
Page 1 of 9 
 

PROGRAM DATE: 2016-09-15 

PROGRAM NAME: WOMANITY WOMEN IN UNITY  

GUEST NAME: DR. BRIGALIA BAM 

SPEAKER TRANSCRIPTION 
DR. MALKA Hello, I’m Doctor Amaleya Goneos-Malka. Welcome to Womanity – Woman 

in Unity. The show that celebrates prominent and ordinary African women’s 
mile stones achievements in their struggles for liberation, self-emancipation, 
human rights, democracy, racism, socio-economic class division and gender 
based violence. Joining us on the line today from Pretoria is Dr. Brigalia Bam. 
She is the former Chairperson of the Independent Electoral Commission of 
South Africa, former Chancellor of the Walter Sisulu University and Nelson 
Mandela University. In 2004 she received the National Order of the Baobab 
for the well and upliftment of women and her contribution for democracy in 
South Africa. She holds one of the most prestigious awards of Mahatma 
Ghandi and Simon of Cyrene, the highest reward given to a lay person in the 
Anglican church. Chairperson of the Thabo Mbeki Foundation and a member 
of the Teso Foundation board, Vodacom Foundation board, Friends of the 
Panel of the Wise, Southern African Development Community. She also 
gained prominence through her work as General Secretary of the South 
African Council of Churches and numerous boards. She has serviced as a 
member of the International IDEA, Institute of Global Dialogue, the All 
African Council of Churches and UNISA. Welcome to the show Dr. Bam. 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

Hello, good morning. 

DR. MALKA In February 1999 you were appointed by President Nelson Mandela to be chair 
of the Independent Electoral Commission, as position which you expressed 
and I quote “Democracy has to take root in each and every corner of the 
country. We will work with all organs of civil society to ensure that every 
South African is able to exercise their democratic right, to register and vote in 
the elections.” Looking back at our last election, at the beginning of August 
and witnessing the full scale of our young democracy in its best can only 
compliment you on your fine work almost sixteen years ago. Can you please 
take us back to 1999 and share with us some of the things you had to deal with 
in those years and how you managed to overcome them. 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

I, first and for most let me say that the greatest, exciting event for this 
year was to see a number of South Africans who had registered and were 
in the voters roll because that was the first challenge that each and every 
South African from every village, town and later on after we had had two 
court cases, prisoners and those people who were abroad or away from 
South Africa had to be included. So you can imagine the challenge. The 
greatest challenge being that not all South African’s had this I.D. Many 
South Africans didn’t have any kind of identity in fact and because of our 
previous history and who we were before we all had different kinds of 
identities, whether you were, there was a Coloured or Indian of Afri, so 
that uh, in fact actually the hardest. To make sure now that everybody 
uses the same document which is our present I.D. and that everybody has 
it and the process of application of these people living in rural areas was a 
challenge because we don’t have offices in villages. It means that each and 
every person had to find themselves, go to the nearest office, nearest town 
uh get a taxi to this town, pay for the taxi. You know this seems to be easy 
for those of us who preside in, who reside, who are lucky to be residing in 
town because South African law was very clear that you must be in the 
voters role which we referred too, to make it easy for us with this new 
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terminology, we called it a registers, because that was understandable to 
most of us. And the efforts that were put in by government by Home 
Affairs to make sure this is happening. The distribution became the 
second greatest challenge, reaching people in all these places. So that was 
really something there. We had to overcome the greatest challenge and the 
joy was for us was to have for the first time in the history of our country. 
A voter’s role that was inclusive of each and every South African. Really a 
great symbolic thing that we were all one, one paper, one book that was 
already an encouragement. And over the years of course the numbers 
have increased. I remember celebrating 10 million and this last elections 
there were talking of 26 million, so you can imagine. I think the important 
for us was to get the political parties to be of common approach and to 
begin to embrace the same values, all of them as parties. Some parties had 
been liberation movements, the others they had been there before. So they 
were all unequal in there uh, uh tradition of, of knowledge, information, 
how do you run a party, how do you fund the party, campaigning and 
then finally we were able uh, with great co-operation from political parties 
to get the Code of Conduct, where everybody will try and abide by that 
code of conduct. Greatest achievement. And in our country we were very 
fortunate that we actually had a requirement by law in the electoral law 
that political parties must meet on a regular basis on all levels, both 
provincial and national and this was very important that they dialogue, 
they begin to understand things the same way.  Eh our laws are very 
detailed, the elections have got every regulation, name it and every law. 
You cannot do this, you can do that you know. There so much of it. We 
were celebrating the, these laws that we had celebrating the constitution; 
little did we know that the implications would be so challenging, and that 
was a great thing. But you see what is important to mention during this 
period, what really helped easing the, the frustrations and the newness of 
the system was the enthusiasm of the South Africans. The people in this 
country really and truly wanted freedom. People of South African 
understood that even though we didn’t have words to describe, what is 
democracy, we knew there was something that would make us a better 
people, there would be no apartheid and that we will live in peace and that 
we will, we are all dignified people and everybody, whether you are poor, 
whether you are illiterate, there’s going to come an important day when I 
go and vote. And this spirit of this enthusiasm over, the what I call it, 
really we were celebrating our, our dignity as South Africans, of who we 
are and the kind of people we think we all belong to God, we are all made 
in God’s image, never expressed in those terms. And that enthusiasm 
helped, everybody was doing something, wanting to make sure it works. 
And of course we had to train ourselves. This is something very important  
that we were learning, we had no experience to draw from, yes there were 
something’s that were common from the previous uh, uh, um eh 
government when they used to run elections for o, only white people in 
South Africa. So there were things that were basic and fundamental but 
you see coming as a new group we had to learn too much. It was a 
learning curve, every day and every time there’s something new we have 
to do, there’s something we have to discover. The third important thing 
you know which was really, eh, eh, eh you know with these oth, other 
things to overcome were the distances. Ooh cause you see unlike other, 
you know, institutions we’re not, we’re not lucky, we have a time frame 
with elections, you don’t say that well we will say that. When people have 
roads, when people have electricity, when people have water then we can 
may be start and yes, no with us. We had to find voting stations at each 
and every part of South Africa. Used schools, we were lucky to have 
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schools, but some of our schools, many of our schools in the village didn’t 
have sanitation, they didn’t have water, they didn’t have any, any, eh they 
did not even have shade, can you imagine. People had to walk distances 
from their homes to go and find a voting station far away and they’re 
there all day and so we had to make provisions. That was one of the 
greatest challenges the provisions of water, to make sure that there will be 
water on that day because people are going to be very ah thirsty. That’s 
normal to be thirsty. People will want to use of course toilets and that was, 
that was the greatest one, and these people, these places are very far, to, to 
try and get a generator to the furthest of the furthest place because eh 
voting has to go on until nine o’clock at night in some way out place which 
people had never heard of. Those were some of the things, just to name a 
few; of course the list is very long, but it will take the whole day. 

DR. MALKA            Dr Bam thank you for relaying some of those challenges and also the key 
efforts that are underway on establishing the voters roll, getting the registration 
in place, seeing the escalation and the numbers as we’ve had successive voting 
rolls, looking at motivating the political parties, captivating the enthusiasm of 
the people of South Africa in terms of relishing their freedom and, and their 
spirit to vote, but also dealing with the more challenge aspects of the 
infrastructure which is vital when doing some of these undertakings. Dr. Bam 
additionally you’ve served the country for many years and you’ve held various 
positions and whilst I was doing the research on you for this show, I was 
moved by a speech you delivered when you were the chairperson of the 
Electoral Commission, at the signing of the Electoral Code of Conduct by 
contesting parties and ballot paper ????? drawn at the Gallagher Convention 
Centre and in that you said that seventeen years ago we showed the world that 
we are able and willing to co-operate and work with one another to build a 
democratic country that was dogged by a violent past. And that for me has 
become a comment that became a flag for ever nation around the world that 
comes from a struggle and wants to achieve democracy. Reflecting back on 
that remarkable speech that you did so long ago, what do you think about it 
today? 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

Haven’t changed much. Let me tell you uh as you know just to repeat 
really and for us to refresh our memories that we had the highest number 
of births, conflict, name it uh prior to our first elections in 1994, so we had 
this sadness, the reputation that our enthusiasm of 1994, we had also lost 
so many, many lives you know that history. And so when we went into 
election in 1999, the, the, the precaution that was there, that the parties 
were fighting each other, that it would not be possible for us to go to vote 
because there will be so much tension and fear uh, you know of people 
being attached pre-election and that even when we do have election, which 
we did in 99, there was still people complaining which was a common, a 
very common way of doubting the results of the elections. From 1999 up 
to today, the pre-election violence, what we call what the campaigns 
people do and what happens, were reduced to absolute minimum and that 
is a great achievement that this country. I’m now talking of the conflict 
that is inter-party, when the parties are competing because that is a 
difficult period for most countries, at least most of our countries eh during 
that time when everybody wants power, when everybody is, you know uh, 
uh making all kinds of speeches. Sometimes speeches are not very helpful 
but that was really for us something. I can say that it is still the same 
today. The problem we had this time which has surprised us as a nation, 
we were least expecting it because it’s very uncommon in the way in which 
it manifested itself, fortunately it was not in each and every province, nor 
was it in each and every ward, and that was the inter-party, the parties 
within themselves where we had killings. Now a loss of ten lives, statistics 
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of human lives, you cannot deal with statistics. So that has been the 
greatest disappointment and the greatest hurt, that’s a word I should 
really use, I grieved. Uh that we had reached a stage that we were not able 
to affirm one another from the same party if one’s name is not in the list. 
And these last elections really have confirmed what I have observed and I 
think we have to consider as South Africans, whether in fact we should 
not look at our own way of reforming uh, not 100% reformed because 
that takes many years for countries to do. Reforming our electoral system 
as it relates. Specially first and for most to local government elections, so 
that the parties are not challenged by the fear that has happened that one 
of their own will be killed because there is a fight with those people who 
are not in the list that comes from a political party. And that for me is 
really one of the greatest challenges of these last uh, uh elections that we 
had in August. 

DR. MALKA  Thanks Dr. Bam and I think as you said it’s, it’s a learning experience that we 
have to move on from each successive election to take the learnings and apply 
them to subsequent elections going forwards.  

AD BREAK 
DR. MALKA Today we’re talking to Dr Brigalia Bam who’s the former chairperson for the 

Independent Electoral Commission of South Africa, former Chancellor of the 
Walter Sisulu University and Nelson Mandela University. We would love to 
receive your comments on twitter at Womanity Talk. Dr Bam this programme, 
Womanity in Unity, is all about gender equality and as such Women’s Day on 
the 9th August is an important occasion to recognise women’s achievements in 
our country as well as around the world. It’s an opportunity to address 
challenges as well as hidden obstacles to reaching gender parity which is a 
common goal for all of us, but unfortunately every year we hear the same 
conversations about the importance of advancing the women in the work place, 
equal pay etc., etc. But these strategies to bring change feel increasingly stale. 
What in your opinion should be done in order to break the same cycle and give 
women more than just a promise for an equal work place? 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

It’s important that we have this uh celebration once a year, but now I’m 
not sure uh whether nationally we shouldn’t also look at that. I think it’s 
very important; we are the only country in the whole world that has those 
kinds of celebrations. Is that we try to; to use may be this month in a 
different way. Uh it is important that it is there. It is also that we have 
made some changes, not only err just here in South Africa but in other 
countries. I talked to somebody who has been part of uh women’s 
movements err with different names at different phases. I worked, when I 
was in my twenties, with a movement that really opened my eyes. The 
Young Women’s Christian Association, YWCA, which gave me an 
opportunity to work with women in rural areas in our own country. But 
growing up myself in a rural area where most of the men would leave 
their wives back in the village at home and go and work in the mines. And 
err, I was aware of this so I didn’t understand it fully at the time and these 
women were always around my mother and around everywhere and I 
think now with all the awareness that is both in the world, the United 
Nations had this famous meeting in 1975 of which I was lucky to be part of 
and I was one of the, so called, consultants of this meeting of 1975 in 
Mexico. I think that the real thing is that women on representation, lets 
continue that war, it’s important. We still have to prove to the world 
though that, by having more women in the decision making bodies, 
including parliament, we actually by our presence in those institutions, we 
are able to exercise our power to change the conditions of other women. 
That is the challenge and I’m not on that debate yet. To say as long as so 
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many women in many parts of the world, especially the so called, 
developing countries which is a term I don’t use any more, they are still 
the poorest of the poor. In our own country where we have made such 
movement, such drastic movements of a creation of a middle class. I mean 
if  you see the cars err, on the, on the road, if you see many of us black 
people within our own South Africa moved away from townships and we 
are able, the lucky ones, to move into what was called suburbs for whites  
???? and a lot of other things and even the statistics that we have and so 
on and those of us that were lucky enough to hold pos.  The list is long of 
the positives but as long as we have so many women in our own country 
and in countries of the continent who are starving and who are poor. 
Poverty, poverty. Because as long as a woman is poor, it means that the 
child is poor and so there is the crisis of the malnutrition. As long as a 
mother has no opportunity for education, basic education there are 
limitations for this mother to be able to help the next generation but with 
the help of other soc, societies, money and other possibilities and of the 
issue of health is fundamental. You cannot be a free person, whether you, 
you vote err, err, you know you vote or you are err, err whatever you are 
in terms of, of positions and your health is endless threatened because ??? 
mothers. They are mothers and child. Women will always be the people 
who bare children and that’s fundamental. And the crisis of the violence 
against women, people are telling us it’s on the increase. It is difficult 
because it’s something that women have been hiding in all societies across 
the board and we cannot register physiological you know err violence, the 
physiological. We can measure where it is actual physical violence on 
those women who actually report it, but in our own country here if you go 
to any of these homes which I have visited the numbers of women who are 
assaulted, violated are on the increase today. In the South Africa of today, 
where one can argue that may be it has always been there but it was not 
reported but that’s not the issue and so those to me are the things we 
probably need to see how we focus. I am not implying that other things 
are not important but it so happens that women are in all these sectors. 
There are those women who are in the upper middle class level, because 
the class system we also operate with in that. The upper class women is 
reasonable, reasonable, doing well on a number of things and then you 
have the middle class who is not, who is not doing too badly and then you 
really have what we refer to as those who are not as fortunate as us and 
unless we can begin to focus on a number of things and put our energies 
and resources and passion into dealing with it we are not going to see a 
women just because she can vote on the day she vote. I can, I love, I love it, 
we have a reputation, we are invited to other countries to share with them 
why we, how we in South Africa managed to get so many women from 
rural areas who vote if you look at our figures. So what, it, it so good, we 
are so proud, of course very proud, of course very proud of our statistics 
and that to me is the challenge. 

DR. MALKA And Dr. Bam it seems listening to you that there multiple components that 
need to be achieved and there needs to be almost a integrated approach 
because you can’t treat each of these elements in isolation. They all have 
repercussions on, on each other so where it’s from a point of view of poverty, 
to empowerment, to having economic sustainability, to addressing aspects of 
gender based violence, there all intertwined, you and everything has to be 
catered to in order to advance and improve lives for women of the country as 
well as for future generations. 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

It’s very true. I agree but I think uh with the integration we still have to 
have a priority list. Within the integration process which I fully, we have 
to have a priority list because if people are hungry, if people don’t have 
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food, food is basic to life, food is basic to life I think even uh if people 
cannot even read and write. Uh, uh I lived in a country where I didn’t 
understand French, a word in the beginning but I was still able to survive 
in many ways until I was able to improve my own language. I mean that‘s 
probably i, is not a very good example but you know it, it is basic and 
that’s why I think what we have just had the celebration of this 
organisation that was set up by Mrs Zanele Mbeki, the Women’s err, err, 
Bank has been such a good idea. They were celebrating the 25th 
anniversary of these Women’s Bank for the poorest of the poor, in the 
rural areas being able to make small loans and create small business so 
that at least their children can have food and that they can send their 
children to school. I would like us as women, now I’m not even talking 
about government, as women, especially those of us who have been 
fortunately to be able to be great drivers of such initiatives. So it’s not an 
isolated initiatives in which we also move in solidarity, solidarity across 
the country supporting what the government is doing but also initiating 
things ourselves and not only waiting that the government will, the 
government is already giving grants where they can uh they trying what 
they can to create roads and trying where they can to create clinics and 
schools and that this would be one thing. I call it the greatest solidarity 
action that the women of this nation can do. We begin to say what will 
happen to the generation; to the future of our daughters because now we 
have a very high rate of young, young mothers uh the teenage mothers in 
South Africa. What’s going to be the future of these teenage mothers who 
have no skills, no education and err, what, how will they bring up these 
children uh because there will be uh households headed by them, in 
another ten years because if you have fifteen year olds with two kids, you 
have sixteen year olds with three kids. That is what is a challenge, and to 
me it’s not only a challenge to the government, I think it’s a challenge to 
us women. We must begin to think as women leaders in our own country 
how do we also begin and not sit and wait that the government or the 
women’s department is going to do it all for them. 

DR. MALKA I think you absolutely right. It’s not just about waiting for a political hand out 
or a piece of legislation that gets passed down but it’s understanding and 
embracing action for women for women to do things themselves. 

AD BREAK 
DR. MALKA Today we’re talking to Dr. Brigalia Bam who is the former chairperson of the 

Independent Electoral Commission of South Africa, former Chancellor of the 
Walter Sisulu University and Nelson Mandela University We would love to 
receive your comments on twitter at Womanity Talk. Dr. Bam turning more 
towards a personal side, one of the questions that I ask my guests on this 
programme who have all made tremendous achievements in the respective 
fields of expertise is about the factors that contributed to their success, Some 
speak about the hard work they’ve invested, others talk about perseverance. In 
your opinion what would you say have been the key drivers to your success? 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

Oh. It’s, it’s very difficult you know, because you know life is long, success 
doesn’t happen overnight. I think that for me personally when I look back 
now, because you, you, you don’t know. I am grateful to my own 
foundation which at the time I thought it was normal that I was born uh 
in a home uh where my parents could manage uh difficult as it was to 
bring me up, give me uh, uh values, which at the time I didn’t think they 
were great, it was just everybody discipline and discipline, don’t do this, 
don’t do that and give me faith, and that to me is a beginning because 
these successes also have to err have to have a foundation in life and I 
think I have to say publicly that, this foundation err helped me, it wasn’t 
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just my own being, being clever or hard working but also there was 
something deeper in my roots which now I think is important and I think 
that’s why people need to, to have also, as I did, models. You have to look 
up to something. At a given time in life I was very lucky. ???? it was my 
mother, who was the greatest person, woo mama was so clever, she could 
do everything I couldn’t do, woo she there, woo she could sew, woo mama 
could sew the wedding dressing. I wanted to be like her, my mother ????? 
all the time, you know African women could only be teachers and you 
know she could do everything and she had an ans, you know and I thought 
huh this is really, ???? as if we were talking about women inferior. Not 
once did I think like that because there she was, sometimes my father 
wouldn’t even remember our birthdays and we knew that mama would. 
And then of course when I grew up I realised that my own discipline and 
hard work, there was no other way, there’s no other way. But little things 
that help one and I often say to people which you don’t think much, a little 
bit of humility helps, if you go a little achievement err, err helps and 
affirmation helps but after affirmation it’s also the discipline of not 
thinking that you are the cleverest person just know that other people are 
there around, on your own you can’t, you can’t really be just I and 
affirmation for self for me. And I think little things in life, like the 
patience err you know, the, the, the, what the hardest thing for me 
personally is also to know that the ideas you have are not always the right 
idea and it has been a big disappointment in my life because I think woo 
this is going to work, this really is going to work and that you must also 
learn. I learnt to live with your own disappointments and not give up. If 
you are disappointed because this particular dream is, is not working, it’s 
not working as it should, but for me my final word is the people around 
you, the team work if you happen to be fortunate to be a leader of a team 
even if you are not a leader of a team, none of us with all the wisdom you 
know that we can get, with all the education that we can get in the world, 
none of us without the people around us, the team, especially in work 
places, you can’t do things alone. With elections we talk of hundreds and 
when I think of my colleagues and the, I used to refer to my colleagues 
with elections in the fourteen years of this work, that it was the best team 
in the world that we could have and I would boast because it was the spirit 
of us together that we must do it well. It is for our nation, you know this 
ambition it, ambition is such a good things. Uh it really is, without 
ambition and without a little hope and err and, and enthusiasm err, it, it, 
it just keeps you going and, and the next day it keeps you going and a 
disappointment, you fall over something then you, then it goes on in life 
and so to speak for me personally is to say that all these things together, it 
isn’t just one thing because if you just a hard worker all by yourself you 
can’t do everything. The world in which we live is that you need other 
people to be part of that and so it becomes a very important thing on how 
you relate how you also just do a little bit of love and passion. I want to 
say to women before I finish this programme. We are sometimes 
apologetic, which I was myself. We suffer from an amazing complex that 
as a women may be they have chosen me in this place as token. One of the 
things I want to say, tell yourself you are as good as any other person. Say 
it to yourself as loud as you can. Affirm yourself, I am m, good, I will try 
my best, I will do it, I can do it. I will do it; I am not inferior to other 
people because we think that and then this emotion. Woo. I mustn’t show 
my emotion, or what will people say that, they will think it is negative. 
Why, emotion is part of the passion, it’s part of our creation and for us to 
be so apologetic about showing any emotion is, is a pity. I’m not saying 
that we should weep at each and every board meeting. I’m not talking 
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about the but I’m talking about the humanness; the human side of it must 
got to be in every area of our lives as women to we must know that we are 
in fact preservers of life, that’s who we are, we have passion, that’s who 
we are. We have humanness, why should it go once we have entered into 
these institutions that are tough. Where there’s so much competition and 
at times really uh a fight for space, for power, for money and so that’s, 
that’s the challenge for all of us women. 

DR. MALKA Thank you so much for sharing the components of the humanity aspect on your 
drivers to success and that it wasn’t just driven as an individual but that there 
was a whole collective contributions and it also didn’t tap into the tangible 
components of working hard, being disciplined but tidied in with some of the, 
almost the non-tangible pieces through, through ambition and sentiment that 
galvanised people together. Dr. Bam unfortunately we are coming to the close 
of the show and we are uh our show is broad cast across Africa and I would 
appreciate it if you could please use this platform to send a message of hope to 
all those women on the continent that due to their circumstances, gender 
equality may not be their first priority on the agenda but rather the daily 
struggle of taking care of their family, raising children and putting food on the 
table for them is a more pressurising reality. 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

My word is uh, this continent, the African continent is a place that has 
been given to us by creation and we faced with all the challenges, we must 
be grateful that we belong somewhere, to a place that has the sun, the 
place that has the wind, we must begin in everything around us begin to 
appreciate the little of the environment in which we live and to say the 
strength that God gives to every person and the strength that a women has 
must always be nurtured. Women get up in the morning with nothing and 
say, I have strength, I have strength, I will try, I will find the food. Don’t, 
keep the hope. Hope is the only way and would keep one to get up every 
morning that the situation is going to change. And you know we need to 
say that loud to ourselves as women. That the situation is going to change 
especially for the future because that is the only way that we have a vision 
that is positive as we begin to, to struggle with the day to day survival that 
it’s going to change because once people lose hope for change then nothing 
will inspire one to continue to do. You need a little bit in the midst of it, a 
bit of inspiration to come from yourself, to come from those around you. 
And struggle and struggle that one day, that day will come for you and for 
your children. 

DR MALKA Thank you very much. Belief and hope are, are critical in, in moving things 
ahead and driving the seeds of change. Thank you so much for joining us 
today. We really appreciate you sharing the time and sharing some of your 
experiences and history, almost as a, a living legacy within South Africa’s 
change into a democracy. 

DR. BRIGALIA 
BAM 

Yes err. Thank you very much it’s a privilege for me to have lived through 
these generations, a great privilege. Also to have lived to see a free South 
Africa, which my parents didn’t see. So it’s wonderful that I’m part of this 
nation even at this time with all the challenges we are facing. Thank you 
so much for this programme. 

DR. MALKA And thank you Dr. Bam. You have been listening to Womanity, Woman in 
Unity on Channel Africa, the voice of the African renaissance and we have 
been talking to Dr. Brigalia Bam. She’s the former chairperson of the 
Independent Electoral Commission of South Africa, the former Chancellor of 
Walter Sisulu University and Nelson Mandel University. 

END OF PROGRAM 
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