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DR. MALKA  Hello, I’m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity – Women in 

Unity’.  The show that celebrates prominent and ordinary African Women’s 
milestone achievements in their struggles for liberation, self-emancipation, 
human rights, democracy, racism, socio-economic class division and gender 
based violence. 

DR. MALKA Today’s discussion is on human rights in South Africa and with us in studio is 
Dr. Pregs Govendor who is the Deputy Chairperson of the South African 
Human Rights Commission; she has a very impressive background and I shall 
share a few snippets of it with you.  She was an activist against Apartheid from 
1974; she taught at schools and university before joining the Trade Union 
Movement in the 80’s and she has served on the Executive Structures of the 
Congress of South African Trade Unions National Gender Committee.  Dr. 
Govendor has managed the Women’s National Coalition which mobilised rural 
and urban women to impact on the South African Constitution.  She was elected 
into the National Assembly in South Africa’s first democratic election; she was 
elected as chairperson of the Parliaments Committee on Women and she has 
been the chairperson of the Independent Panel Review of Parliament.  Her 
awards include honorary doctorates in law and philosophy; the First Ruth First 
Fellowship and the Fulbright New Century Scholarship for the global 
empowerment of women; she has authored many papers and articles and 
contributed to several publications.  In her current post as Deputy Chairperson 
of the South African Human Rights Commission she leads programmes on basic 
services, the committee on the elimination of discrimination against women and 
the promotion of Access to Information Act. 

DR. MALKA Welcome to the show! 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Thank you very much it’s a pleasure to be on your show. 

DR. MALKA Human rights are the rights that people are entitled to, these rights are the same 
for everyone and universal and 66 years ago, in 1948 on 10th December, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly which articulates 30 human rights and typically the constitutions of 
various countries incorporate either a bill of rights or human rights which 
specify the rights that are afforded to citizens or people living within that 
specific country and South Africa is no exception, so if you could please tell us 
a bit more about the South African Human Rights Commission through its 
mission statement and it’s purpose? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

The South African Human Rights Commission was set up by the 
constitution as a Chapter Nine Institution which was intended to support 
an advanced democracy and the commissions mandate is very clear, it’s to 
promote, protect and to monitor the attainment of human rights in our 
country and it does this through a range of ways, it investigates, it educates; 
it makes submissions to parliament to global institutions like the United 
Nations in terms of how South Africa is actually performing around its 
obligations in terms of international law but it also looks at the socio-
economic rights, the civil and political rights because the Commission 
believes that all rights are indivisible and interdependent as the Universal 
Declaration is also very clear on and as our Constitution is also very clear 



on.  The Commission’s then taken that mandate and said in our country 
what’s the priority and the priority is that the majority of people who are 
poor do not experience their human rights on a massive scale. 

DR. MALKA So poverty is one of the clear areas of human rights which we need to address to 
uplift everything. 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Absolutely, I think that poverty is very much...it is institutionalised 
violence. 

DR. MALKA That is an intriguing categorisation of poverty. 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

In terms of women across South Africa and across the continent it is one of 
the biggest challenges because the reality is that poverty is an attack on the 
power of those people who grow up in environments where they’re not able 
to experience and assert their rights so a girl growing up in poverty is going 
to be denied many rights, her right to education, her right to food security, 
her right to dignity very often, her right to safety, her right to freedom of 
expression.  All of those often flow from the lack of economic power and 
economic rights so it is an area that the Commission has put a lot of 
emphasis on and if I had to take one example, in the Commission I am 
responsible for the rights to basic services such as water and sanitation, 
refuse removal etc., electricity... 

DR. MALKA So, resourcing rights.... 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

...and the Commission’s focused quite heavily on water and sanitation 
believing that if we actually...if we can ensure that government is 
accountable to the people of our country for these rights; if it is able to get 
cooperation and collaboration between departments within departments, 
between departments and between spheres of government, that will go a 
long way to redressing the problem.  If they actually take seriously the 
constitutional right to ensure that public participates in a meaningful 
fashion, that there’s meaningful consultation with communities so that 
there’s the solutions that are designed, appropriate ones, then the 
Commission does believe that there’ll be a significant shift. 

DR. MALKA I would imagine that resourcing is a significant issue and also through 
resourcing the inter-collaboration and cooperation between different 
departments to bring it all together and ensure that the proper facilities are in 
place or access to those resources be it water, sanitation, electricity and refuse, 
how.... 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

...absolutely and I think that the issue of resources is a central question.  
Resources not just in terms of money but in terms of natural resources and 
human resources, so the budget is one question, which is a critical one, both 
in terms of where and on who we spend money on and who pays and who 
do we collect money from and what are the other hidden costs that may not 
be monetary but actually have significant economic impact that is often not 
being measured. 

DR. MALKA Yes and I think in our conversation before, prior to coming into studio when 
you were mentioning about the gender defects that are inherent in budgets 
which people don’t necessarily recognise, they think of budget of as in isolation 
and not gender biased and I think that that is particularly an interesting point on 
the gendered biasedness of budgets. 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

I think that if you look at budgets and the point that we were talking about 
was that the GDP of countries, the Gross Domestic Product, which is the 
measurement of economic growth, doesn’t measure contributions to peace 
and yet women across Africa have played significant roles in peace 
keeping; in bringing warring parties together and moving away from 
conflict towards peace and yet that contribution is not counted as an 
economic contribution whilst war is counted as a contribution because in 



war there’s profit, monetary profit, so people sell and buy arms and 
submarines and helicopters and have to pay for hospitals when people are 
injured so all of that is seen, so the destruction of life is valued in the way in 
which we currently think about economic growth rather than the 
sustenance of life, which is what women do across the continent. 

DR. MALKA It’s frequently the case, the tangible factors that have been ascribed a monetary 
value, whether that be losses or gains are defined as economic measures in 
comparison to less quantifiable actions which are more difficult to measure. 

 AD BREAK 
DR.MALKA If you have just tuned in you are listening to ‘Womanity – Women in Unity’ in 

our discussion on human rights with Dr. Pregs Govendor of the South African 
Human Rights Commission. 

DR. MALKA Dr. Govendor a few moments ago you were talking about the role of women in 
terms of the preservation or the sustenance of life, can you please expand on 
that? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

I think if you think about women’s role as subsistence farmers for example, 
across Africa, all our governments should be upholding and supporting and 
strengthening that role instead of undermining it and sadly they’re 
undermining it and they do that in many different ways, so if you think of 
the issue of access to land and ownership of land, when women don’t have 
ownership of land, of the land that they’ve looked after for decades, 
generations, then that undermines their ability to be able to contribute to 
producing the food and it becomes far more of a struggle for them and the 
children who are often dependent on women who often are the primary 
food producers becomes compromised in terms of their health and their 
lives, so it’s thinking in the long term about budgets and thinking about 
well what is it that you would do differently, you will think about land 
differently, you will think about water differently so it wouldn’t be that as 
we currently have it 80 to 90% of the world’s water and including in our 
country is used by business, agribusiness, mining companies and other 
industry who pay less per kilolitre of water than.... 

DR. MALKA ...because they’re based on as a volume... 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

...they buy in bulk, that’s right, and they waste it in bulk and they pollute it 
in bulk and I’m afraid they also steal the water, so there’s those issues 
around how would you shift that, how would you change that to value.  At 
the moment we have an indigent policy which is supposed to provide free 
water to people who are poor, firstly that policy doesn’t work properly 
because it’s not a national uniform policy in the country so people who are 
poor are still paying for water, but also the amount of water that is allowed 
in terms of the free usage doesn’t take into account women’s work in 
creating food gardens, in caring for people who are ill, so people who are 
HIV and AIDS there’s more water that is required in that household in 
terms of cooking and cleaning so there’s a whole range of ways in which 
women’s work is dependent on an adequate supply of water.  Most homes, 
so called households, comprise multiple family structures and the amount 
of water per household doesn’t take that into account, so it’s got to actually 
shift the way in which if you’re thinking about budgets it makes...it should 
make policy makers begin to interrogate the way in which they make 
decisions around these sorts of practical things. 

DR. MALKA So you are saying that resources like water should be assessed in a more 
practical context relative to consumption requirements and I think the issue 
from a water and sustainability point of view is exceptionally important because 
water is obviously one of those resources which we need to be able to sustain 
and be able to maximise the way in which people make use of it.  



  
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Absolutely and I mean I think the thing about thinking, I mean if you think 
in terms of gender budgets then you would think not just only in the long 
term, you’d also think in a more nuanced complex way that takes into 
account the complexity of who people are, so you cannot separate out the 
different ways in which women experience discrimination or oppression, so 
for example the issue of race, of class, of disability, of age, so a young girl 
during our investigations, our site inspections I remember meeting a young 
girl who must have been about 17 or 18 years who was on a wheelchair and 
she had been as a little school girl she’d been crossing the road in 
Khayelitsha and there weren’t speed bumps and cars drive really fast down 
that road and she’d been knocked.  She had to go on her wheelchair across, 
still, she lives across this busy road, she has to go across the road, this busy 
road on her wheelchair to access the public toilets and when she gets to the 
public toilet there’s no way she can put her wheelchair into the toilet so she 
has to leave the wheelchair outside, crawl into the toilet, use it and then 
crawl back out.  Now that brings together disability, gender, race, class, all 
of these different factors so it would force....if policy makers were to think 
about budgets in a gendered way they would have to think about policy in a 
gendered way because budgets are actually policy statements they’re 
statements about who we value as a country and who we prioritise and so I 
suppose the example that I’ve given about the young girl is that if the City 
of Cape Town actually had to take that into account, the policy makers....I 
mean one of the officials was present with us and he was a very amenable 
person who was really wanting to... he was quite shocked I think by some of 
the things that he was seeing himself and we were saying to him well you 
know it would be....if in a middle class suburb an accident had to happen 
tomorrow they would put in the speed bumps, they need to put in the speed 
bumps tomorrow.  In a middle class suburb if there were...they wouldn’t 
have to use public toilets but you would have a toilet that would be 
accessible to a wheelchair that would be right near her home, so you would 
change the way in which policy makers think about the reality of human 
life. 

DR. MALKA Yes, I think that’s absolutely important in terms of having also preventative 
measures before something takes place but the reality is, as you’ve said, given 
the circumstances, given the situation, given the environment in which people 
are living in that their class, for want of a better word, from an economic point 
of view is what determines what infrastructure comes into that environment. 

 AD BREAK 
DR.MALKA You are listening to ‘Womanity – Women in Unity’ on Channel Africa, the 

voice of the African Renaissance, on frequency 9625 KHz, on the 31 meter 
band.  We’re talking human rights with Dr. Govendor who is the Deputy 
Chairperson of the South African Human Rights Commission.   

DR. MALKA So resuming our discussions Dr. Govendor what milestones would you consider 
are being achieved in the last few years which really affect female members of 
society? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

I think I will start with our constitution ‘cause our constitution provides 
very, very significant rights for all the people of our country and women 
are over 50% of the population of our country... 

DR. MALKA ....yes I believe we’re 52%.... 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

...yes we’re 52% and so all the rights in the constitution are applicable to 
both men and women, boys and girls and in relation to specifically our 
constitution spells out their commitment in terms of the values to non-
racism, non-sexism; our constitution talks about the inherent dignity to 



every single human being.  In our constitution dignity is both a value and a 
substantive right linked to all the socio-economic rights and civil and 
political rights; we have a substantive gender equality in our constitution, 
it’s not just a liberal notion of equality it’s actually a substantive notion of 
equality; there’s clauses such as bodily integrity which is a really important 
right so our constitution is a very important starting point.  The legislation 
that was passed there’s significant pieces of legislation, the promotion of 
equality and the prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act, there’s the choice 
on Termination of Pregnancy Act which talks about reproductive rights, 
the Employment Equity Act, the Domestic Violence Act, the Maintenance 
Act, the Child Maintenance Act which...and then there’s also the changes 
that took place to the Labour Relations Act; the Basic Conditions of 
Employment Act, etc., which all integrates really significant rights in terms 
of women’s rights in the workplace. 

DR. MALKA So there’s significant legislation in place to protect women’s rights. 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

There’s a number of very important rights which have seen a change in our 
society so you see for example women today in business, in academic 
institutions and government who have really been the beneficiaries of these 
pieces of legislation in terms of numbers of women in positions that 
previously where there previously weren’t in those positions, but also the 
ability to take on things such as sexual harassment in the workplace; to 
ensure maternity rights in the workplace, etc., so there are significant 
rights in the law, there’s the issue of equal pay for work of equal value so 
these are rights in the law so there’s very important rights there.... 

DR. MALKA But do you....yes do you think that with these rights and the particular 
beneficiaries you’d mentioned about business women; you’d mentioned about 
academics, women who have succeeded and go on through with their careers, 
do you think that part of the reason that they are beneficiaries is because they 
have more knowledge and access to the acts and what the acts are about? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Oh absolutely and I think shifting the...shifting and transforming our 
society is one where...and I think it was one of the issues of how would you 
create a greater sense of solidarity amongst women so that women 
understand, so those women who are beneficiaries, who are utilising the 
rights that women fought for and won and the women who fought for and 
won these rights weren’t just those of us who were in parliament so for 
example in terms of myself in terms of chairing the committee on women in 
parliament, I was building on what women had fought for through the 
Trade Union Movement, through the Women’s National Coalition and 
going back through to the Women’s Charter of the 50’s and the Women’s 
March so women made huge sacrifices even before that women have 
been..... 

DR. MALKA ....you must ....you’re in a very unique perspective having been in parliament in 
1994 in terms of the whole transition of human rights on how, as you’ve said, 
the work that you’ve done is building on the previous work that had been done 
but to where we are 20 years later you’re now the Deputy Chair of the Human 
Rights Commission. 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

There’s been significant change but we’ve still significant changes still to 
have to happen and I think that you know the thing of saying well what’s 
the measure of change; who’s the person who’s the most vulnerable person 
in our society and is their life changing and if their life changes then it 
should have a ripple effect, it should have a knock-on effect, so you know 
the example that we just spoke about when a woman goes into business and 
is summoned in top management how does she shift what is happening, the 
way that business works so that women who are cleaners in that business, 



who are...at every level of the business, how do their lives improve because 
the reason she is right in that position that she is in today is because of all 
the women who have been able to do the work that they have done, to 
create the kind of environment for her to have that access, to demand that 
she has that access through education, it’s not just the individual effort 
that’s important but that individual effort could have resulted in very little 
if there hadn’t been a national, a continent wide, a global movement to 
change patriarchy and to change the way...to shift it.  Patriarchy is still 
very strongly rooted,  not just in terms of culture and religion, but 
economics in terms of society as a whole so the shifts have taken place that 
are significant, we have larger numbers of women in parliament, in 
government, women across the continent, there’s the head of the African 
Union is a woman, the head of the obviously the UN woman is a South 
African woman, there’s a lot of gains that women have made but at the 
same time there has been a deepening of inequality and poverty and that’s 
why it’s critical when I talk about women in business for example, if you’re 
a woman in business and if you are using women workers and girl workers 
who are being exploited,  you have a responsibility to address that, to shift 
that, you have a responsibility to take on the patriarchy within your 
institution and within society so that the conditions of those women 
workers it is not a drive to the bottom in terms of wages and working 
conditions, which currently it is.  Currently across the world women’s 
position in many places has worsened because there’s been an unbridled 
way in which business has operated in going for the cheapest wages, the 
worst working conditions so that they would make the biggest profits at 
huge cost to the environment and at huge cost to women’s lives as well. 

DR. MALKA There absolutely needs to be greater responsibility in practice and that comes 
through from the top whether it’s government or whether you’re running your 
own business. 

 AD BREAK 
DR MALKA If you’ve just tuned in you’re listening to ‘Womanity – Women  in Unity’ on 

Channel Africa, the voice of the African Renaissance, on frequency 9625 KHz 
on the 31 meter band and we’re talking human rights with Dr. Pregs Govendor 
who is the Deputy Chairperson of the South African Human Rights 
Commission.  We’d love to receive your comments on Facebook or 
Twitter@WomanityTalk. 

DR. MALKA And our discussion has just taken to the point where we have made significant 
gains in women in terms of heads of state or specific bodies of international 
stature but at the same time there has been a deepening of poverty in certain 
situations and environments.  We’ve got a lot of work that has been done but 
there is still numerous areas that we need to progress to, in your opinion what 
are the areas that really need attention with respect to women? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Gender based violence would be I think the significant issue that has to, 
that manifests in many different ways, so for example whether it’s cultural 
practices or so-called cultural practices like Utshwala which is the...which 
is effectively the kidnap and rape of young girls by older men.... 

DR. MALKA ...that’s a shocking practice! 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

....so we’ve had...we dealt with a case for example in Limpopo last year 
where a young girl was effectively taken by somebody who is regarded as 
an elder, he was very old and he was much older than her she was I think, I 
can’t remember her age but maybe 13 or 14 and she was given in marriage 
to this man who was the I think some sort of healer in the community if I 
remember correctly and the....or chief...and the family were incredibly poor 
and they were, they were told that he would pay them a certain amount of 



money and the Commission intervened and said the police had to actually 
immediately rescue the child and ensure that she was moved to a place of 
safety and that the man and the parents had to actually face consequences 
for that because that was unacceptable because the child was too young, 
you can’t do that and the issue of the freedom of choice, the rights in 
terms... women’s rights in terms of marriage shine in our constitution and 
legislation so that would be an area of gender based violence that operates 
in a whole range of different ways that has to be addressed very urgently, 
so the one is the criminal justice system that it functions well.  There’s very 
clear...when the Commission...when I was still chairing the Committee on 
Women in Parliament we held three sets of hearings on gender based 
violence, separate sets of hearings and we came out with a very 
comprehensive report on what needed to be done to address the problems 
in terms of the criminal justice system and then Deputy Minister of Justice 
Cheryl Gillwald took it on and was committed to actually trying to change 
it but we’re still a long way from that.  You’ve also got to have a shift in 
how people who are in senior political leadership talk about women’s rights 
in terms of gender based violence, so you cannot talk about women wearing 
miniskirts as being a reason for or provoking rape, or how women dress as 
provoking rape, or asking for it, these are unacceptable statements and 
then you’ve got to address the questions of poverty because in terms of 
gender based violence if a woman has to walk to an open field or a girl has 
to walk to an open field to use the toilet to relieve herself because there’s no 
proper toilets in her home, that exposes her immediately, it makes her 
much more vulnerable so you’ve got to address that.  If a woman has to 
walk a distance to collect water that exposes her to violence, if there’s no 
street lights; there’s no proper transport, you make women and girls much 
more vulnerable to violence.  

DR. MALKA Absolutely support everything you’re saying in terms of improvements on 
criminal justice system and helping the more vulnerable in society but at the 
same time I think there needs to be a responsibility that’s undertaken by men 
and boys on not to perpetuate ..............violence.... 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Oh absolutely, absolutely and I think that there’s very, very, very 
important movements that have been started by men in our country for 
example who the Sonke Gender Justice have tried to actually look at how 
will men act differently, what is it....how do we define manhood, manhood 
that is not...doesn’t have to prove itself by violating women’s rights and 
women’s bodies and so I think men, there are some men in our society who 
have tried to take that on to educate their brothers.  I think the churches 
and the other religious organisations have a critical role to play because we 
know that in every religious text the ways in which violence against women 
and children is actually promoted and encouraged.  There are texts that are 
quoted by religious leaders today in our country in their services and that 
has to stop and the issue of beating of children, the youth, the resort to 
violence is a very quick one so if we had to change that to be able to say 
how would you respect the dignity and create....be able to have men who 
understand that they don’t have to press or rape or put down women and 
we created an understanding that both men and women could uphold each 
other’s dignity and ensure that we’re bringing children up in a way that 
upholds their dignity but there’s a responsibility also on the way in which 
the education curriculum is designed and that could actually shift those 
notions..... 

DR. MALKA And are human rights taught within the education systems so do our youth know 
what they’re about? 



DR. 
GOVENDOR 

Not sufficiently, not sufficiently.  We have a...there’s a life skills curriculum 
but it’s really....it needs to be dealt with in every subject because if human 
rights is you know if you’re talking about economic rights it should be in 
your economics subjects that should also be addressing that and 
understand how dignity relates to economic rights and so when you’re 
teaching accountancy or mathematics, etc.,  how do you integrate; what are 
the examples that you use; when you’re teaching languages or when you’re 
teaching history how would you teach her story alongside history, so.... 

DR. MALKA Yes I often think that that’s a unique play on word of his-tory his and then tory 
as opposed to her story. 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

So I think there’s a number of different ways in which the patriarchal 
mindset shifts because I think the patriarchal mindset is not just something 
that men have, you know, the sad reality is that those who are often most 
oppressed are also imbibe the image of themselves that the oppressor wants 
them to have and they then do to their daughters what....the very things 
that would actually.... 

DR. MALKA ....it’s a vicious cycle.... 
DR. 
GOVENDOR 

....it’s a very vicious cycle so it’s shifting all of that, it’s saying how would 
you begin to get different ways of bringing up boys and girls that would 
enhance, would release the full potential, the full creative potential of boys 
and girls. 

DR.MALKA Yes because if you can tap into that full potential that’s what manifests into a far 
more improved society.  And my last question to you, South Africa’s a 
significant powerhouse within the African continent what would you say are 
sort of the key areas on human rights particularly affecting women within other 
countries on the continent? 

DR. 
GOVENDOR 

I think that the issues of peace and war; the issue of poverty and the...and 
in terms of poverty the issues that I raised around land, water, seeds in 
terms of women that has subsistence farmers across the continent, these are 
all areas I think the issues of gender based violence.  I mean what’s 
happening in parts of the continent are really challenging so I think these 
are some of the challenges and if I’d like to end it though not with the 
challenges if I may I’d like to say that one of the most powerful things has 
been the solidarity of women across the continent where women are able to 
stand together with each other and support each other.  I have learned a lot 
from the struggles of women in other parts of the continent and I think that 
we continuously are able to do that and so for example the issue that I 
raised around the economic growth and how that’s measured in ways that 
make women’s contribution invisible is something that needs to change.  
The ways in which we...the land, the oil, the natural.....the mineral wealth of 
the continent; the impact of that on communities on our land, on our water 
in our air, on our bodies in terms of the increases in very serious illnesses 
like breast cancer in women across the continent are things that have to be 
looked at.  The issue of food that is genetically modified that is making very 
big profit for big corporations is a problem not, just for South Africa, but 
it’s a problem for the entire continent. 

DR. MALKA Thank you very much for sharing your time today with us and the work that has 
been undertaken with the South African Human Rights Commission, we’d 
certainly love to see more of you in forthcoming programmes and to hear how 
the developments are going further and particularly enlightening for me has 
been how you’ve addressed the solidarity of women; how they’ve stood up 
together within the continent and taking a different perspective on how 
resources are used not just for a consumer point of view, but also from a 
conglomerate or government in terms of how those resources are distributed and 



put through our systems, so it’s to optimise our resource use and I think looking 
at both the tangible as well as the intangible aspects affecting human rights, so 
thank you very much and I’d like to end with a quote from Nelson Mandela 
which says “to deny people their human rights is to challenge their very 
humanity”. 

 PROGRAMME END 
 


