
S A T U R D A Y  S T A R  A u g u s t  6  2 0 1 6 15INSIGHT

ON APRIL 7, 2006 in the Simon’s 
Town harbour, a small yet symbol-
ically profound meeting took place 
between two powerful women, Man-
thatisi and Dr Ruth Mompati. 

The name of  Manthatisi, queen 
of  the Batlokwa – known as one of  
the most feared woman military 
and political leaders of  the early 
19th century – was given to a newly 
commissioned submarine.

Dr Ruth Mompati, then-mayor 
of  the Naledi municipality in North 
West and a former Struggle stal-
wart, ceremonially named the ves-
sel.  

Mompati, who died last year, had 
joined Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) in 
exile in the early 1960s and received 
military training.

These two powerful women, 
Manthatisi and Mompati, had pro-
vided military leadership during 
their historic times. It was a meet-
ing of  woman leaders who had 
broken gender stereotypes to play 
roles in the struggle for freedom for 

their people. 
The selfless contributions of  

these two powerful women remind 
us there are times in human history 
when it is a lone woman who rises 
against all odds and shows society 
the way out of  extremely distress-
ing situations.

Such women demonstrate what 
in history has been referred to as 
the “power of  one”. 

They epitomise what American 
author and activist Edward Everett 
Hale meant when he wrote: “I am 
only one, but I am one. I cannot do 
everything, but I can do something. 
And because I cannot do everything, 
I will not refuse to do something 
that I can do.”

The power of  one was used 
by many women to oppose the 
inhuman apartheid system and to 
inspire other people to achieve their 
potential in the face of  social bar-
riers, give back to their commun-
ities and help them solve the most 
pressing issues. 

The inspiring deeds of  Mantha-
tisi and Mompati and many others 

like them have had the “multiplier 
effect of  the power of  one”.

Another woman who used the 
power of  one to fight the injustices 
of  the apartheid system was Helen 
Suzman, who became the sole voice 
for the oppressed in the apartheid 
parliaments of  Hendrik Verwoerd, 
BJ Vorster and PW Botha. Suzman 
became known for her strong public 
criticism of  the National Party’s 
policies at a time when this was 
unusual among white people.

Like Manthatisi and Mompati, 
Suzman fought her battles alone. As 
the only MP who actively opposed 
apartheid rule, she was able to visit 
prisons, among them Robben Island, 
where she inspected the living con-
ditions of  prisoners.

A fighter in her own right, Suz-
man did not shirk from raising 
unpopular issues, such as the cruel 
treatment of  political prisoners by 
apartheid jailers, the use of  capital 
punishment, gender discrimination 
– especially against black women 
– and arguing against the banning 
of  the SACP and banning orders 

and other restrictions imposed on 
individuals.

The DA owes its birth to the 
multiplier effect of  the impact of  
Suzman’s contribution to the dis-
mantling of  apartheid. She laid a 
strong foundation for the resur-
gence and the growth of  organised 

resistance to apartheid rule inside 
and outside the country.

We have read about many women 
who, in their situations, have used 
the power of  one to wage bitter per-
sonal struggles and fight the social 
injustice that is by and large the leg-
acy of  40 years of  apartheid misrule 
and the failures of  the democratic 
government. 

But multitudes of  black women 
were unsung heroines in the Strug-
gle and who are unsung heroines 
today.

They work as domestic employ-
ees in the predominantly white sub-
urbs; some are on the streets, selling 
fruit, veggies and eats – and what 
about those who sell mqombothi 
(traditional beer)? 

All these unsung heroines have 
been and are motivated by their 
commitment to putting food on the 
table and nurturing their children. 
These struggling women have given 
South Africa black professionals, 
such as teachers, doctors, lawyers, 
and accountants.

The suffering of  black women 
beset by the socio-economic injus-
tices of  apartheid were described 
best by the late Ellen Kuzwayo, a 
women’s rights activist and polit-
ician, in her extraordinary auto-
biography, Call Me Woman. Her 
story was the story of  thousands 
of  women.

The effect of  the power of  one 
woman cuts across all races. Take, 

for example, the impact of  the con-
tributions of  Indian women such as 
Professor Fatima Meer and advo-
cate Priscilla Jana, to name only 
two, to democracy and freedom for 
women. 

Their individual roles contrib-
uted to the multiplier effect that has 
led to  many Indian women today 
contributing to society, including 
Parliament. 

In a recent interview with SAfm, 
Jana shared details of  how her role 
in the Struggle had cost her her 
marriage and often placed her at 
odds with her cultural upbringing. 

According to her autobiography, 
Fighting for Mandela, at one time 
she represented every single pol-
itical prisoner on Robben Island, 
including Nelson Mandela. She also 
acted for Winnie Madikizela-Man-
dela. 

Jana’s home was petrol-bombed 
multiple times. She continued her 
work, even adopting the baby daugh-
ter of  a client on Robben Island.

Another woman who used her 
power of  one to influence our way 

of  life was Mary Moodley, or Auntie 
Mary, who was born in 1913. Mary 
used her two-roomed shack in the 
township of  Wattville, Benoni, to 
accommodate not only her large 
family and grandchildren, but 
homeless people, black and white 
people. She contributed to the Strug-
gle through her leading role in many 
resistance formations. She was a 
founder member of  the SA Coloured 
People’s Congress and an organiser 
for the South African Congress of  
Trade Unions.

As we reflect on the contribution 
women have made to democracy 
and freedom, we must remember it 
was often the power of  one woman 
that had an impact. 

As a society, we need to sup-
port the endeavours of  individual 
women in the continuing struggle 
against structural economic injus-
tices that make them the biggest 
victims of  poverty, unemployment 
and inequality.

● Tutu Faleni, PhD, is a DA  MPL 

in North West. He writes in his per-

sonal capacity.
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O
NE of  the most 
damaging effects of  
patriarchy has been 
to make some women 
and girls believe it 
is natural for men to 

have power over them. 
This is quite an achievement 

because patriarchy’s main goal is to 
convince women and men to uphold 
the idea that fathers have a natural 
right to rule. 

But patriarchy, even the benevo-
lent kind, can be mentally, emotion-
ally and physically costly to women, 
particularly those who do not obey 
its commands. 

In our country, although gender 
equality is a constitutional right, 
patriarchal norms ensure males 
tend to be regarded as naturally 
superior to females. 

Even more incredibly, many 
women continue to be treated as 
junior partners in their homes. 

Research such as the World 
Health Organisation’s Multicountry 
Study on Women’s Health and 
Domestic Violence against Women 
have also shown the home may be a 
place of  danger for women and girls.

To realise the constitutional 
aspiration of  equality between men 
and women, there is an obvious 
imperative to continue marching 
and trying to persuade employers 
to establish egalitarian workplaces 
and employment policies, such as 
on sexual harassment and parental 
leave. 

That said, the eradication of  
an unjust socio-economic dispar-

ity between men and women will 
remain a dream unless unfair peck-
ing orders in families are overcome, 
particularly as the family is the 
first place where boys and girls are 
taught that men and women are 
unequal. 

Women’s Day commemorates the 
1956 march to the Union Buildings 
against the injustice of  pass laws as 
one of  the key contributions women 
made in the fight for freedom and 
equality for all. 

Most of  the Women’s March post-
ers denounced the extension of  the 
“dompas” laws to women, while 
some pointed out that these laws 
were intended to break up African 
families further. 

White patriarchy did not like 
intact African families. In other 
words, the Women’s March can 
be understood as a protest for the 
right of  women, especially African 
women, to decide what goes on in 
their families. 

The question remains: what kind 
of  families do women need? 

It seems obvious that women 
need non-violent families, as vio-
lence is antithetical to women’s 
mental and physical health. It can 
lead to death, disability, depression 
and anxiety. 

As the findings by Claudia Gar-
cia-Moreno and her fellow WHO 
researchers have suggested, vio-
lence against women is “a con-
crete manifestation of  inequality 
between the sexes”. 

What women need, we think, are 
equal families. 

In spite of  such evidence, dec-
ades after the establishment of  
constitutional equality, patriarchal 

domination continues to shape the 
lived experiences of  many women 
and girls. 

The persistence of  gender 
inequality is reflected in the high 
rates of  violence against women 
reported in the media every day. 

Research has demonstrated how 
these rates of  violence are closely 
connected to social norms that pos-

ition men as dominant and women 
as subservient. 

In this context it is clear women 
cannot be made solely responsible 
for establishing gender equality and 
ending the multiple forms of  vio-
lence against them. 

Women and men have to come 
together to make the promises of  
freedom and equality a reality. 

Realising true equality may 
seem an impossible task as gender 
inequalities, alongside racial 
and class inequalities, are deeply 
ingrained in the social fabric.

One example is the idea that the 
man is naturally the head of  the 
household. 

Another is the notion that the 
male-headed “nuclear family”, 

where two parents of  different sexes 
live with their biological children, is 
the ideal structure.

However, in this heteropatri-
archal nuclear family, women have 
historically been responsible for the 
care of  children and other domestic 
labour, while men have been respon-
sible for financial provision and, 
crucially, big decisions. 

Yet the nuclear family is only 
one notion of  how to enact family 
life and it developed in relation to a 
specific set of  social and economic 
conditions produced by Western 
industrialisation. 

Although significant shifts have 
taken place in South African family 
life, our own research with families 
from a range of  communities sug-
gests this family model continues 
to be regarded as the “natural” and 
“proper” way to conduct family 
life. Inequitable relations between 
women and men in the home remain 
invisible and unchallenged. 

What is needed is an examin-
ation of  how what we do in our 
homes and families contributes to 
the continued inequality between 
women and men and how equality 
can be engendered.

In many homes the act of  prepar-
ing and cooking meals is regarded 
as women’s responsibility. Although 
it may appear that in some families 
women choose to fulfil these tasks, 
this “choice” must be considered 
in context. 

Women do not necessarily 
choose to be in charge of  domes-
tic responsibilities. Rather, they 
are practically and ideologically 
coerced into this role. 

Women continue to be paid 

less than men, therefore it is more 
difficult for them to be primary 
wage-earners in their families. A 
consequence of  this inequality in 
pay is that women are relegated to 
the tasks of  caring and managing 
the household. 

Simultaneously, men are discour-
aged or prevented from taking on 
domestic responsibilities because 
of  their positions as financial pro-
viders. 

Not only are men expected to 
fulfil the financial needs of  their 
families by working long hours, and 
perhaps even holding multiple jobs, 
they are regarded as being less com-
petent than women in the domestic 
sphere. This creates a context in 
which men may find it difficult 
to share child care and household 
labour more equally. 

However, it is possible for us to 
begin taking small steps towards 
equality by challenging and 
changing the patterns of  inequality 
in families. 

As one father in our research 
study said, he and his partner 
“decided if  she was going to do all 
the breast-feeding, then I could do 
all the nappies”. 

Through these kinds of  deci-
sions more space is opened up for 
women to pursue tasks beyond the 
home, including paid employment. 
Men, too, are enabled to be more 
involved in meaningful ways with 
their children. Within these kinds 
of  families it becomes possible for 
us to realise equality in practical, 
everyday ways. 
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Gender equality must begin at home  

Violence against women is a ‘concrete manifestation’ of inequality between the sexes, researchers say. 

The traditional man-ruled nuclear family is seen as 
‘normal’ and ‘proper’ – but it should be a ‘choice’


