are many

ways of being a man. I am a living

example of this,” Sibongiseni

Mngomezulu, Real men don’t do

violence, on participating in the

workshop.”

“I want to tell my story so that other

women know that they are not

alone. Then maybe they too will be

able to speak out,” Jacobeth Vena,

I am a survivor, on participating in

the workshop.

“Writing the “I” story – “The peace

that comes with forgiveness” was

spiritually uplifting. Gender Links

was part of the journey that started

with writing this article. It was a

journey to long-awaited freedom –

free from the guilt and most

importantly the secrecy of my HIV

status,” Riana Jacobs, The peace

that comes with forgiveness on

writing her I story.

 “I was not sure that that I wanted

to tell my story, I didn’t know if I

could find the words. But after I

started writing, I was inspired …

and I was proud. Writing my story

felt like a burden had lifted off my

shoulders and I was free,” Thapelo

Rahlongo, Learning to be myself

“My speaking out and against

gender violence will continue…

once you start, it’s difficult to stop,”

Thapelo Rahlongo, after speaking

at the “Speak Out” day of the cyber

dialogues.

How my story

set me free

Anita Ferreira, survivor of gender
violence, This story is a part of a
series commissioned during the
Sixteen Days of Activism on
Gender Violence in 2004.



• One thousand five hundred people received the newspaper
online.

• 333 people from across the globe participated in the chats
as follows:

• A high level of international collaboration by participating
in the Women’s Media Pool, a collective of organisations,
with a wide distribution list.

• Every day we sent articles from GEM News out to the many
newspapers and news agencies which were participating
in the pool.

• Some articles were translated into Spanish and picked up
by Latin American media.

• The transcripts of the Dialogues show the extent of
networking which took place.

• GEM News and the cyber dialogues succeeded in projecting
a strong African women’s voice and position at the Beijing
Plus Ten Review, and strengthened relations between gender
activists in the region, as illustrated in the comment below.
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This project, funded by the CWCI, involved the production of
a supplement carried by four major newspapers across South
Africa, and a bumper issues of GL’s bi-monthly gender justice
journal, Amalungelo, celebrating “Ten Years of Herstory” in
South Africa. The magazine was launched as part of a book and
cultural fair co-hosted by the City of Johannesburg on 30 April.
Keynote speakers included the Speaker of the Johannesburg
metropolitan council, Nandi Mayathula Khoza; well known
activist Mmatshilo Motsei, and a diverse panel of women
talking about their experiences over the last ten years, chaired
by Dr Tebogo Maitse, Commissioner with the Commission on
Gender Equality.

Outputs

• As per plan GL produced 3000 issues of the 100 page
magazine and 100,000 supplements distributed by
Independent newspapers.

• 52 women contributed to the magazine compared to the
original target of 50.

• 375 participants came to the launch and book fair compared
to a target of 100.

• 15 NGOs displayed materials, compared to a target of 10.
• The magazine and related events generated considerable

media coverage.

Outcomes

• Ten years of Herstory placed the issue of gender at the heart
of the debates and discussions of successes and challenges
ten years after South Africa’s first democratic elections.

• The event also strengthened GL’s relationship with the City
of Johannesburg.

Following their long tradition of producing daily news supplements
during major international conferences, GL and partners AWC
from Kenya produced GEM News @B Plus Ten during the Ten
Year Review of the Fourth World Conference on Women. However,
building on the success of the Sixteen Day cyber dialogues, GL
ran daily cyber dialogues during the conference that brought the
views of those outside New York to the conference though the
newspaper and the daily chat.

Outputs

• Seven online chats.
• Seven editions of the hard copy of the newspaper.
• Seven edition of the online version of the newspaper.
• News content from the newspaper was sent to the media

in East and Southern Africa.

Outcomes

• A list serve of two hundred people who accessed the cyber
dialogues.

• One thousand five hundred hard copies of the newspaper
were distributed to participants at the Review.

“This is a note to congratulate you and your colleagues for a
job well done at the Beijing plus 10 conference. You really
kept us all informed and abreast of the latest issues, resolutions
and debates. At the on line debate there was a suggestion by
Deepa from India to establish an on going on line debate across
the globe on gender issues to facilitate sharing of ideas and
best practices. Do you have any information on this idea. We
need on line conversations on topical issues. I also want to
indicate that I will give you whatever support that may require
to facilitate your work in Botswana or in the sub-region. I would
like to share my experience and expertise beyond the borders
of Botswana. The video conferencing activity during the 16
days commemoration was a brilliant idea and I think we should
have these periodically and not only when there is an
international occasion.”

Elsie Alexander, the Chair of the National Women’s Council in
Botswana, and a Board Member of Women in Law and
Development in Africa (WiLDAF).

What our partners say

Beijing Plus Ten
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Ten years of herstory


