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Ba tlogele ba ipshine ka mantlwantlwane. Gwa realo Mma Masedi, yena 

moditi moglo wa mphato wa banenyana. Go no swana le mengwaga ye 

mengwe, kgwedi ya Lewedi mongwaga ke nako ya go bulwa ga 

Jwale(mphato wa bana ba banenyana) motseng wa Kgoši Molepo. Nna le 

sehlopha-kgethwa sa bomme re na le mošomo wo mogolo wa go ngwathela 

banenyana ba rena, ka makgolo , tsebo ya bagologolo le thuto ya 

segagaborena ka ga diaila, bophelo jwa mosadi setšhabeng, maikarabelo a 

gagwe le karolo yeo a ikgathago bophelong jwa monna, maitshwaro a ka 

lapeng gammogo le mohola wa bona setšhabeng ka kakaretšo.  E šetše e le 

beke tše pedi mola bašemane ba motse wa gešo ba ilego go bolla 

bodika(mphato wa bašemanyana)  ba etilwe pele ke sehlopha sa banna-

kgethwa. Ka kakaretšo, ye ke nako ye bohlokwa setšhabeng ka ge thuto le 

hlahlo e tla be e le šebešebe. Bobedi bo bolaya noga, rena jwale ka basadi re 

tla thuša mphato wa bašemanyana ka go ba išetša meetse le dijo thabeng 

mola banna batla re thuša ka mafate a moago-phaphuši wa mphato.  Ka 

morago ga kgwedi le dibeke tše mmalwa, banenyana le bašemanyana ba 

motse wa gešo batla aloga gomme ba tšwa mephatong e le basadi le banna 

baka moso. 
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[Let them enjoy the game of childhood - retorted Mrs Masedi - chief 

caretaker of the traditional initiation school for girls. Like any other year, 

the month of September this year is a time for the opening of a girl’s 

initiation school at Chief Molepo’s village. Me and an experienced council of 

elderly women have a duty to share with our young girls, in their hundreds, 

ancient traditional education and our way of life with regards taboos, the life 

of a woman, family values, responsibilities and their role in a man’s life as 

well as their importance in general community life. It’s been two weeks since 

young boys in our village were enrolled at a boy’s initiation school led by a 

group of experienced elders. In general, this is an important time for 

guidance and education in our community. After a month and a couple of 

weeks our girls and boys will graduate and come out more knowledgeable as 

future men and women in society].  

Introduction 

The excerpt above is a transcript from an informal conversation 

captured on a voice recorder by a group of elderly women, also 

known as baditi in Northern Sotho. Baditi are the most 

knowledgeable and experienced in the oral tradition curriculum 

taught at traditional initiation schools for girls and boys. 

In the next sections we will ascribe the communication and 

language phenomenon to the discrepancies disputable in the 

theory of feminism and its emphasis on femininity and 

masculinity as a basis for tackling issues of women oppression 

and empowerment in so called patriarchal societies. The reader 

will reveal in later sections, that there seem to be two types of 

women activists when it comes to women issues. Throughout 

the discussion, reference will be made to the feminist activist 

and the traditional woman activist as diametrically opposed to 

one another. The use of vernacular words and phrases is 

intentionally employed to highlight the extent towards which 
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individual and collective thought is applied through the use of 

language that is given meaning by different people within 

different contexts.  In order to indicate to the reader there is a 

greater amount of diligence embodied in this discussion, we 

carefully picked on a direct transcript of an audio dialogue by a 

group of elderly women from a traditional setting(in this case 

Northern Sotho speakers) to indicate the discrepancies of 

thought and meaning evident when the same text is translated 

into another language from a totally different cultural 

background(in this case English), of which the rest of this 

document will rely on to argue, compare and make final 

judgements. To rely on the latter language is, as a matter of 

clarity, just an indication of the current arrangement of our 

cultural landscape, how certain cultures yield a considerable 

amount of dominance over others and not deliberate conformity 

with such. Like many writers before, we accept that it becomes 

terribly difficult to deny cultural dominance exists as part of the 

super structures which are in control of the political economy of 

information.  The bone of contention here is, whether 

authoritative or diplomatic, not an obsession with how justifiable 

the dominance but a critical look at how these dominant factors 

of communication and language strategies yield a considerable 

amount of confluence on available discourse on women issues 

thereby helping in the formation of popular opinion that cuts 

across cultural boundaries, with or without merit. What needs to 

be understood here is perhaps, why opinion making on the 

oppression of women in society is often said to apply to all 

cultural contexts even though there is much to suggest otherwise 

as indicated by the difference in the attachment of meaning on 

women issues given through a particular type of language as 

highlighted in the aforesaid Northern Sotho excerpt. This sort 
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of universal approach to women issues is to be further 

interrogated as we seek to understand the meaning in the silence 

of the grassroots.   

Looking at the excerpt three issues come to mind: First is that 

indigenous languages such as Northern Sotho carry in them a lot 

of meaning if and when articulated by speakers within that 

particular cultural context. On closer observation the variation 

in meaning and thought raises a suspicion that there could be a 

subtle form of women activism that exists in stark contrast to 

the feminist ideology but not being given the attention it 

deserves. Secondly, most of the talk on the oppression and 

empowerment of women often makes reference to traditional 

community life as a sector of much victimisation with its social 

and economic dynamics of perceived patriarchy and the 

marginalisation of women with regards career and job related 

aspects. We say this because there is little to suggest that the 

challenges faced by the woman portrait groomed by the feminist 

ideology thus far are under review and as such might form a 

basis from where a fresh counter modern feminist ideology 

could emerge. It stands to be tested whether self-repressive 

modern women challenges such as teenage pregnancy, moral 

degeneration, divorce, a growing number of so called street kids, 

high rates of infant mortality and a collapsed family structure 

just to mention a few, are to viewed and dealt with the vigour 

and conviction as those in the current mandate of liberation by 

‘progressive women activism’. 

Current feminist discourse seems to suggest that “women are often 

abused in the name of culture and tradition” and in order to deal with 

this the woman should be liberated for empowerment. On 

further analysis and in contrast to the aforesaid phrase, there is 
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also a tendency to associate the man (as an object) with such ill 

treatment to such an extent that there is also an intention to 

liberate both the man and the woman towards a solution.  

Thirdly, there is much evidence in literature to suggest that the 

activists of the feminism theory (in all categories) approach 

emphasis with a different, somehow distant, cultural and social 

context (language, communication and way of life prime agents) 

from the cultural and social context of those they purport to be 

the targeted victims belonging to structures perceived to be 

sectors of perpetration. Once again, traditional communities and 

their way of life seem to be questionable prime suspects. But 

what does the feminist theory say about the thinking of women 

such as Mma Masedi and the meaning they attach to certain 

practices that could be perceived as advancing the cultural, 

linguistic and religious rights of women as illustrated in the 

excerpt?          

Communication mechanisms 

Going back to the excerpt at the beginning, we can see that 

Mma Masedi is a woman, a chief caretaker of an initiation school 

and a member of a council of knowledgeable and experienced 

women. The knowledge and experience she possesses is 

reputable and is illustrated in the following line: “Go no swana le 

mengwaga ye mengwe…”. Mma Masedi is also a member of a 

council of elderly women who are recognised by the community 

they serve as competent to preside over the proceedings at the 

girl’s initiation school for that year. The fact that all women of 

council are elderly can be used as a point of departure to 

indicate some of the communication mechanisms used by 

traditional communities such as the one that Mma Masedi 

belongs to. Elderly people are perceived as important agents in 

the storage and transfer of knowledge. It is important to note 
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that in most cases (as we can see in the excerpt), little or no 

reference is made to any form of written text that will be used to 

educate young girls in the upcoming initiation period. Most of 

the wording as derived from the aforesaid transcript appears to 

be part of a long standing history of collective memory that all 

the elderly women in the conversation have acquired for the sole 

purpose of passing it from one generation to the next.  

 

As we can derive from the transcript, Mma Masedi and her 

council of elders have no doubt the duties they are about to 

perform are justifiable and are important for the fostering of 

identity and the sustenance of cultural customs and values. 

There also seem to be some awareness that the form of 

education to be delivered is copyrighted, original and indicates 

the aesthetic beauty of past generations in the following line: 

“tsebo ya bagologolo le thuto ya segagaborena”. From what has been 

said in this line we could say that it is probable that no one, 

Mma Masedi and the council included, have any intention to 

tamper with what they have inherited from their ancestors(with 

or without weaknesses) and this is illustrated by the use of 

words such as: “diila” or taboos in the communication of 

messages. That still, this is a dimension believers of the feminist 

theory might not agree with. A lot of them would question the 

obsession with inheritance in traditional women circles as rigid 

and lacking in the substance needed to change the conditions 

they believe obstruct the advancement of women’s cause. As 

such, the feminist subscriber is likely to bring to the table the 

focus on the do’s instead of the don’ts as preferred by the 

traditional woman. For instance, the traditional woman activist 

is likely to believe in the Ten Commandments as documented in 

the Bible unlike the feminist activist who is more likely to 
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believe and question at the same time. Or is that the case? To 

test whether or not our assumption on discrepancies is valid we 

will look at what the ultimate goal for activism is for both 

women activists.  

 

Equality for stability 

In this section we investigate whether women rights activism as 

represented by the two types of activists in this document exists 

and could be said to share a similar or different outlook on what 

the achievement of individual equality should translate into for 

the rest of society. Going back to the excerpt in the introduction 

we can see that Mma Masedi is aware of her duties as an 

educator and a role model for the young girls that are to be 

initiated. This is illustrated in the following line: “Nna le sehlopha-

kgethwa sa bomme re na le mošomo wo mogolo wa go ngwathela banenyana 

ba rena…”. Mma Masedi is adamant that hers is a huge 

responsibility since she will be sharing with the young girls the 

knowledge she has acquired in her life. Her own experience 

coupled with those of the council of elders will rub off on the 

young ones so that they can grow to be responsible in their 

dealings with personal problems as well as those affecting the 

environment they live in. Without much fuss she also highlights 

how the young girls are expected to relate to the opposite sex in 

the following line: “maikarabelo a gagwe le karolo yeo a ikgathago 

bophelong jwa monna…” What this seems to suggest is that the 

education she offers to young girls at the initiation school 

includes amongst other things, instruction on interpersonal 

relationships as well as the identification of the opposite sex as 

part of solution giving. Also important to note is Mma Masedi’s 

constant reference to the community as the basis on which 

young girls will receive guidance and education. We can get a 
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sense of this awareness on the importance of doing things for 

the wellbeing of the community in a line such as “ye ke nako ye 

bohlokwa setšhabeng ka ge thuto le hlahlo e tla be e le šebešebe”. It is 

therefore evident that the traditional woman activists as 

represented by Mma Masedi seem to perform their duties in the 

best interest of the community thereby revealing a concern with 

a culturally progressive female youth for individual, family and 

communal stability. Whether or not the word activism defines 

the role of the traditional woman such as Mma Masedi is a 

daring question that stands to be tested. 

 

Another interesting dimension to the question of existing or 

absent activism in the traditional woman’s role is that of 

advocacy. Comparatively, the feminist activist seems to have a 

strong relation with the use of structural advocacy platforms 

from whence women issues are dealt with. For instance, it is 

normal for the feminist activist to belong to well-planned and 

organised institutions such as Lobby and Campaign groups, 

Non-Governmental Organisations and at times professional and 

academic bodies. Affiliation to these institutional arrangements 

seems to work in favour of some of the communication 

mechanisms that are usually employed to advance the mandate. 

Often, the feminist activist seems to take advantage of the 

availability of advocacy platforms such as mass media even 

going as far as engaging structures of note like parliamentary 

committees. As a result, most messages that are communicated 

become powerful and tend to filter through in a sense that they 

are often far reaching thereby reinforcing the position of the 

feminist activist in society. This comparison on institutional 

affiliation and the power of communication mechanisms 

employed carries a significant cause and effect relationship that 
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could be used as a point of departure in understanding why the 

traditional woman activist is finding it difficult to critically 

engage on woman issues on a national, regional and 

international level. In addition, it’s probable that the traditional 

woman activist might often feel that the message of 

‘empowerment and equality’ from feminist quarters is subjective 

and undermines any attempts by women such as Mma Masedi 

to educate and guide women as per tradition. Resistance from 

traditional communities and cultural groups against the call to 

abolish cultural practices such as girl’s virginity testing in 

KwaZulu, the practice of ukuthwala in the Eastern Cape and 

koma in Limpopo are some examples of note. The counter 

message that usually comes out of these traditional communities 

and cultural groups is often the same and that is the argument 

that modernity has resulted in the many so called social ills of 

our time. This raises the question of, in whose interest is the 

advocacy for equality by the feminist woman activist. Is it done 

to empower the modern woman and render the traditional 

useless? Is it done to promote peace and stability in society? 

Better still, are feminist sentiments introduced to fast-track 

economic, career and workplace related aspect while 

subliminally slowing down cultural/spiritual growth and 

instigating discrimination against the constitutional rights of 

cultural, linguistic and religious groups?  As things stand, all of 

these questions and more remain unanswered until such time 

that we apply our thoughts on the communication and language 

discrepancies in feminist and traditional gender relations 

discourse as discussed herein. This is a current and future 

challenge to both feminist and traditional woman activists to 

come out in the open and find new ways of consensus in 
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addressing pressing issues related to the woman as an important 

stakeholder in society.  

 

In conclusion   

We have seen that communication and language discrepancies 

are at the centre of an on-going battle by members of society to 

find probable solutions to the problems of the marginalisation 

of the woman figure. Context has been shown to decide 

whether the issues raised on equality and empowerment are 

given the same interpretation given the flow of messages from 

different sectors in society. There also appears to be no 

consensus on women issues ever since theories such as feminist 

made their mark as part of the new democratic revolution. This 

is because others believe that the cultural and spiritual tier 

should never be pushed to the boundaries since it is believed we 

run a risk of economic emancipation of women at the expense 

of cultural and psychological emancipation. Therefore, it is 

believed that we should guard against the challenges brought by 

the attainment of women independence such as teenage 

pregnancy, divorce, infant mortality and street kids since this are 

also issues which concern women as caregivers and nurturers. 

Not forgetting that we are now into a second century of 

democracy where any attempt to undermine the constitutional 

rights of cultural, linguistic and religious groups in the name of 

equality and empowerment could be viewed as an advanced 

form neo-colonial education. 
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