AT THE WNIVERSITY

The Gender Equity Unit,
the establishment of
1en’s Studies at UWC,
and many policies for
securing women'’s rights
on campus are results o
the leadership ar
vision of the fi
Co-ordinator of tl
Gender Eq

Won

commemorating

the GEU condu
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GEU: Can vyou describe the
personal  circumstances and

experiences that first led you to
feminism?

I am one of 9 children; seven
& brothers and a sister. In my
y | grew up with a

'r FQ_:@ of being more than
equal. School and university were the first
places where | experienced racism and
sexism, and this was something of a
culture shock to me. Sexism at UWC was
most distressing because of the
contradictions | experienced there. We
were all consciously opposing aparthei
and the legacy of the university as an
apartheid institution. Yet discrimination
against women was considered normal.
When women academics nearly gave
birth in their offices due lo the absence
of maternity leave, and struggled with

their teaching responsibi

child-care, the struggle for libera
form. Sexual harassment and
violence against women were particular
problems. Long before the Gender Equity
Unit and the Women's Commission,
women academics, administrative and
staff joined forces to address
these issues. The Women's Commission
and the GEU were formal attempls o
tackle deeply-rooted obstacles to the full
development of all women at the
university. Racial and class divisions
among women came later.
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Gender Equity Unit

GEU: You were a student at UWC
before you began teaching there.
What are your perceptions of the
changes in women's status on
campus?
== | enjoyed my student years at
{8 \WC and developed my vaice
%S:a student struggles. There
& was a real equality among my
m:_%a groups and peers - perhaps because
there were so few women at the lime. In
every class | attended, | was part of a small
group of women studenls. It was in the

bigger classes like sociclogy, the languages,
and religious studies that sexism was rife
among students and lecturers.

Political consciousness on the campus

grew organically in response 1o a university
run by the Broederbond,
politically reactionary and

which was

extremely

anti-women. The total subordination of

women was evident at different levels. The
Human Resources Committee was called the
Manpower Committee; the men monopo-
lised the Research Committees and funding
for research. Women academics barely
featured in decisio
as heads of department, or in professorial
positions. Staff benefits for women were
non-existent.

1-making committees, or
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time Professor Gerwel became

the university had been
thoroughly politicised. The university
. and hecame more cultur-

By the
Rector,

grew rapid

ally diverse. Studenl residents grew at
an alarming pace, and this created all
sorts of undesirable social conditions.

While the university increasingly
adopted the rhetoric of democracy and
transformation, the position of women
did not change concomitantly.
Conditions of employment for women
remained unchallenge
started demanding more rights and
representation on committees. In 1987,
when | relurned from the Institute for
Social Studies in the Hague with a
Women's Studies Degree, | sel up a
Women's Commission to look at the
conditions of employment for women.

We drew up a document lisling all
the discriminatory practices and made
proposals to address them. At the time
there was a critical mass of women who
united across race, class, and occupa-
tion around issues of maternily bene
housing subsidy, childcare for women,
sment policy, and the safety
of women. We fought and made

1, and women

sexual ha

representations on each of these issues
and won one victory after another.

Management was compelled to
become more supportive and gender-
sensitive in their dealings with women.
While they spoke of political transfor-
mation, we made it difficult for them to
exclude the rights of women in this
discourse.

GEU: When did you take up the
position of Director at the
Gender Equity Unit? What main
challenges did you face in

promoting gender justice at the
time - both on campus and more
broadly?

| was appointed to the
Gender Equity Unit as
its first Gender Equity
Co-ordinator in 1993. The
appointment was not without contro-
versy; many wanted Anne-Marie Wolpe,
recently returned from exile, to get the job.
From the eighties, the University was
openly aligned with the
Democratic Movement, and our students
considered themselves the vanguard of
the liberation movement.
But this vanguardism didn't extend
the liberation of women. It openly
denied women's demands for basic
rights - related to sexuality, bodily
integrity and choices about motherhood
and family life. Women's struggles
were generally labelled bourgeois,
Western-centric, divisive of the national
is deep hostil-
ity to feminist demands reflected views
within the MDM al a ne
On campus, women tackled
head on. And it
debates,
iplinary committees, awareness work-

Mass

liberation movement T

onal level.

took countless public

reforms of the student disc

shops, education and training of
student and
conscientising programmes in the
residences to transform the climate on
the campus.

All of this activity was done within
the broader context of
struggles for democracy in South Africa.
Many women on campus were involved
in UWCO, the ANC Women's League,
the UDF and other organisations. This
provided the strength and courage 1o

leaders, extensive

women's

continue that struggle on campus. It was
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women like Nosipho Kwenatie, Bi
Nel, Caroline Ntoane, Yvonne Mo
Karin Chubb, Miki Flockemann, N
Badsha,
Bozalek and myself who worked
and day lo create a supportive ¢
for wormen on campus. And | pay
lo lhem loday.

Denise Jones Hloni, Viv

GEU: What for you were the
greatest triumphs - in terr
particular events or ge
processes?

Strictly speaking,
could be seen to
£ something like a g
q_m lebration of @
PE_:_U_ activities at UWC. mo
though the Unit was established in
and triump

women's struggles
campus can be identified long be
| found a copy recently of ol
Women's Bulletin dated April 199
itis a record of what women achic
UWC from 1987 onwards, alread
ren that
s are going through wi

is no mean feat - gi
univers
were involved in only now.

By the late eighties, the |
could boast a Women's Comm
tasked with making recommenc
concemning the conditions of sery

women on campus.

[he first achievements were LI
maternity benefits for women, any
in the country = 5 months full
leave and 7 days paternity leave fc
housing subsidies for married w
chief invigilation dulies for wome
an educare centre for children of

Alongside the Women's Cc
very vibrant Wo
Studies Group, set up to address
sphe
. Ad hominem pron
soon became ad feminam prom

and in one instance a
posts went lo women. We ¢
> allocation of re

sion was a

concerning women in

universily li

the ad ho

on equity in t
and funding

leave for wome
promotion for women academics
basis of their qualification
developed a slatistical profile
gender composition of UWC sle
could track how long it took for v
to reach the same posilions as
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