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By Mohau Pheko

In April 2009 South Africa had its fourth democratic elections.
It was a significant political moment: new political parties, new
realities, new presidents, new social issues or perhaps old? As
ominous as the current environment may seem, the time is
pregnant with opportunity for a renewed understanding of
women’s rights.

The utterances by ANC Youth League president Julius Malema
that the woman who accused President Jacob Zuma of rape “had
a nice time” should make us ask what we mean by women’s
rights and prompt us take a stand in defending our dreams.

The fact that Zuma is now president should take us out of our
gender comfort zone and make us find new methods, theories
and words to describe our experiences; to  encourage and call
us to a discourse of dissent; a discourse of dissonance; a discourse
that frame’s and turns our words into actions that matter.

The dominant human rights discourse speaks to the idea of
citizenship related to access to health, education, to work, refuge
in times of war, the right to associate with whom we wish, to
articulate our aspirations and to claim our place in every sphere
of life.

As many women grapple with obstructions in accessing these
basic rights we are forced to ask “what is citizenship” for women?
For we who have been dispossessed of our land, removed from
our ancient abodes, invaded in our bodies and displaced in social
structures -what or where are we? Are we formless people caught
in a twilight world of junior or quasi citizenship that can only
be fully qualified depending on our marital status, financial
standing or the ability to negotiate complex social power relations?

The context we are in shows that the state does not always act
in the interests of women. This is evident when we look at statistics
on gender based violence; women’s unemployment; human
trafficking, xenophobia, growing insecurities and poverties all
on the rise. Indeed, based on these statistics we could well
conclude that far from working in the interests of women, the
state is in fact a perpetrator of violence against women.

It is a time in which our communities and collective memories
are dying; a time in which many dreams are turning into never-
ending nightmares; a time that is collapsing the many life visions
into a single cosmology; a hegemony of thought and action that
are inherently discriminatory; even violent.

The new forms of violence in which mothers turn their daughters
into sex toys in order to put food on the table need to be
documented and exposed in ways that enable us to take action.
The new movements present new political moments to light up
those parts of ourselves we have kept hidden in fear, in shame,
and in ambiguity; to hear our voices come from deep within.

This political moment we are in is like the South wind inviting
us to depart from the linear mode of thought. It is a chance to

create a gender discourse; one that will not be trapped in the

dominant discourse tied as it is to a market economy, a mono-
culturalism and a materialistic ethic. This discourse should also
not be caught in the cultural specific mode but rather one that
proffers universalisms that have been born out of dialogue.

One of the things that propels me is the yearning to leave a legacy
for my children that does not place them in the confinement of
stereotypes; of being called tom boys; of being thought too loud;
too quiet; too aggressive; too forward; too ambitious or too
anything other than themselves as God created them to be. I
wish for them a world that enables them to sing their songs loudly
and unapologetically, a world where they can leave the handprints
of their uniqueness.

The poet Audre Lorde implores and incites us to urgently
challenge what is said and thought about us as women; to change
the weapons of violence and exclusion; to challenge the
competition between those perceived to be weaker and stronger
or inferior and superior, civilised or uncivilised: to challenge
male and patriarchal notions of power.

I would add to her call by saying that we have to interrupt the
conversations that have pitted us against each other and crash
into the meetings that have reached preposterous conclusions
about us in our absence. We have to rewrite our stories into
Herstory. We have to use this moment to reclaim ourselves.

(This article, which appeared in the GL Opinion and Commentary
Service, served as a centre piece for GL  s annual discussion on
its strategic positioning. Unfortunately Mohau Pheko could not
make it to the meeting due to a delayed flight.)

Will women in power mean change?
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Time for “discourse of dissent”



By Patricia A. Made

The nay sayers are still out there. “Men and women cannot be the same. This is just the way things are
and you cannot change the God-given order of who is more equal than the other,” is part of their constant
refrain.

But if anything should have burst this dream bubble of a world where inequality is just something we
all have to live with and that transformative change is not possible, it would have been the election in
November 2008 of Barack Obama as the first Black President of a country that continues to endure the
legacy of hundreds of years of slavery and civil rights injustices that span decades.

There are many who have given up on the movement for gender equality and gender justice in Southern Africa. They believe that
the odds of this happening are a million to one. Well, the odds that a Black man could achieve the feat of becoming President of
the United States in our lifetime seemed to be one in a zillion! But it happened.

What did it take for a Black man with an unusual last name, no political pedigree, no real money to talk about, and from a political
party that had lost more than half of all presidential elections since the 1950s to emerge victorious and turn the impossible into the
possible? What will it take for gender equality and gender justice to become the reality of our lives?

Reflecting back on this momentous feat, it is clear that there are many lessons from the Obama campaign for organisations like GL
that devote time, money, work and service to the belief that people can rise above the limitations they put on women and themselves
through attitudes, beliefs, cultures and practices which become norms, and unfortunately, even law in some of our nations.

Looking for the lessons in Obama’s movement to political victory and our movement building and work to create a region where
women and men live with the same rights and entitlements as citizens and the freedom to exercise and claim these rights in the public
and private may seem bodacious. But these times call for us to have the same combination of courage, hope and humility that brought
a radical change to leadership in America from the people themselves.

The work of GL and others is firstly, spurred on by hope. Hope that in each one of us living in this region, there is a sense of justice
and fairness, not just for ourselves, but for others; and, the hope that we each can reach deep and find the ability to love and treat
others as we wish to be treated. This hope gives momentum to the building of a movement to end sexism.

Secondly, the GL team has stayed focused on the key areas of gender and the media, gender and governance, and gender justice.
The inter-linkages between these three areas provide a holistic approach to the advocacy and lobbying for gender equality and women’s
human rights.

Thirdly, GL has “discipline of message”. Some political pundits
in the United States talked about the “ice-cold” discipline of
the focus and message of the Obama campaign, which led to
the victory of the ‘people’s movement’ that grew during his
campaign. GL has been consistent in its message and has taken this
message to different constituencies – men and women in the
media; women and men policymakers at the national, regional and
local levels in the 14 countries of SADC; women and men in civil
society organisations across the region; and to women and men
working at community levels to make a different in people’s lives
- without being inconsistent.

And, GL in its own right, and by joining hands in strategic partnerships
with various organisations across Southern Africa, has developed
an effective machinery. One powerful example of that machinery
was the formation of the SADC Protocol Alliance which within the
span of five years brought about the 2008 SADC Protocol on Gender
and Development.

When the going gets tough - and tough it will be, if the
changes and ups and downs in political leadership through-
out Southern Africa is anything to go by – remembering the
mantra ‘Yes We Can!’, could definitely renew our hope in the
values that the movement for gender equality and gender justice
are based on. With a clear focus, consistent message, effective
machinery and a just cause based on sound values, people can be
motivated en masse to reach deep inside themselves and bring
about a transformation.

Yes we can achieve gender equality and gender justice!
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