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Ten years on...what does this mean for the women of South Africa

By Ramona Latchmiah, Southlands Secondary School
Behind every country there is always a captivating history of wars, politics, hardships and victories. South Africa especially, has much to be proud of. With the outstanding courage and determination of people like Mr. Nelson Mandela, our country was able to overcome one of its greatest battles. For every two steps backward, we as a united nation persisted in taking ten steps forward. South Africa has grown from strength to strength, becoming more developed and democratic by the second. To the women of South Africa, no matter what colour, creed or culture, all of what we have been able to accomplish has a much deeper, more significant meaning.

Just as South Africa has developed over the years, so has the status of South African women. Gone are the days of soggy diapers, dirty laundry and endless hours of slaving away in the kitchen. We've disposed of our stained cotton aprons and stinky old slippers. Women are moving up in the world and fast. We're living in the days of perfectly tailored Chanel suits, genuine leather briefcases and a magnificently powerful, educated mind to match. There is only one way to go from here and that's straight to the top. Not so long ago, women were not considered top priority. We were married off before we were barely able to stand on our own two feet, totally robbed of the opportunity to pursue an education, let alone a career. Society saw women as property to be owned. Our duties were to make babies, keep the house clean and the husband happy.

Most women were oppressed, abused and exploited in many ways. Yet no action was taken to protect them because it was the norm for women to take the blame for anything that went wrong. The mentality of society was incredibly sexist and orthodox. Women were given no rights, no freedom, no protection and most importantly, no respect. To be entirely fair, we cannot just sit back and accuse men of being responsible for everything bad that happened to women. Our silence played a major role in empowering men and encouraging society's way of thinking. We robbed ourselves of our identity and lived in shadows of men, as time went on, we became tired of life. We wanted more; we craved success, education, an identity of our won. We felt a strong desire for fulfillment and refused to feel like incomplete human beings any longer.

Years ago, on the ninth of August, four women, each from a different race group, took a stand for freedom, for women, for peace and equality. They spoke with enticing confidence and authority, sticking to the slogan: "you've tampered with a woman and you've struck a rock." A powerful, life changing statement that took South Africa by storm. It's because of empowered, motivated women like Helen Joseph, Fatima Meer and Winnie Madikizela Mandela, who was one of the first women to uphold a top position in parliament, that our country was forced to accept women as equals. These are women to be admired for their outstanding courage and determination. They are truly an inspiration to us all.

It was only through politics that we are able to transform the mindset of people into being more democratic and less sexist. People were forced to take women seriously but up to this very day, there are still many who find difficulty in adjusting the new laws that provide women with opportunities to better themselves. Many men tend to feel threatened by the escalating status of women. Society is still trying to find some sort of mutually satisfying equilibrium between the two genders.  Whilst trying to achieve this gender balance, we have unconsciously evolved into an extremely tense gender sensitive society.  There is so much that we can learn from the Australian Aborigines, who strongly believe in the law of relationships.  Their law states that neither sex is superior and that both genders must be equally respected.  This is not going to be easily achieved but all good things come to those who wait.

We are now living in the year 2004.  Our hearts should be filled with tremendous relief and appreciation for the drastic change in the mindset of society, as well as the law.  Women have taken a stand and now there's no stopping them.  Freedom has finally been given to our nation and women are using this to their full advantage to establish and improve themselves in every single aspect.  We have done away with domineering men, controlling our every move and limiting our knowledge.  We need not be intimidated by the opposite sex any longer.  God has given every single one of us a mind of our own and we finally have the freedom to use it.

Ten years have passed, with millions of centuries to go.  Battles have been won and lost but through it all there was much to learn.  To each and every one of us women, there is still so much that this world has to offer.  There are still so many stones left unturned and so much more to achieve.  We have been given the opportunity to make our mark in this world, to show all of those who doubted us, who put us down, who believed us to be worthless, that we too possess that magnificent zeal and ambition to become confident business women, to have successful jobs and soaring careers.

I truly believe that when God created women, He gave us this unique understanding and compassion that many cannot comprehend.  He might not have blessed us with muscles and mustaches but He did bless us with grace and perseverance and the ability to create life.  As women of 2004, we have what it takes to succeed and be independent.  There is a world of opportunities out there, waiting for us to devour it.  The only thing holding us back is our lack of faith in ourselves.

It wasn't easy for us to get to where we are now, but it was truly worth it.  We are women of substance; we just need to become women of action, set our goals up high, and reach for the stars.  After all, the sky is the limit.

