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CHANGING TIMES: WOMEN IN NAMIBIA

Text of address by Anita Pfouts during a panel
discussion: "Changing Roles/Women in
Southern Africa," which was part of
the Third Annual African Activiet
Association Conference, May 1981

 Introduction

: I am going to look at the ethnic groups in precolonial
- Namibia and outline what the traditional division of labor be-

~ tween men and women was in those groups. Then I will examine
how German and South African colonialism has affected those
traditional divisions. In order to understand the current
ituation in Namibia, it will also be important to look briefly
t the formation of the South West Africa Peoples' Organization
SWAPO) , the multinational involvement in Namibia, and U.S.
policy in southern Africa. PFinally, I will return to the posi-
ion of women and look at the possibilities for change in light
f SWAPO's declaration of how they want their society to be when
amibia becomes a free and independent state.

A brief look at this map will help us to be aware of where
Wwe are talking about: geographically, Namibja is between Angola
d South Africa on the Atlantic coast of Africa, the Namib
esert runs along the coast, and the country of Botswana and the
lahari Desert are to the east. The center of the country is
ountainous with a plateau running roughly north to south. The
onflict presently going on in Namibia is all over the country,
t most of the action in here in the north next to the Angolan
order.

Precolonial Division of Labor

In Namibia there were pastoralists, agriculturalists, and
ting and gathering societies. The pastoralists were Herero
d Nama, the agriculturalists were represented by the Ovambo
oups, and the hunters and gatherers were San, Heikom, and
Bushmen." Another group, the Damara, were primarily hunters
d then farmers. I say were because, after the devastation of
i@olonialism, people in Namibia lost a great deal of their ethnic-
y, and today, many people are trying to put aside ethnic divi-
ions and work as one people.

) Among the pastoral Herero, the size and quality of his

Berd was the measure of a man's wealth and position. Women had
e say within their houses. Men possessed no huts of their own

and, where polygamy was practiced, the men passed their nights
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in regulated sequence in the huts of their wives. Marriage
could only take place between the members of the same, or an
allied Eanda (economic societies of heirship), in which the
eldest sister of the deceased was the first to inherit. Her
eldest son would inherit the office of performing the rites of
the ancestral fire.

Within the Nama clans stock farming was the principal oc-
cupation of the men, while the women provided everything edible
that grew on bushes and shrubs, and made earthenware pots. The
clan head's word was law. Inheritance passed from father to
son. Similar to the Herero, the Nama wife was mistress inside
her house. Polygamy was practiced and each wife had a separate
hut. =)

The seven Ovambo groups had the following ways in common.
They did some stock farming (cattle and goats) but they were
primarily agriculturalists. Farming was womeén's work, as it
was (and is) in many places in Africa. In addition, the women
ground meal, prepared food, made beer, and took care of the
children. Men's work was to clear the land, provide the family
with meat, look after the stock, clean out the water holes, fix
handles to hoes and axes, and repair the hut.

The entire population was divided into families of chiefs,
those of the landed nobility, and of the common people. There
were fixed rights of succession and the chieftainship passed to
the chief's younger brother when the chief died. If there was
no brother, the deceased eldest sister's son became the heir.
The chief exercised rights of ownership over the herds of cattle
and of life and death over his subjects. The chief's mother
was the only person who dared voice her opinion freely. Even
the nobility were subordinate to the chief. They were not allow-
ed to marry among themselves. The sons married daughters of
respectable common people and the daughters had the right of
choosing husbands for themselves from the people. BAmongst the
nobles, succession was in the female line.

Among the hunting and gathering groups, the basic customs
were similar. The women gathered veld-food, collected firewood,
and roasted the fruits of their search. The men went out to hunt
each morning while the women were gathering. All property was
common. The head of the family was regarded as the owner of the
water holes, hunting grounds, and the sacred fire. He has in-
herited these from his ancestors and he will leave them as an
inheritance to his eldest son.

Marriage within a family circle was forbidden. A young
groom worked for his parents-in-law for a year after the marriage
delivering all the fruits of his hunting to his mother-in-law.

A girl did not display happiness at her wedding, to do so would
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ave been an insult to her family. Each wife has her own hut;
ven the sons and daughters live by themselves. When they marry,
n do not possess huts; however, when they become old, the men

have their own huts. There were both polygamous and mono—
amous marriages.

Among the Damara, a man was primarily a hunter, then a
armer with goats. A woman's work was to provide the family
ith wild berries, roots, bulbs, and everything edible which
ture provided. The eldest member of the family was the person
authority. The Damara have substituted the Nama language for
eir own in most areas, although there are a few groups living
n the Erongo and Brandenberg Mountains who retained remnants
f their own language (or there were when Vedder was writing in
e 1930s). These people were in constant trouble with the
ero and the Nama for taking cattle or sheep. If they were
ht taking stock by either group, the Damara were enslaved.
n they adopted the culture of groups with whom they lived.

Effects of Colonialism

The Germans acquired South West Africa (Namibia)
in 1884 at the Congress of Berlin, as part of
Germany's drive to cateh up with the more estab-
lighed colonial powers. German rulers and
businessmen were determined to make up for their
seareity of colonies with ruthless exploitation
of the ones they had obtained. False treaties,
8killful use of inter-African disputes, and
overt repression were used to quell resistance.
Four-fifthe of the territory was established

as a Police Zone, as it remaines today, where
white rights were paramount.

After Germany's defeat in World War I, South
West Afriea was turnmed over to the Union of
South Afriea as a mandate or "trust territory.”
South Africa was supposed to develop the terri-
tory on terme of equality for the residents,
with the goal of ultimately bringing it to
self-government and independence. In fact,
however, South Africa extended and intensified
the oppression of the Namibian pecple. The
South African apartheid system, with its pass
lawe, eontract labor, forced population vemovals,
and "homelands" system, were applied in such a
way that some observers consider conditions in
Namibia to be even worse than those in South

Africa . . . .1

spite United Nations and International Court of Justice rulings




to the contrary, South Africa continues to the present-day t
exert administrative and total economic control over Namibia

The South African colonialists, and the Germans
before them, made a conscious effort to prevent
subgistence agriculture from evolving into ad-
vanced commercial farming. They prevented
mechanization and large scale cultivation that
would produce cash crops. The motive was to
make sure that the largest mumber of African
men would always be readily available for
contract labor in the mines or on their planta-
tions. As a consequence, much of the eultivation
in rural Namibia is etill done with hand hoes,
and it is the women who do much of the field
work, using their hands for tilling, sowing,
weeding, harvesting and threshing.

The longest time a married contract worker can stay hom
with his family is about four months, then he goes on contra
again for twelve to eighteen months. Traditionally, men wou:
cut and clear trees off the land for fields, and they dug we:
to obtain drinking water for both people and animals. They :
looked after whatever domestic animals are kept. Now the me
can only perform these duties when they are not on contract,
thus even more of the work falls to the women.

After spending up to seven hours of backbreaking labor .
the fields, women in the rural areas must fetch water, grind
grain into flour, and prepare meals, in addition to taking ci
of their children. There are some tasks, such as threshing :
grinding grain for flour, which are categorized as women's wi
and men, even when they are home, do not perform these chore!

The position of women in towns and cities is somewhat d:
ferent: t

German and South African settlers took away the
people's land and livestock in the southern and
central parts of Namibia (Herero and Nama lands

in precolonial times) where most of the touns are
located today. Both African men and wemen in

these areas were reduced to the level of a dis-
possessed laboring class. The central and southern
parts of Namibia have been more intensely affected
by white colonial settlement than those areas in
the north. Evieted from their land, the people in
these areas had to work on ranching estates of the
colonial settlers, the men looking after the settlers'
herds and the women working as domestic servants

« +« « . Women working as servants could obtain no

52



wagee but would be paid in terme of food and
clothing handouts. Thie was the situation in
the early days of oolom'.al rule, especially
during the German period.3

recent years women working in domestic service in the towns
verage 10-15 Rands per month ($15-20).

| When western Buropean, American, and other corporate monop-
~olies came to Namibia in order to extract minerals, a large per-
centage of the men entered the labor force through the contract
abor system to work in the mines. The women were left to do
domestic service in the rapidly expanding towns. A few men,

er many years work, do become classified as semi-sgkilled
workers; but it has been virtually impossible for women working
~in domestic service to acquire any kind of productive skills.
'I'he situation has not fundamentally changed since the days of

' an colonialism."4

The only professional women found in Namibia's towns are
nurses and teachers. But nearly all the teachers are at the
primary school level, which means they receive the lowest scale
pf pay. The same is true with respect to nursing. Urban women
e a little better off than rural women. The majority of urban
vomen have at least a chance to get the rudiments of formal
chooling. So most of the urban women are either literate or
emi-literate; whereas, many rural women have never had the op-
. unity to set foot in a classroom (there are no schools in
any villages and rural districts). Health facilities in the
arban areas for the African population are far from adequate,
but they are relatively better than those in rural areas. The
only industries which employ a small number of women are fishing
d packing industries, thus there is a comparatively high per-
entrage (in comparison with the African men) of unemployment
mong the women:

Most of the lower professional jobs such as bank
teller, secretary or clerk/typist arve essentially
reserved for white women in Namibia; and there
are no trade schools to pmmde Aﬁmﬂm women

in the touns with skills.®

The need for African labor has lead to the building of
wnships (similar to Soweto outside Johannesburg in South
frica) on the edges of "white towns." In these townships,
Erican husbands and wives can live together; otherwise, "if a
husband is on contract labor, he is not allowed to live with his
fe, regardless of whether he lives in the yard of his boss or
the workers' compound"®:

Thus, apart from the negative effect of contract
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labor which disrupts normal family life and pute
extra work pressure on women, there are also
remmants of semi-feudal mentality among our men.
These attitudes are being struggled against in
the process of national liberation, which is the
fundamental issue before the Nemibian people now.

Current Situation in Namibia and Formation of SWAPO

Now, I would like to deal with the present political situa
tion a little bit, on how SWAPO was formed and go on to bring
it up-to-date as far as the current struggle is concerned.

As I have said, life in Namibia today for the 1.5 million
African population is based on the apartheid system established
by South Africa. In the Bantustans there are no jobs and even
a subsistence living is nearly impossible to maintain. Thus,
the African population has become labor for the modern farms,
ranches, and other Eurcpean-controlled businesses. Few African
families can afford to send their children to school. Each
person must register for work at age sixteen. From that time
the person carries a passbook which he/she must carry for fear
of being imprisoned. We saw an example of the passbock yesterd
afternoon when Mankikola (Mahlengu) showed us, in the afternoon
seminar, what people in South Africa have to carry and it is th
same sort of passbook that the Namibians have to carry.

South Africa took over the administration of Namibia, as I
have said, under the League of Nations after World War I and,
despite United Nations and International Court rulings to the
contrary, South Africa continues to the present-day to exert
administrative and economic control over Namibia. SWAPO was
formed in 1960 to bring about independence for Namibia through
peaceful means. By the mid-1960s the Namibian people realized
that they would have to defend themselves against military ag-
gression from South Africa. They formed the Peoples' Liberatio
Army of Namibia (PLAN) in order to defend themselves against
South Africa's armed forces and to secure the total independenc
of Namibia. BAs a result of the mass support for these organiza
tions, the United Nations General Assembly, on December 13, 197
recognized SWAPO as the sole authentic representative of the
Namibian people and gave the organziation observer status at th
General Assembly and rights of participation in all UN agencies

Since 1978 negotiations, under the auspices of the Securit
Council, have been going on between five Western powers--the
so-called Contact Group, or Gang of Five as they are sometimes
referred to: Canada, France, the Federal Republic of Germany,
United Kingdom, and the United States--and the South African
government to bring about free and independent elections in
Namibia. Since multinational companies based in these countrie
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have been, or are, involved in the exploitation of Namibian
uranium and other natural resources, it is rather that the
_negotiations, under the guise of bringing about a peaceful solu-
tion, have been used to prolong this economic exploitation at

e expense of the Namibian people.

South Africa, despite recent international pressure, is
‘6till refusing to recognize the United Nations' authority in
Namibia. The primary reason lies in Namibia's enormous mineral
ealth which includes diamonds, lead, tin, zinc, copper, and the
world's largest open cast uranium mine. In order to develop these
esources orginally, in 1966, South Africa accepted capital from
pany transnational companies. Some examples include: Rio Tinto
Zinc, a British-based multinational corporation, to develop the
pranium mine at Swakopmund; Tsumeb Corporation, a U.S.-controlled
ompany, to mine copper, lead, and zinc; and Consolidated Diamond
Mines, a subsidiary of Anglo-American Corporation of South Africa,
yhich holds a monopoly on the diamond mining industry in Namibia.
The British govermment and West German, French, and Japanese
companies also contracted to buy uranium and put up funds to
arantee these contracts.

Under South Africa's Atomic Energy Enrichment Act of 1974
the country's Uranium Enrichment Corporation can step in at any
time and avail itself of all the uranium resources in its area
»f control. Thus, as long as South Africa controls Namibia, it
s in control of approximately twenty-five percent of the capital-
ist world's supply of uranium. At the same time South Africa
nsures its supply, it can guarantee uranium to the European
onomic Community countries which are importers, such as the
‘Federal Republic of Germany, France, and the United Kingdom.
us, U.S. support for the status quo in Namibia can be seen in
the light of protecting the supply of uranium to its western
opean allies.

In addition to the economic exploitation, South Africa is
surrently, and has been for some years, involved in military
@xploitation. It has frequently violated Angola's borders in
sursuit of Namibian refugees. This was brought to international
ttention during the Kassinga Massacre on May 4, 1978, when the
South African Defence Force (SADF) killed over 700 refugees most
of whom were women and children. The South African regime has
occupying force of over 100,000 troops in Namibia. The SADF
vaded Angola this past summer with a force of at least eight
fantry battalions. These military incursions are still taking
dlace.

Jennifer Davis, who is the director of the American Committee
in Africa and who, as a representative for Southern Africa maga-
ine, was a member of the international commission of inquiry
nto the crimes of the racist and apartheid regime in southern



Africa, in February of this year (198l1), has reported the follow
ing: "Evidence of systematic attacks being launched against
Angola from the illegally occupied territory of Namibia by Soutt
African troops and mercenaries."® The report goes on to descril
the U.S. mercenary who led South African troops into Angola and
"a light machine-gun, which had belonged to a South African pilc
shot down over Angola, was of U.S. origin, stamped 'American
International Corporation, SIC, Utah.'"? Descriptions of the
detention and torture of SWAPO members was also included in her
report. War, terror, and brutality have made many Namibians
refugees. Now that the South African army is drafting blacks,
more Namibians are fleeing. Many of these are joining SWAPO's
ranks.

I have just been given a note that I have virtually run
out of my time, so I think that I will try to bring this to a
very quick conclusion by simply calling attention to the fact
that international support for SWAPO has been growing in spite
of the fact that economic sanctions were voted against in the
UN Security Council. There is talk of a new solution to the
Namibian problem. The United States has proposed what has been
termed the Zimbabwe formula, as an alternative to the already
agreed upon United Nations basis for negotiations for free and
independent elections in Namibia. The new formula says that
there should be a constitutional convention before elections
are held; whereas, it was already agreed (by both South Africa
and SWAPO) that the election should take place first and then
the constitution should be written. It appears than that this
is another way for South Africa to stall about holding election:
Whichever way it goes--whether sanctions are imposed, whether
the Zimbabwe formula or some other basis for elections is put
into effect, or whether there is a continuing stalemate--inter-
national support for SWAPO is growing steadily. The SWAPO con-
ference at UNESCO headquarters in Paris in September 1980 broug!
this out very clearly.

I think the only way South Africa is going to agree to freec
elections in Namibia is for the U.S. and the western European
countries to put enough economic pressure on South Africa. Thi:
will only happen when SWAPO and the liberation movement in Sout!
Africa become strong enough to significantly impede the multi-
national economy of southern Africa. As the SWAPO representatii
to the United Nations, Theo Ben-Gurirab, said in his address la:
evening, SWAPO is willing to negotiate but they are not willing
to put down their weapons while negotiating. Both the military
and the diplomatic struggle will go on until there are free and
independent elections in Namibia.

Poseibilities for Changing Rolee

Now, I would like to come back to the role women are playir

56



in the struggle and what the mobilization of women in the strug-
le has meant to the women of Namibia. This pamphlet (see foot-
ote 2) was put out by the Chicago Committee for African Libera-
ion in 1977. I find the two women who were interviewed in this
mphlet speak more succinctly than I do, so T will just give

ou a few of their comments about what the formation of SWAPO
ind, especially what the SWAPO Women's Council has meant to them,
| d what they think their position will be under a SWAPO govern-
‘ment in a free and independent Namibia:

In the early stagee of SWAPO, the partieipation
of women was slow due to the lingerings of semi-
feudal mentality and social structure in the
country. We were basing ourselves on our tra-
ditions (in eolonial times) that a woman is a
woman and as such her place is in the kitchen.
Against this background, the involvement of
women in the struggle was relatively slow
compared to that of our male eomrades.l0

Y go on to talk about the lack of self-confidence among women,
ut they alsc speak about the women who began to be persecuted
or participating:

Colonial jails also began to be filled not only
with men but also with women and over the last
two years (this was written in 1976, so this is
since 1974), the Liberation Avmy of Namibia ie
enlisting a eonsiderable mumber of women. And
today, you will find women in nearly every level
of our movement's structure.

For over half a decade now, women have been playing
a very active role in SWAPO. Women have been
participating in meetinge and in elections. Some
of which have distinguished themselves as being
able public speakers, organizers and chairpersons.
So in the process, many more women have begun to
realize that being able to do serious politiecal
work is not the monopoly of men. Similarly many
more male comrades have been able to overcome
their feelings of male superiority.il

le SWAPO Women's Council was formulated in 1970, along with
anizations for youth and workers.

One thing, I think, I should emphasize about SWAPO's struc-
re is that it definitely has a grass roots structure. It works
the local community, to the regional and district committees,
the Central Council of SWAPO. It is a grass roots organization
rough the workers, through the students, and through the Women's
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Council.

Today, there is a SWAPO branch in every district, munici-
pality, and village, and there is a Women's Council representa-
tive who is charged with the specific responsibility of organ-
izing and politicizing women:

We have close working relations with women's
organizations in the other liberations movements.
The SWAPO Women's Counetl ig furthermore a
member of the Pan-African Women's Congress whose
headquarters arve in Algeria. We have extensive
contacts with many women's organizations at
national levels, especially in Africa and in
soctalist countries. Many of the national and
international women's organizations with which
we have established contacts do give us moral
and material support. We have thousands of
women under care of SWAPO. Some of these are
living in Namibian Centers in the friendly
neighboring eountries, such as the People's
Republie of Angola, the Republic of Zambia,

and Botswana. Many others are working in the
PLAN's revolutionary underground in our guerilla
zones of operations.

Conelusion

I think this gives some idea of the involvement of women
in the Namibian struggle. They are laboring to come out from
underneath their colonial oppression. Colonialism has done more
I think, that traditional structures to prohibit women from
attaining a position of strength. Since the inception of SWAPO,
with its emphasis on the participation of all the Namibian peopl
in the struggle for national independence, women have gained
confidence in their abilities to fully participate in the decis-
ion-making process of running a free and independent Namibia,
and the men have begun to recognize the capabilities of women.

I do not mean to imply that the liberation of Namibia auto-
matically ensures the liberation of women but, when the Namibian
people are free of the racist South African colonial presence,
they will have a much better chance to formulate a society based
on the contributions of all people. The women must be careful
to retain the decision-making positions and feelings of well-bei
and self-confidence they have attained when the struggle for
political and economic independence has been won.

A luta continua!
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NOTES

1Chicago Committee for African Liberation, "This Is the
Time," interview with two Namibian women (Chicago, I1l., 1977),
Pt s

2
Ibid., p. 7.
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®rbid., p. 13.

T34 5 00

BJennifer Davis, "Report on a Visit to Angola," February
1-10, 1981 (typescript), p. 1.

9
Ibid., p. 4.
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