
A Daughter's Praise Poem 
Historicizing Community Activism and 
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My parents becameexilesofthe South 
African apartheid military regime in 
1963 (the year I was born). We lived 
in Botswana, Zambia, (Lusaka, 
Chipata, Livingston) and various 
other then-recently independent Af- 
rican countries before migrating to 
Canada in 1970. My parents' origi- 
nal decision to flee from South Africa 
was based on their defiance of the 
Bantul Education Act of 1953, an 
oppressive law which legitimized and 
enforced the mass under-education 
of black people for the purpose of 
maintaining white military dictator- 
ship (Hartshorne; Troup). 

My parents' act of protestation, 
and their privileged professional lo- 
cations-one a teacher and the other 
a medical doctor-mobilized their 
exile from South Africa. The research 
I engage with in this article, arises out 
of the process of coming to terms 
with my educational biography from 
the interconnected axes of protesta- 
tion, privilege, and exile. 

Though a privileged educational 
background aided our departure, for 
my brother, sisters and myself, mi- 
grancy entailed loss in the form of the 
dispossession of an indigenous lan- 
guage, extended family, and the com- 
munities within which South African 
cultural identities are nurtured and 
sustained. This sense of loss fuelled 
my endeavour to study the stories my 
mother tells me that are based on 
South African cultural and social ma- 
trices of influences. The inquiry into 

"The black majority 
is never allowed 

to  speak for itself, 
but always 

authoritatively 
spoken for and to. 

Black South Africans 
are treated as 

little more than 
problematic objects 

of research:' 

her life history provides a means to 
remembering, mending, and recon- 
necting with a South African family 
history and cultural identity, which 
would otherwise become lost as an 
outcome of my parents' protestation 
to European hegemony and their ex- 
ertion of agency through exile. 

Challenging the silencing around 
middle-class South African black 
women's community activism 

Shula Marks' (1986) analysis of 
the "black intelligentsian in Durban, 
South Africa during the early 1900s 
has assisted me (with some limita- 
tions) in locating the economic, reli- 
gious, and political contexts of my 
mother's family historyasaMsimang. 
Marks analyzes several key black po- 
litical figures such as John Dube as 
well as families such as the Msimangs 
in the region ofNatal and their mate- 
rial transition to the colonial political 
economy (1986,46). The Msimangs 
were a part ofa small group ofAfrican 
landowners in Natal.2 

At heart is thecrucial issue ofchoice. 
That is, learning how and why black 
women in my family, specifically my 
mother, Goodie, and grandmother, 
Dudu, chose to use their position in 
the political economy as "middle- 
classn and "privileged to become 
community leaders who worked to- 
ward empowering and liberating 
other black women and their com- 
munities from oppression. 

Until recently (Ravell-Pinto), the 
counter hegemonic work of black 
women across classes had been cen- 
sored because of the lack of black self- 
representation within the research. 
Goldberg refers to this issue in rela- 
tion to social research when he makes 
the following statement: 

In short, as in South African 
society at large at the time, all 
meaningful forms of black self- 
representation are stripped away: 
The black majority is neverprop- 
erly represented, never allowed 
to speak for itself, but always 
authoritatively spoken for and 
to. Far from being considered 
autonomous agents, blacksouth 
Africans are treated as little more 
than problematic objects of re- 
search. (1 79) 

The problematic "missing" black 
self-representation is also due to the 
systematic denial of education to 
blacks under apartheid. In "Curricu- 
lum as a Political Phenomenon: His- 
torical Reflections on Black Educa- 
tion" Jensen (1990a) outlines apart- 
heid political manoeu- 
vres which were imposed in order to 
restrict black educational advance- 
ment. The racially differentiated cur- 
ricula, lack of basic facilities, inequi- 
table distribution of school equip- 
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ment, and deliberate inadequate gov- 
ernment expenditure augmented the 
deterioration of black schools. 

As I mentioned before, my parents 
left South Africa in order to escape 
the restrictions of the Bantu Educa- 
tion Act on my own educational op- 
portunities as a black South African. 
Therefore, when I weigh the privi- 
leged education I gained through ex- 
ile against the legislated separate edu- 
cation for the black majority in South 
Africa under the Bantu Education 
Act, the disparities has had implica- 
tions for me in terms of the choices I 
feel I have to make in my academic 
work. As a feminist researcher com- 
mitted to social justice in education I 
feel directly accountable to other black 
South African women through my 
work. 

Russell, Lipman, and Goodwin, 
have each made known the fact that 
research about black women's social 
activism and leadership has been 
marginalid by racial politics in South 
Africa. Therefore, I feel it is impera- 
tive for me to engage in the much- 
needed task of recording and reinter- 
preting the activistlleadership tradi- 
tions and work of black South Afri- 
can women. My focus on the life and 
workofmy mother and grandmother 
allows for the academic exploration 
of this history of activism. 

Recording our mothers' 
communities of resistance 

Wilentz and hooks identify the 
woman-centred genre of storytelling 
as a site within the "homeplace" for 
the politicalization of "a community 
of resistance" (hooks 42). Wilentz 
informs us that it is the black mother- 
and-daughter dyad relationship, and 
black women-to-women community 

Thinking back 
through our mothers 

is rooted in the 
notion of revisiting 

maternal knowledge 
and female-centred 

networks as 
expressions of 

African continuities 
in contemporary 

society. 

supportive relations, which have pro- 
vided the social context for both tell- 
ing and hearing these stories. It is 
these supportive female relations that 
black women writers in the diaspora 
have turned to and recorded 
(Childress; Shange; Walker; Mar- 
shall). 

For black women writers the idea 
of thinking back through our moth- 
ers is rooted in the notion ofrevisiting 
and learning about maternal knowl- 
edge and female-centred networks as 
expressions ofAfrican continuities in 
contemporary society. For Wilentz, 
rather than an attempt to return to a 
stagnant glorified past, identification 
with the matrilineal knowledge basis 
of storytelling is conceptualized in 
terms ofreconnection and re-memory 
with a "reusable past" (1 17). The 
purpose being to "create an atmos- 
phere of liberation" (1 17) through 
the stories which we tell, for our 
children, which negates inscribed rac- 
ism and sexism. 

African American women writers 
(Childress, Shange, Walker, Marshall) 

and many others quoted by 
McLaughlin have committed their 
work to celebrating the lives of black 
women who have resisted oppres- 
sion. This celebration is reflected in 
McLaughlin's statement: "The liter- 
ary upsurge by black women in the 
second half of the twentieth century 
unveils a renaissance of the spirit in- 
spired by those who have refused to 
surrender* (xxxi). 

I locate my work recording my 
family's matrilineage knowledge 
within this celebratory framework. 
In a sense, my mother and I are both 
keepers of a matrilineage knowledge 
which is expressed through our "praise 
poems" about our mothers. In our 
praise poems, we both offer our tell- 
ing of our mother's life history and 
honour the merits and achievements 
of our mothers' work in relation to 
the community. Praise poems reaf- 
firm an ethic of group connectedness 
and cultural accountability. 

In this context, this article shows 
how the oral cultural tradition of 
praise poetry assisted in the develop- 
ment of women who refused to sur- 
render to the effects of racial oppres- 
sion on their communities. Indeed 
such counter narratives have been 
reshaped in the contemporary era 
and have acted as guide posts for the 
liberation of South African people.3 

My grandmother Dudu was edu- 
cated in domestic science during the 
1920s, at Endaleni College, an insti- 
tution with similar educational aims 
as those described by Cocks for 
Lovedale College: 

Their education was aimed 
largely at socialising the girls into 
domestic roles both in the girls' 
own homes and, as servants, in 
those of other [white] people. 
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This education for domesticity 
fitted in with the ideology of 
subordination which the colo- 
nists saw as appropriate to all 
blacks, males as well as females. 

(89) 

Far from preparing her for a life of 
"domesticityn working as a servant 

"closely linked with the removal of 
Africans' civil rights in South Africa 
as a whole" influenced the personal 
lives of black people--The Native 
Land Act of 191 3 (Rogers 11) and 
legislation under Native Education 
initiated in 1910 requiring separate 
education according to race (Jensen 
1990a). 

Rogers points out that 
"the ideaofterritorial seg- 
regation" was the impe- 
tus for the Natives Land 
Act of 19 13. This legisla- 
tion "scheduled certain 
of the areas already in Af- 
rican occupation, and 
prohibited Africans from 
acquiring land in any 
other parts of the coun- 
try" (1 1). The Native 
Land Act appointed 13 
per cent of the land area 
for the majority black 
population, leaving the 
remaining 87 per cent for 
whites (Nkomo 48). Af- 
ter that point in time, 
Africans were not able to 
buy land (or titled deed) 
in South Africa except in 
two restricted areas 
(Edendale and Clare- 
mont). This legislation 
was successful in halting 
agricultural development 
and prosperity among 
. .  . 

A family photo, from left to right, sister Shadi, mother Goodie, black people. 
and the author, Dolana Mogadime. The dwindling possi- 

bility ofsubsistence from 
for white people, Dudu used her train- farming the land, coupled with the 
ing to resist this prescribed societal mandated hut tax, had the affect of 
division of labour. Her domestic sci- siphoning the flow of migration to 
ence skills were applied in creative the mines where African men would 
ways to generate an income which seek paid labour. With "the discovery 
eventually financed the building of of South Africa's enormous mineral 
several local businesses. Her cafe, gro- wealth," migrant labour for the mines 
cery store, and deli were businesses becamean "essential item in thewhite 
that contributed toward financially economy" (Rogers 3). With the re- 
supporting her family as well as peo- moval oftheir husbands, women seek- 
ple from the community and the ing work for the subsistence of their 
church. families migrated to central urban 

The significance of Dudu's busi- areas set aside for blacks (Edendale 
nesses and the leadership they repre- and Claremont), and then commuted 
sented becomes recognizable in rela- to the cities to work. 
tion to knowledge ofhow the follow- In a manner similar to other small 
ing pieces of government legislation numbers of land owners in Edendale 

and Claremont, Dudu, my grand- 
mother, built rooming houses on the 
land she inherited in order to accom- 
modate the exploding population. 
Although Marks highlights the 
antagonisms between the tenants and 
the owners and the "greed" among 
the mostly male landowners for more 
profit, my mother, Goodie provides a 
story that is strikingly different, one 
that suggests that gender might have 
influenced how this position ofpower 
unfolded differently from men: 

We lived in one crisis afier an- 
other, that was typical South A j i -  
can l$ of a blackgrowing during 
apartheid time, as far as I can 
remember, there was always a cri- 
sis. You had to develop the courage 
and determination to suruivc in 
those situutiom. It makes you h 
that.. . . So when there was a crisis, 
my mother wanted to see what she 
could do. She initiated di$erent 
projects throughout her l@ with 
that passion in mind. So, $r in- 
stance, when she heard that there 
were scudents in Claremont at the 
University ofDurban whocouldn 't 
go back to their own homes and 
that they needcdaplacc to s h p  she 
m& a boarding house for them. 
She built room and room. And 
then they would eat in her raj .  
Sheserued them meah ata redwed 
rat-to all these students. 

In 1949 the University of Durban, 
a government designated university 
set aside exclusively for those classi- 
fied as Coloureds and Indians under 
racial laws, first admitted blacks to its 
medical school (Marks). Black medi- 
cal students were admitted from all 
over thecountry. Some, whose homes 
were too far away from the univer- 
sity, were without accommodation 
or food during school breaks and ho- 
lidays. In response to their needs, 
Dudu built a boarding house for the 
students and ~rovided what my mo- 
ther referred to as "a subsidized meal 
plan" where as customers of her cafe, 
they would pay a minimal amount or 
according to what they could afford. 
For most that meant nothing: 
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So they aU came to my home, and 
they acceptedheras their mother.4 
So even when there was a gradua- 
tion, she was there. She was in- 
vited, because they knew that she 
had helped them. You know when 
they came there, they didn 't have 
much money, so she gave them aU 
these things fir nothing. Thati 
just the type ofwoman she was. She 
just had open hand and she just 
accepted cvnybody and she helped 
everybody. Thati why she was 
never rich. She accumulated ad 
these things, these businesses and 
properties but she was never rich 
becamshegot the money but then 
she took it out lJhe~.ave i t  back to - 
the communid, it never stayed. 
(Goodie) 

Goodie's story about my grand- 
mother Dudu is about an individual 
who, in the spirit of a community 
worker as an "othermother," used her 
material resources to respond in times 
of crisis in order to ensure the survival 
and well-being of the young. Dudu's 
position is reflected in Collins' (1 991) 
discussion of meaning ofcommunity 
othermother: "Community other- 
mothers work on behalf of the black 
community by expressing ethics of 
caring and personal accountability 
which embrace conceptions of 
transformativepower and mutuality" 
(Kuykendall qtd. in Collins 132). 

Such power is transformative in 
that blackwomen's relationships 
with children and other vulner- 
able community members is not 
intended to dominate or con- 
trol. Rather, its purpose is to 
bring people along, to-in the 
words oflate-nineteenth-century 
b l a ~ k f e m i n i s ~ ~ u p l i f t  the race" 
so that vulnerable members of 
the community will be able to 
attain the self-reliance and inde- 
pendenceessential for resistance. 
(Collins 132) 

Dudu's actions empowering the 
community occurred through her fi- 
nancial support of the community as 
a businesswoman, her participation 

in women-centred religious self-help 
organizations like the manyanos (in- 
dependent Methodist prayer groups 
led by women), and her leadership as 
president of the Methodist Church. 
My mother witnessed her mother's 
participation and leadership within 
"black female spheres of influence" 
(Collins 14 1). Her activist role in the 

"Its purpose is to 
bring people along, 
to 'uplift the race,' 
so that vulnerable 
members of the 
community will 
be able to attain 
the self-reliance 

and independence 
essential for 
resistance.'' 

community therefore served as a role 
model for Goodie's own gender 
socialization. 

Collins takes up the notion of 
"black female spheres of influence" in 
her conceptualization of black wom- 
en's traditional activism. She describes 
this activism through two interde- 
pendent dimensions. The first is char- 
acterized as "the struggle for group 
survival" within existing structures of 
oppression. According to Collins: 

Women in this dimension do 
not directly challenge oppres- 
sive structures because, in many 
cases, direct confrontation is 
neither preferred nor possible. 
Instead, women engaged in cre- 
ating black female spheres of in- 
fluence indirectly resist oppres- 
sive structures by undermining 
them. (141) 

Dudu's role in sustaining the well 
being ofyoung aspiring students is an 
example of this process of undermin- 
ing oppression. 

Collins describes the second di- 
mension as "the struggle for institu- 
tional transformation" (142). Here 
the efforts to actually change existing 
structures of oppression is fully ar- 
ticulated through group action to 
challenge black women's subordina- 
tion.5 Collins insists that blackwom- 
en's activist traditions and political 
activity within the first dimension 
occur in the context of everyday life 
but that they have been overlooked. 

An example of Dudu's activism 
within the first sphere is her partici- 
pation in women-centred organiza- 
tions. Dudu belonged to theuZulu of 
Natal" manyanoprayer "union." The 
manyano "union" of prayer groups 
was a religious self-help networkcom- 
prised of women who took an active 
role in supporting each other and 
their families when there was no sup- 
port from elsewhere. As Gaitskell 
(1990) points out, "by 1940, there 
were at least 45,149 women in the 
Methodist manyano throughout 
South Africa" (269). Gaitskell clearly 
demonstrates the impact of the 
manyano organization: 

Those interested in exploring the 
history ofAfrican women's lives, 
or indeed social change and reli- 
gious and political mobilisation 
of different African communi- 
ties, cannot afford to ignore what 
was happening in the suppos- 
edly "closed" world of the 
manyano. (271) 

The absence of male migrant workers 
(which I discussed earlier), resulted 
in the upheaval of the family struc- 
ture under apartheid. The manyano 
women's prayer groups were thus fun- 
damental for the emotional and psy- 
chological well-being of women in 
female headed households. 

Gaitskell shows how emotional re- 
vivalism played a key role in the prayer 
meetings. "The emotional, participa- 
tory expressive culture ofthe manyano 
was the choice and creation of the 
women themselvesn (271). She de- 
scribes the manyano as a vehicle for 
female spiritual leadership across so- 
cial classes. Gaitskell notes that lit- 
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eracy was not required among those 
taking the leadership in prayer and 
preaching because women memorized 
hymns and spoke at length about 
biblical passages introduced by some- 
one else, then led the prayer. This 
form of worship was particularly ap- 
pealing in light of 

. . . the vitality of indigenous tra- 
ditions of oral expression in 
which women shared-ratory, 
folk tales and praise poems vig- 
orously performed to a convivi- 
ally responding group. (267) 

They not only cried, sang, and read 
the bible together, the manyano was 
also about women assisting women 
to solve their problems (often related 
to the effects of living in poverty). 
They had the opportunity to tell their 
stories during testimonials and have 
the members pray spontaneously 
about immediate and personal needs. 
They also addressed these needs by 
organizing and raising funds for the 
community and for each other. 
Goodie recalled her mother's role as 
president of a manyano prayer group 
and as well as president of the Meth- 
odist Church: "My home was just 
buuingwith activity. We just cooked 
big pots, because people always just 
walked in for various things, for vari- 
ous problems." 

By organizing themselves into 
manyanos, women were able to play a 
pivotal role in sustaining their fami- 
lies and the community. Through 
women-to-women supportive rela- 
tions, manyano women found a way 
to survive the repressive limitations 
enforced on the family structure. 

What I am suggesting is that as a 
member ofthe manyano prayer group, 
as well as through her work in the 
community, Dudu provided Goodie 
with the techniques for survival which 
actually prepared her daughter to be 
able to affect change through "the 
struggle for institutional transforma- 
tion." In the Canadian Women ?Stud- 
ies issue on "Women in Education," 
I look at how the mother and daugh- 
ter female sphere of influence shaped 
Goodie's involvement with black 

women's activism. Goodie's pioneer- 
ing leadership in spearheading the 
openingofPietermariabergcommu- 
nity college in South Africa during 
the late 1980s represented blackwom- 
en's struggle for institutional trans- 
formation (Mogadime 1998). The 
opening~fPietermartizber~cornmu- 
nity college to the local black com- 
munity, represented the changing 
winds in "the New South African 
where the educational "upliftmentn 
of the previously racially excluded 
has become the prime concern of 
educational development initiatives 
during the 1990s. 

By socializing and preparing 
Goodie to conceptualize blackwomen 
as self-determined and self-reliant, 
Dudu assisted her daughter in ac- 
quiring the inner resources to affect 
change in the community. That is, 
Dudu's struggle against oppression 
and her sense of self-determination, 
represents the "patterns conscious and 
self expressions," or the "something 
within" that shapes the culture of 
resistance in the life of the daughter 
(Collins 142). 

Dudu's relationship with my 
mother urged Goodie to define her- 
self not only in relation to her family, 
but also to community struggles. 
These teachings converge with what 
black feminists refer to as the "utility 
of black women's relationships with 
one another in providing a commu- 
nity for black women's activism and 
self-determination" (Collins 4). A 
notion of self-determination allows 
us to place both our individual and 
our collective concern for the com- 
munity at the centre of our agenda. 
Within this context, the mother and 
daughter dyad relationship and black 
women's connection with each other 
as community workers, nurtures and 
sustains the community struggle for 
social justice and racial uplifiment. 

Dohna Mogaa'ime is a P h D .  candi- 
date in the Department of Theory and 
Poliy S d i e s i n  Education at the Onta- 
rio Institute for Studies in Education/ 
University ofToronto. Her research in- 
terests are in the area ofgen&r and ra- 
cialequity in higher education, the uni- 

versity response to community andstu- 
A n t  diversity, and the process of estab- 
lirhinglinks between the univenigand 
underrepresented communities and 
schoolr. 

'writing in 1972, Troup explained 
"Bantu" as the official government 
term for African. 
2~lthough researchers (Marks 1986; 
Meintjes 1990) emphasize the mate- 
rialist gains derived by the kholwa 
("Christian intelligentisia") to explain 
historical aspects of the polarities be- 
tween the small material-based mid- 
dle class and the poor black majority 
during apartheid (Gaitskell 1984), 
investigating the lives and sub- 
jectivities of black women assists in 
the process of understanding how 
middle-class subjectivities might have 
been used alternatively, as a site for 
community transforrnative rather 
than for merely personal and indi- 
vidualistic ends. 
3 ~ u n n e r  identifies praise poetry as a 
fluid indigenous language system 
which assisted in counter hegemonic - 
teachings. She provides an illustra- 
tion of the political resistance among 
the popular praises performed by pro- 
testers at trade unions rallies in South 
Africa. 

father, Dr. Henry Mogadime 
(1931-1998), became one of the 
medical students Grandma assisted 
in her capacity as "othermother." 
5~ol l ins  describes African American 
women's leadership role in the church, 
their role as othermother in the com- 
munity and their participation in 
community organizations as locations 
where black women acquire and ex- 
ert the first sphere of influence known 
as "the struggle for group survival" 
(95). Whereas in the second dimen- 
sion or in the "struggle for institu- 
tional transformation," Collins refers 
to women's participation in unions 
and political organizations which have 
worked toward the actual legislation 
of social change. 
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! The journey to womanhood is filled with 
confusion, passion, and courage. Twent 

one young women - together with 
mentors - share their candid stories 

of growing up  in the '90s in this 
powerful book of stories and 

photographs based on a weekly 
focus group that met for two years. 
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Mentors include: 
Bella Abzug - Michelle Akers 
Maya Angelou - Byllye Avery 
Angela Davis - Riane Eisler 

Carol Gilligan - the Indigo Girls 
Jean Kilbourne - Wilma Mankiller 

Janet McCloud - Anisa Romero 
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" ... one of the most exciting and 

promising projects I am aware of..." 
- Carol Gilligan, author of 

In A Different Voice 
Pc 

"The women in this book are real and 
complicated, honest and inspiring, 
tough and tender. They give us a 

glimpse of what a different and more 
balanced world this would be if young 

women's voices and dreams were heard 
and respected. 'l- Rebecca Walker, 

author of To Be Real 
Pc 

Pc 
"This is a very important project that 

can make an enormous difference not 
only in the lives of the girls who directly 

participate ... but in the lives of 
thousands of other girls through the 

book." - Riane Eisler, author 
of The Chalice and the Blade 

Pc 
"I'm awed by the authenticity, compas- 
sion, honesty, and courage of the girls 
and women who tell their stories here." 

- Grace Llewellyn, author of 
The Teenage Liberation Handbook 

Pc 
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