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One must reach back into the smouldering and exploding space of World War II South African 
history to imagine what it was like for Hilda Watts Bernstein, the woman we have the pleasure of 
honouring tonight, to become both the first woman and the first communist elected to the 
Johannesburg City Council. The world is at war; her husband is fighting in the Italian Campaign. 
She has emigrated from England to South Africa in 1933 and in 1937, at the age of twenty-two, 
founded the South African Peace Council, which boasted as a member, Jan Smuts. Later, Smuts will 
set the police to fire on South African mineworkers during the famous strike of 1946, for which 
Bernstein and her husband, Rusty, will be charged with sedition. It is now 1943 and she is twenty- 
eight. One can, in 1943, count the number of women in public office world-wide on the fingers of 
one hand. Nowadays it is different and women have held presidencies of Norway, England, India, 
Turkey, the Philippines, Ireland, and, and - well, perhaps it is not so different for women even now, 
unless you count Hilary Clinton, Paula Jones and dare one say it, Evita Bezuidenhout as potential 
presidential candidates. Hilary and Evita are probably too clever for their respective countries, while 
Paula will end up a permanent guest on the Oprah Winfrey show. Such is the dissipation of the 
postmodern world. Meanwhile Hilda Watts Bernstein is working to alleviate problems of health, 
welfare and passes for African women. She is working to institute land access for dispossessed 
African workers. She is trying to improve those septic squatter communities which in twentieth 
century modernity stretch from Mexico City to Johannesburg to Beijing and serve as glaring 
advertisements for the truth of Marxism.

There will be arguments against that truth, but not until it has been tried. Meanwhile, let it be noted 
that the list of those who forged ahead and risked their lives for a better South Africa is in many ways 
a list of communists: Joe Slovo and Ruth First, Chief Albert Luthuli, Nelson Mandela, Govan 
Mbeki, Helen Joseph. These people raised families while on the run in the movement, reacting like 
lighting to event and repercussion. For those who came of age in the 1930s, Marxism was the 
discourse. For that world contained no shades of grey and no shadows. It was apocalyptic and 
utopian, black and white. Its script was written in the viperous oil of fascism and the rainbow colors 
of the popular front. Hilda Watts Bernstein, continuing her work after the war while she is, along 
with the Communist Party, banned, focuses on the violence which the racist capitalism of Apartheid 
perpetrates on women. She forms, with Ray Alexander, the Federation of South African Women in 
1957 to this effect. Dedicated to the rights of women, the organization proclaims a charter of 
women’s rights and works to negotiate problems of gender between the divergent groups of South



Africa. In the federation's work we may find many of the themes which the feminism of the 1960s 
and 1970s will develop: issues of the rights of single women, of saftev within marriages, of mothers 
and children, of freedom from violence and freedom of work and expression. Hilda Watts Bernstein, 
in thematising, that is to say, politicising, these rights, is therefore a citizen of South Africa before the 
fact of its willingness to accept her claim on it, a woman whose rigorous articulation of rights 
requires a feminist politics to assure their force. The South African constitution now contains 
admirable laws ensuring the citizenship of the women enfranchised under its scope. However, we 
may recall that in the Pietermaritzburg area alone, there have been oyer 800 reported rapes of 
children since the beginning of this year, and it does not take a genius to deduce that these rapes were 
committed by men. It is not women who rape; it is men. It is not women who drive motor vehicles in 
paroxysms of rage and contribute to road death; it is men. It is not women who enter houses and 
shoot their sleeping inhabitants; it is men. And it is not women who assassinate African heroes from 
the Black Consciousness Movement or shoot innocent children in places like Sharpeville; it is men. 
Then apparently to speak of “violence in South Africa” as if this were an amphibious category into 
which all South Africans equally fell is to do violence to the facts: it is mostly the men who commit 
acts of violence. South Africa suffers from male trouble, a condition also extending to those wizened 
men who continue to boss around women in the name of the struggle. The implication is that there is 
no way to articulate - much less enforce - the rights of citizenship without bringing in this most brute 
fact of gender: the fact of what men do to women, and to children, and to other men. There is no way 
for a university to train the young in the conditions of citizenship in the name of a more civil civil 
society, without training them in the hard acknowledgment of this fact and the necessity of its 
sustained exploration (in terms of female complicity, socio-economic pressure, and the like). We may 
look to the pioneering work of Hilda Watts Bernstein as exemplary for the South African nation now, 
since South Africa right now must take seriously the project of empowering women; and women’s 
organizations are required for that. Citizenship is now granted to all South African women; the point 
is to assure its existence by making the world safe for democracy. Feminists in South Africa are 
currently busy interpreting the world; the point, as the good thinker said in his eleventh thesis, is to 
change it.

After Sharpeville, Bernstein was arrested under the State of Emergency Act and detained without 
charge. In 1964, after the Rivonia Trial - in which her husband was a defendant - she escaped from 
home and walked on foot with her children across the border into Botswana. Eventually returning to 
England, she authored 6 books, including The World That Was Ours, about the Rivonia Trial, Steve 
Biko. and Death Is Part Of The Process, which won a literary award and was turned into a BBC film. 
Through the pen, through the producing of documentary films, she continued her political work. May 
we live up to the image of citizenship contained in it.
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HUSTORY, LANGUAGE AND GENDER

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  me t o  e x p r e s s  t h e  e x t e n t  of both my s u r p r i s e  and p l e a s u r e  
i n  a c c e p t i n g  t h i s  ho n o rary  d o c t o r a t e .  1 always r e g r e t t e d  t h a t  I never  had t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  go t o  U n i v e r s i t y ,  and in  a way t h i s  seems l i k e  e n t e r i n g  i t  
th rough  a back doo r .  For t h i s  l a t e  c h a n c e ,  I am t r u l y  g r a t e f u l  to  t h e  
U n i v e r s i t y  of N a t a l .

I t  a l s o  makes me f e e l  as  though I have been r e s t o r e d  t o  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  South 
A f r i c a  from which many of u s  have been d i s t a n c e d  by long  y e a r s  in  e x i l e ;  for  
i t  seems t o  me t h a t  to da y  t o o  l i t t l e  i s  known abou t  t h e  g r e a t  p o l i t i c a l  
s t r u g g l e s  of t h e  4 0 s ,  5 0 s  and 6 0 s ,  t h e  y e a r s  i n  which t h e  Co ng ress  of t h e  
People  ado pt ed  t h e  Freedom C h a r t e r  t h a t  was t h e  b a s i c  s t a t e m e n t  of p o l i c y  and 
o b j e c t i v e s  for th e  A fr ic a n  N at i o n a l  Congress .

S t i l l  l e s s  i s  remembered -  or even known -  abou t  t h e  e n t r y  of women i n t o  
o r g a n i s e d  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  d u r in g  t h o s e  y e a r s .

This i s  a r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  way h i s t o r y  h a s  been i n t e r p r e t e d .  Women have 
o ccu p ied  a s u b o r d i n a t e  s t a t u s  in s o c i e t y  and have been g e n e r a l l y  excluded 
from t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of p o l i t i c a l  power. I t  i s  t h e  s ta t e s m e n  -  and n o t e  t h a t  
d e f i n i n g  s u f f i x  'm en ' ,  I w i l l  r e t u r n  to  i t  -  and t h e  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s  t h a t  
f i l l  t h o s e  p o s i t i o n s .  In h i s t i o g r a p h y ,  a s  in e v e r y  o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e ,  t h e  
e x p e r t s  b r i n g  t h e i r  own b i a s  formed by t h e  s o c i a l  mores of t h e i r  c l a s s  and 
t h e i r  s o c i e t y  i n t o  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  The v a s t  m a j o r i t y  of  h i s t o r i a n s  
have been male,  and be in g male t h e y  have imbued h i s t o r y  with  t h e i r  male 
p a t r i a r c h a l  a t t i t u d e s .  They have d e p r i v e d  h a l f  of  humanity of i t s  h i s t o r y .

•

Take f o r  example t h e  march of 2 0 , 0 0 0  wimen t o  t h e  Union B u i l d i n g s  i n  P r e t o r i a  
in 1956. I t  was a p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  t h e  e x t e n s i o n  of p a s s  laws t o  women; i t  was 
o r g a n i s e d  by t h e  f i r s t  m u l t i - r a c i a l  woman's o r g a n i s a t i o n  -  t h e  F e d e r a t i o n  of 
South A f r i c a n  Women. And d u r i n g  a l l  t h e  y e a r s  of campaigning i t  was t h e  most 
s u c c e s s f u l  and s p e c t a c u l a r  a n t i - p a s s  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  t h a t  had e v e r  been mounted 
by any o r g a n i s a t i o n .

In a d d i t i o n  i t  was a s i g n i f i c a n t  i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which b la ck  
women of t h e  1950 s  were c h a l l e n g i n g  bo th  l e g a l  and t r a d i t i o n a l  r e s t r a i n t s  on 
t h e i r  in depen den ce .  Yet Eddie  Roux, in  h i s  h i s t o r y ,  Time Longer th a n  Rope, 
b a r e l y  mentions  t h i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  growth of  women in t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  s t r u g g l e ;  
and in  h i s  c hronolo gy  he does no t  i n c l u d e  t h e  huge d e m o n s t r a t i o n  t h a t  was a 
p o l i t i c a l  h i g h l i g h t ,  not  j u s t  fo r  t h e  women but for  t h e  whole Congress  
movement.

P r o f e s s o r  Guy from t h i s  U n i v e r s i t y  w r i t e s :  To f a i l  t o  u n d e r s t a n d ,  or t o  
ig n o r e  t h e  h i s t o r y  of h a l f  t h e  human r a c e  does not merely mean t h a t  
h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s  a r e  t r u n c a t e d ;  i t  a l s o  means t h a t  t h e y  a r e  d i s t o r t e d .  I t  
i s  n o t  j u s t  t h a t  a h i s t o r y  of  women i s  needed,  bu t  t h a t  w i t h o u t  i t  t h e r e  i s  
no a d e q u a te  h i s t o r y  . . .  a new t o t a l i t y  must be c r e a t e d .  '

How i s  t h a t  t o  be done?  A f i r s t  s t e p  would be t o  change t h e  s t a t u s  of women 
by laws t h a t  ou tlaw d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and g u a r a n t e e  women equal  r i g h t s  in a l l  
s p h e r e s .

That s t a r t  has  been made in  our  own c o u n t r y .  We now have what i s  p ro b a b ly  t h e  
most advanced C o n s t i t u t i o n  in t h e  world w ith  r e g a r d  t o  women's r i g h t s .  
E q u a l i t y  f o r  women i s  e n s h r i n e d  in  t h e  prea m ble and e n t r e n c h e d  in  i t s
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c l a u s e s .  The s i g n i - f i c a n c e  of t h e  r o l e  of women i s  r e c o g n i s e d  by making August 
9 -  t h e  a n n i v e r s a r y  of t h e  P r e t o r i a  march -  Women's Day, and a p u b l i c  
h o l i d a y .

I t  has  a l s o  r a t i f i e d  t h e  UN Convention on t h e  E l i m i n a t i o n  of a l l  forms of 
D i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  Women and h as  committed i t s e l f  t o  implementing t h e  
p r o v i s i o n s .  I t  h as  s e t  up a p a r l i a m e n t a r y  committee  t o  o v e r s e e  t h e  
improvement of the q u a l i t y  of l i f e  and s t a t u s  of women, and t h e  UN 
Convention.

Yet d e s p i t e  a l l  t h i s ,  South A f r i c a  rem a in s  an e x t re m e l y  male c h a u v i n i s t  
c o u n t ry  in  which p r e j u d i c e  and backward a t t i t u d e s  to w a rd s  women remain a t  a l l  
l e v e l s .  How can we u n d e r s t a n d  and e l i m i n a t e  t h i s  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ?

You do not end d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  s im p l y  by p a s s i n g  laws ,  nor do you r e s t o r e  
women i n t o  h i s t o r y  s im ply  by a n n i v e r s a r y  commemorations; i t  r e q u i r e s  a more 
fundamental  approach and n e c e s s i t a t e s  t h e  r e s h a p i n g  of our s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s .

D i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i s  a symptom of t h e  way s o c i e t y  works,  so  t o  change t h e  way 
s o c i e t y  works we must remove t h e  c a u s e .  Without  t h e  f u l l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of 
women a t  e v e ry  l e v e l  of t h e  s t r u g g l e  we can never  b u i l d  a j u s t  and de m oc ra t ic  
s o c i e t y .  To make t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  6f our  C o n s t i t u t i o n  a r e a l i t y  we need to  
c o r r e c t  t h e  im balanc e in  power r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  H i e r a r c h i e s  and power r e l a t i o n s  
a re  s e l f  p e r p e t u a t i n g .  L e g i s l a t i o n  i n  i t s e l f  ca nnot  r e d r e s s  h i s t o r i c a l  
im bal an ces .  We have t o  b r i n g  about  a change in  s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s  -  t o  change 
th e way p e o p l e  t h i n k  about  t h e m s e l v e s  and t h e i r  gender  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .

We a l l  t e n d  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  world as  given; t h e r e f o r e  i n s t e a d  of c h a l l e n g i n g  
t r a d i t i o n a l  as sum pti ons  and r e s h a p i n g  our s o c i e t y  we e x p e c t  women to  conform 
t o  how t h i n g s  a r e .  George Bernard  Shaw put  i t  t h i s  way:

'The r e a s o n a b l e  man a d a p t s  h im s e l f  to  th e  world; t h e  u n r e a s o n a b l e  p e r s i s t s  in 
t r y i n g  t o  ad apt  t h e  world t o  h i m s e l f .  T h e r e f o r e  a l l  p r o g r e s s  depends on t h e  
u n r e a s o n a b l e  man. '

The u n r e a s o n a b l e  woman toda y  as  in  t h e  1950 s  s t i l l  f a c e s  b a r r i e r s  n o t  only  of 
ra c i s m ,  but a l s o  of gende r.  Not o n ly  t h a t ;  women have been l e f t  w ith  a g r e a t  
burden of  bac kw ar dn es s ,  f o r  t h e  s u b s e r v i e n t  p o s i t i o n  of women, t h e  
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  women, was not  only  i n t e g r a l  to  t h e  a p a r t h e i d  system, 
but  endemic in  t h e  whole s o c i e t y ,  and even w i t h i n  t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  movement 
i t s e l f .

In t h e  p a s t  when we r a i s e d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of t h e  r i g h t s  and s t a t u s  of women we 
were acc used of d i v i d i n g  and weakening t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  a p a r t h e i d .  Yes, we 
were t o l d ,  we know you want more r i g h t s  f o r  women, but  n a t i o n a l  l i b e r a t i o n  i s  
t h e  p r i o r i t y  -  d o n ' t  c o n fu s e  t h e  i s s u e .  Of c o u r s e  we women were needed t o  
t a k e  t h e  m inute s  a t  m e e t i n g s ,  and t o  a r r a n g e  t h e  c a t e r i n g  f o r  c o n f e r e n c e s ,  
but i t  was th e  men who ran t h e  show.

They s t i l l  want women t o  t a k e  t h e  m i n u te s .  I t  i s  t ime t h a t  men a c q u i r e d  
s k i l l s  in  s h o r t h a n d  and c ooking .  There i s  nev er  a ' r i g h t  t i m e '  t o  work to  
r a i s e  t h e  s t a t u s  of women. The t ime  t o  a s s e r t  a r i g h t  i s  t h e  t ime  when t h a t  
r i g h t  i s  d e n i e d .

A pow erful  s t e p  in t h a t  d i r e c t i o n  would be by a l t e r i n g  t h e  la ngu ag e we use .

As a  w r i t e r  I am keenly aware t h a t  la ng ua ge  i s  not  merely a way of conveying 
id e as;  l i k e  h i s t o r y ,  l a n g u a g e ,  i s  no t  n e u t r a l .  I t  i s  in  i t s e l f  a shaper  of
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i d e a s .  Our a c c e p t e d  la nguage  inform s  our judgements and our a t t i t u d e s .

Men o f t e n  r e a c t  f i e r c e l y  when we c h a l l e n g e  t h e i r  use of la nguage .  They 
r i d i c u l e  us when we want t o  change words such as  s t a t e s m a n ,  chairman; or t o  
use Ms in  t h e  p l a c e  of Miss and Mrs. They a r e  s c o r n f u l  of what t h e y  c a l l  
' p o l i t i c a l  c o r r e c t n e s s . '  But i t  i s  no t  a  mere l i n g u i s t i c  q u i b b l e .  We a r e  

c h a l l e n g i n g  a man-made la ng ua ge  t h a t  e x p r e s s e s  t h e  male c o n c e p t s  and power 
r e l a t i o n s s  on which our s o c i e t y  i s  bas ed .  We a r e  a l s o  t h r e a t e n i n g  men's 
a c c e p te d  p o s i t i o n s .

Shaw s p e a k s  of t h e  u n r e a s o n a b l e  man, u s in g  'man' in  i t s  g e n e r i c  form. 'Man' , 
we a r e  t o l d ,  h a s  two meanings.  I t  can mean t h e  male of t h e  s p e c i e s ,  but  i t  
a l s o  can mean t h e  s p e c i e s  i t s e l f .

But does i t ?  Take t h e  s e n te n c e :  Man, be ing  a mammal, i s  a warm-blooded 
v e r t e b r a t e  -  an a c c e p t a b l e  s e n t e n c e  in  which 'man' i s  used t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
s p e c i e s .  Then why does t h i s  sound odd: Man, b e i n g  a mammal, l a c t a t e s  and 
b r e a s t - f e e d s  h i s  young?

The t r u t h  i s  t h a t  'man' and ' h e '  i s  t a k e n  t o  i n c l u d e  women; b u t  'woman' and 
' s h e '  would ne ve r  be used to  i n c l u d e  man.

In her  book on t h e  Descent  of Woman E l a i n e  Morgan a t t a c k s  t h e  a n d r o c e n t r i c  
w r i t e r s  on e v o l u t i o n .  'The lo n g e r  I went' on r e a d i n g  h i s  own books about 
h i m s e l f  t h e  more I longed t o  f i n d  a volume t h a t  would begin:  When t h e  f i r s t  
a n c e s t o r  of t h e  human r a c e  descended from t h e  t r e e s ,  she had not  y e t  
developed t h e  mighty b r a i n  t h a t  was t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r  so s h a r p l y  from o t h e r  
s p e c i e s . '

When you t h i n k  about  i t  t h e  us e of 'man' t o  d e f i n e  t h e  s p e c i e s  does not  
i n c l u d e  but  e x c l u d e s  'woman.' Language r e f l e c t s  s o c i e t y .  And man-made 
language r e f l e c t s  both  t h e  s t a t u s  of women in  our  s o c i e t y  and a l s o  i t s  
male-dominated  c h a r a c t e r .

Our la ng ua ge  s u b t l y  d e n i g r a t e s  women. Look a t  t h e  usage  of lan gu ag e in  t h e  
t i t l e s  we g i v e  to  men and t o  women. T i t l e s  s e t  our s t a t u s  in s o c i e t y .  In 
t h e i r  common usag e male t i t l e s  r e t a i n  t h e i r  val ue ;  w h i le  t h e  fema le 
e q u i v a l e n t s  a r e  a lm ost  always  demeaning,  o f t e n  w ith  a de gradin g  sexual  
c o n n a t a t i o n .  S t a r t i n g  from t h e  top  of t h e  s o c i a l  s c a l e :

A King i s  a k in g .  A Queen may be a monarch, but  i t  i s  a l s o  a  demeaning term 
f o r  a homosexual

A Lord i s  a man of r a n k .  A la dy  i s  s im ply  a w el l-m an ne red  woman.

A Governor h a s  power and a u t h o r i t y .  A g o v e r n e s s  none.

A C o u r t i e r  has  honour a t  c o u r t .  A c o u r t e s a n  i s  a h i g h - c l a s s  p r o s t i t u t e .

S i r  i s  a t i t l e  of r e s p e c t .  Madam i s  o f t e n  used t o  mean t h e  ke ep er  of a 
b r o t h e l .

A Master  i s  an e p e r t  in  c h a r g e .  But a M i s t r e s s  i s  a kept woman. Think of t h e  
honour g iv e n  to 'an o ld  M a s t e r ' ,  and t h e  contempt  for  'an old  M i s t r e s s . '

•

A Bach elor  i s  an unm arr ied  man abou t  town. A S p i n s t e r  an agi ng woman who has  
been l e f t  on t h e  s h e l f .  •
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'H e 's  a p r o f e s s i o n a l ' i s  r e s p e c t f u l  of a ma n's  ac hievem ents .  ' S h e ' s  a 
p r o f e s s i o n a l ' means she i s  a p r o s t i t u t e .

C a l l i n g  a man an o ld  woman i s  i n s u l t i n g .  But t o  c a l l  a woman an old man i s  
s imply a c a s e  of mi stak en  i d e n t i t y .

'Mr' t e l l s  you n o t h i n g  abo ut  a man. 'Mrs'  and 'M iss '  i s  t h e  g uid e  f o r  a man -  
m arried  and u n a v a i l a b l e ,  or  s i n g l e  and a v a i l a b l e . ?

So lan gua ge  i s  no t  o n ly  shaped by s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s ;  i t  a l s o  s h ap es  and 
r e i n f o r c e s  them. When we modify and c o r r e c t  ou r  la n g u ag e  we w i l l  a t  t h e  same 
t ime a l t e r  male p e r c e p t i o n s  and gender  r e l a t i o n s .  ,

P e r s o n a l l y  I have never  l i k e d  t h e  i d e a  of t i t l e s , .  T i t l e s  d e s i g n a t e  r a n k .  Rank 
d i v i d e s  s o c i e t y  no t  on ly  by c l a s s  but  a l s o  by ge n d e r .  However, I. am both 
happy and proud t o  a c c ep t  t h e  t o t a l l y  n o n - s e x i s t  t i t l e  of Doctor of Laws.

I f e e l  i t  i s  a r e c o g n i t i o n  of t h e  development  of t h e  women's movement dur in g  
t h o s e  v i t a l  y e a r s  of s t r u g g l e ;  beca use  i f  I have made any c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  th e  
changes much of i t  was th ro u g h  t h e  women's movement. And i f  any t r i b u t e  i s  
be in g  p a i d  i t  s h o u ld  be t o  a l l  t h o s e  wonderful women who c h a l l e n g e d  t h e  
do uble  bondage of r a c i a l  and sexual  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and marched in  t h e i r  t e n s  
of t h o u s a n d s  to  t h e  s e a t  of  government  i n  P r e t o r i a  s i n g i n g  a new freedom 
song: When you s t r i k e  a woman you have s t r u c k  a  ro c k .

I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of Natal  wi l l  c o n t i n u e  to  uncover t h a t  h i s t o r y .  
And t h e  lega cy  of hope,  c o u ra g e  and d e f i a n c e  th e y  have l e f t  wi l l  he l p  you t o  
make a r e a l i t y  of t h a t  dream o f  a d em o cra t i c  n o n - r a c i a l ,  n o n - s e x i s t  South 
A f r i c a .

HILDA BERNSTEIN 
U n i v e r s i t y  of Natal  
22 A pri l  1998
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