A QUIET REVOLUTION

Debbie Ferrere writes about feminists with sons,

drawing on information she gathered in a survey

carried out for a university paper. This article is a
shorter version of a university essay.

would like to acknowledge

and give thanks to the

women who took part in
my survey. Without the energy
and time they put into their re-
sponses my assignment could
not have been completed.

My aim was to explore the dif-
ficulties, joys and challengesthese
women face in their roles as both
feminists and mothers of male

Pebbie and her son, Marcello

“My son would be able to re-
late to men in the same way as |
relate to women now — he’d be
able to be loving, physical, vul-
nerable, open, honest...”

“Men would relate on a more
feeling level — feel free to be
creative, nurturing, soft, sensi-
tive, caring, patient ...”

“All people would be equal —
notraditional male/femaleroles.”

children. I also want to make this
largely ignored group of women
visible: failure to mention them in femi-
nist herstory or theory has meant their
energy, work and challenge has remained
largely unrecognised by the feminist
movement. i

This article does not do justice to the
women’s stories or fully capture the diver-
sity of lifestyle and experience they repre-
sent. The “statistics” offer the minimum
of insight into the group of women in-
volved.

The ages of the 28 male children in-
volved ranged from five months to 32
years, with the majority falling between
two and 17 years. All but three of the
“boys” had female siblings, two were “only
children”. One household had four boys,
two womnen had sons with different fathers
and twoof one worman's sons were adopted.
One of one woman’s sons was mentally
handicapped.

Many of the women had vistons of how
they want their sons to be able to relate in
the world that focus on the breaking of the
emotional restraints they feel their sons
will face as men. The power imbalances
evident in society would also not be a
factor in these ideal worlds.
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“It is vital to
recognise that the
problem is the social
construction of being
male, not his
‘maleness’”

These issues continued to be
the focus formany women’s hopes
for their sons in the real world. They want
them to retain their nurturing and sensitive
sides and to achieve respect and equality
in their relationships with women.

“My ideal for my sons relating to men
isno different frommy ideal formy daugh-
ters relating to women. [ want my sons to
be able to feel good about themselves as
the people they are, [ wantthem to grow up
accepting other people as they are. I would
like them not to be pressured into stere-
otypes. I would like them to be able to
relate in a personal relationship where
they feel equality and acceptance and room
to grow and explore.”

“I hope that his being Maori will notbe
oppressive in the same way that L hope his
maleness is notsomething he usestooppress.

“As New Zealand males, [ hope they
are bicultural and taking an active part in
that.”

“I would like him to grow up a sensi-
tive, gentle and assertive male, as opposed
to an aggressive, chauvinistic pig —he can
be both at the moment!”

“T expect him to choose not to take on
what society gives him —male power—and
that he will grow up a caring man. That if
he chooses a relationship with a woman,



SOUTH AFRICAN
DOMESTIC WORKERS

They number more than four
million Black women and have
launched a nation-wide
campaign for a living wage and
for protection under the labour
laws as legal workers. Domestic
workers are challenging a system
that has reduced them to the
most exploited workers in South
Africa. This report comes from The
Press Trust of South Africa.

Jane was a domestic worker in the port
city of Durban. She had worked for Mr
and Mrs Thomas for 17 years. When
Mrs Thomas fell ill and became bed-
ridden, Jane nursed, fed and cleaned
her until she died. Then Mr Thomas
dismissed her without notice or pay.

“She sat in this chair you are sitting in
now, a grown woman with children and
grandchildren and cried”, recalls Mary
Mkhawanzi, Natal regional co-ordinator
and assistant gencral secretary of the South
African Domestic Workers Union
{SADWU). “When we contacted Jane's
former employer requesting a pension or
at least some compensation for her 17
years, all he was prepared to do was forget
about a smali loan she had taken from him
to rebuild her house afier it had been
destroyed by floods.

Jane’s case is by no means unique.
Every day every one of SADWU’S 16
regional offices sees at least one domestic

worker desperately seeking help on issues
ranging from unfair dismissals to inade-
quate wages, poor working conditions and
the absence of any sick and maternity
leave.

According to SADWU’s general sec-
retary, Ms Flormie de Villiers, the aim of
the “living wage” campaign is two-fold: to
demand recognition of domestic workers
as a workforce and legislation to protect
them as workers. The living wage cam-
paign is being launched against a political
background of increasing state repression
against labour organisations in the coun-
try.

Another demand high on the living
wage campaign agenda is maternity and
sick leave. Pregnancy and illness are fre-
quently used to dismiss workers without
notice. Eunice of East London, for ex-
ample, worked for her employer for five
years. When she got sick and an operation
was needed, the doctor said she must take
sick leave. But her employer refused and
she was fired.

According to Ms Mkhawanzi, the
demand for domestic workers to get Un-
employment Insurance Fund (UIF) bene-
fits— which give unemployment, sickness
and maternity benefits and worker’s
compensation rights, is also crocial. “I
was dismissed frem my job without any
pay and becanse I am not young any more
and untrained in my skill, I struggled to
find a new job”, said Irene, who lives in
Umlazi. “My husband has been dead for
four years and I have three growing chil-
dren torsupport. Because I could not claim
from UTF we lived on handouts for many

months until  managed to find work again.
At that time I was irying to get the house
put into my name but had to pay off a big
electricity debt before they would doit. [
turned into a very nervous and depressed
person.”

The living wage campaign will also
focus on the need for 21 working days
annual leave, one month’s notice from
either side, all public holidays off and
payslips stating hours of work and deduc-
tions.

Althongh it is not a specific demand,
the union is also hoping the campaign will
make more people aware of the need to
make domestic workers independent of
their employers. Ms Mkhawanzi, herselfa
former domestic worker who was once
told by an employer “it is not your job to
think”, said the fact that many workers
“lived in” is used by many employers asan
excuse for not paying a living wage.

According to Ms Mkhawanzi it is not
difficult to explain the Pretoria anthori-
ties” obvious reluctance to pass protective
legislation for domestic workers. “The
employers of domestic workers put the
government into power so it has to oblige
them. Inthis way the government is merely
responding to the demands of an elector-
ate which is happy to continue exploiting
domestic workers. Also we must not for-
getthat the very sameministerhasadomestic
worker back at home. Butit is time people
realised domestic workers are as much a
part of the future of this country and the
struggle for a just and democratic South
Africa as anyone cise, and should be taken
seriously. m
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he’ll be totally in that relationship — share
equal responsibility .... he has every op-
portunity to be a real shit— as all men do—
what strength it would require not to take
iton—all that power, privilege and safety.”

“Sometimes it seems everything is
working against these dreams being real-
ised,” was a sentiment expressed by many
of the women. Television, school, peer
pressure, friends and relatives were com-
monly mentioned as the things working
against their hopes, with some further
explaining these as the results of colonisa-
tion and the patriarchal society we live in:

“I feel the pressure for boys to be boys
{men to be rea/ men) is greater than thaton
girls to be girls. It seems to me over a
perspective of 20 years as a parent that
girlsnow have more choices but the choices
for boys are not there. Girls have a huge
variety of role models — even though I
accept the ‘norm’ is still heterosexual and
feminine—they have plenty of role models
of women who are not conforming to that
stereotype. Where are the role models for
my sons? If anything there has been a
polarisation for men to be macho and
violent.”

Cne woman said she felt the patriarchy
was strong and well organised so it was
unfair to place the expectation on her sons
to come through untouched by its values.
She believed it was not possible for her
sons to avoid being part of the patriarchal
gaine. At one stage she tried to counteract
it but decided she didn’t want to take it on,
other than to live her life with her sons as
who she was, believing it more important
to work with women to undermine the
system.

All the other women, while recognis-
ing the difficulties, were actively counter-
ing what they saw as the negative influ-
ences on their sons. Encouraging their
nurturing and sensitive side, exposing them
to different life-style and non-traditional
role models (male and female), editing of
TV, books and toys available to them
when they are young and discussion of
TV’s portrayal of both men and women
while it was watched were all seen as
countering tactics.

A number of women also mentioned
that younger siblings offered a chance for
their sons to actively reject the stereotypi-
cal male role by encouraging their caring
and nurturing side inte play. Having both
male and female children meant that sexist
presents aimed at either child were put in
a communal toy box and both shared the
pleasures of dolls and building bricks.
However, talking about occurrences in
their lives, discussing issues and keeping
the lines of communication with their sons
open were the mostcommon strategies the
women used.

“T politicise them and try to involve
them in activities where they get self es-
teem points for not being stereotypically

“I expect him to
choose not to take
on what society
gives him.”

male, eg nurturing of younger children or
pets, playing non-sexist games with other
feminists’ kids, constant exposure to worman
power in all sorts of areas, like building
and mechanics. I encourage my boys to
cook and knit — they can do both well.”

“Even though I don’i provide war toys
for my children everyone else seems to -
even though they know how 1 feel. [ ac-
tively and successfully undermine their
importance by talking about TV advertis-
ers and how much the toys cost to produce
and how much profit the manufacturer is
trying to take off kids.”

“Itry to present a bi-cultural family life
but can only do this from a Pakeha per-
spective. It is difficult, for their father
(who was Maori) is absent (he died eight
years ago} and [ have a negative relation-
ship with my mother-in-law and so have
no idea how much Maoritanga is intro-
duced by my inlaws’ family.”

Strategies were not limited to dealing
with the boys themselves:

“I also talk to the teachers a lot about
sexism. I am on the local school commit-
tee and promote, as much as I can, non-
sexisin, non-racism and non-violence in
the classrooms ... in fact [ am as subver-
stve as | can be.”

“Ttry toengourage his father to have the
knowledge and understanding of a differ-
ent idea of role modelling.”

“It’s an enormous job educating my
parents — one of my sons wants to be a
ballet dancer when he grows up. His grand-
mother couldn’t cope with the idea, and
gave lots of negative messages until I
peinted out that he’d at least get a job, as
male dancers are in demand. She’s okay
about it now!”

While school was ofien quoted as a
negative influence, for one woman it was

“We feminists are
at the spearhead
of change. Our
sons are part
of that change.
Our daughters too.”

part of her move to counter other societal
negatives and also highlighted some suc-
cess she had had in both hernon-sexist and
non-racist dreams:

“He hasanatural relationship with girls
at school. His teacher actively encourages
this and has commented to me that she
sees him as a good role model for other
children ... the school is 50/50 Maori and
Pakeha and is bi-cultural — that’s why I
senthim there it’s not justin the classroom
butin the total concept. The Head actively
counters both racism and sexism.”

Success with these strategies for mak-
ing “different” men included:

“He is aware of all the different issues
— all the isms.”

“Heis mostly supporiive and open with
me, which I enjoy, he is perhaps one of my
closest friends.”

One woman pointed out:

“I am not able to say if I have been
successful. There are no milestones—atno
stage can [ sit back and say ‘there, I've
done it, he is a good man’ as my work,
raving and challenges will continue all the
time - it won’t ever end.”

The question of success raises the issue
of the responsibility feminists may feel to
raise “ideal” men. One woman with a
young son spoke of this:

“I feel sadness at how vulnerable he is
and how his beauty and goodness could be
mantpulated by society. I feel anenormous
responsibility to produce a ‘good man’. I
don’t want society to win.”

This is further exposed by a woman
with grown up sons. As the person who
compiled the survey, I was distressed to
read that doing it had made her come to the
conclusion, “you can see I fail to qualify as
a feminist mother,” because, despite her
efforts to raise the awareness of her sons,
they could both be described as *male
chauvinists”. As another woman stated:

“I would like to stress that I do not
believe women are a hundred percent
responsible for the men that they care for
as children. 1 suppose the effect we can
have on our sons is to teach them to be
aware of the system and how it works — it
is up to them to choose whether they take
up the fight to change things.”

While a number of women stated they
saw no disadvantages to being feminists
with male children, others did find con-
flicts additional to the feeling of responsi-
bility in raising future men, such as:

“The constant battle — being aware of
the world. I have real conflict of wanting
to protect him, but needing to expose him
— allowing him to find out for himself.”

“Being feminist has made it hard at
times, feeling I have to be ‘strong’ in
coping, for example with chores, I have
always made a point of working alongside
him where I can, of not collapsing in a
crumpled heap. Sometimes [ think I should
have — to make him more aware of my
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humanity.”

“Tt irritates me, or maybe it’s my fear,
that he is/will be viewed as a “boy’, there-
fore categorised as such, rather than as a
child, by some of my feminist friends. I
sometimes find myself wishing he’d be
‘good’ so they won’tjudge himasa *boy’.
This puts unfair pressure on both me and
my son.”

“] getextremely annoyed with the anti-
male feeling within the feminist move-
ment ... suchas no boy children allowed at
a conference. My son should not be ostra-
cised for being male. Feminism for me is
looking at injustices - anti-male is equiva-
lent.”

“Another difficulty is having to put up
with the shitheads non-feminists are rais-
ing and trying to counter all the negative
behaviour towards females.”

“T am handicapped by looking after a
son. It's damn hard. It looks and feels
often like propping up men.”

Four women raised the issue that hav-
ing a son meant they were not able to be
totally and exclusively involved with
wommen. One was undecided as to whether
this was an advantage or disadvantage,
one felt it was a negative and two saw it as
positive. One said:

“If T just had girls I would be a very
separatist lesbian femninist and would live
somewhere I had no male contact at all (a
conventis quite appealing!). My sons have
forced me to stay in ancther world and to
broaden my horizons and confront and
tolerate many situations I would have just
negated. Through my sons [ have men
friends that I really care about — not at all
in a sexual way but in a friendship trusting
relationship. I have had to acknowledge
the other sex on the planet and in doing so
my own male energy and come to accept
that also.” :

Other advantages in being feminist and
having male children were noted:

“Being feminist has helped me cope
with solo parenthood, to appreciate the
imbalance that is in so0 many men and not
feel guilty that my children did not have a
father around.”

“The really neat thing about having
sons is doing things you wanted to doas a
girl, but couldn’t because you didn’t have
brothers —like kicking a batl around, play-
ing with lego, play-fighting.”

“It's a joy — knowing I can really con-
tribute to the world.”

Two women also mentioned in some
ways it was an easier relationship than that
of mother/daughter. One related this toan
innate mother/son bonding, the other felt
it was becduse her son did not have to
establish a “different” sexual identity from
her, as his sisters did, because right from
the beginning he was different.

Of ¢course there are advantages for their
sons in having a feminist mother, was the
feeling of most of the women:
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"I feel the pressure
for boys to be
boys is greater

than that on
girls to be girls.”

“It means he has had the opportunity to
live and grow with an adult who lives and
grows; who will listen to him, support
him, show him things that aren’t okay or
fair and what can be done; who models
fair, honest, optimistic ideals; who be-
lieves children are people too; who can
view childrenas disadvantaged and stripped
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of power, who works to change that; who
is well enough informed to teach her chil-
dren who the world really is ..."”

“My lads see my life, which is full and
interesting and fun and satisfying and their
respect for wornen is increased. They see
the contrast between “TV women” and
me. They know the TV portrayal of us is

“Idon’t know
any men that are
wholly positive
models.”

not reality, that women are strong and
capable and intelligent.”

Most women also recognised that their
sons may feel disadvantaged too:

“Both boys get sick of me pulling TV
programmes apart —the girls do too. They
just want to watch the crap without me
pointing out how politically incorrect it
is.”

“With my rape crisis work my son will
hear my responses on the phone so will
often hear negatives about men. He hears
about male violence and its result. These
things must have influence on, and be hard
for, him as a male.”

“It may limit him socially, he doesn’t
bring many friends home as he doesn’t
quite know if I'll say something ‘radical’.
It freaks the kids out if I'm open about
being lesbian “ There’s no-one to help him
work out how to be a ‘man’ as he has no
positive male role models ... he's hassled
and pitied atschool and by friends’ fathers
for having me as a mother “Sometimes he
feels threatened, not personally, but as a
male.”

“Strong daughters tend to walk over a
gentle son and spend more time with stroppy
one ... [ sometimes regret encouraging my
daughters to be so tough and stand no shit.
I had no ideathey would turn their strength
onto their brother.”

As this last comment also shows, the
advice “teach your girls to be strong and
stroppy, teach your boys to be soft and
gentle” oversimplifies the complex situ-
ation faced by feminists with sons. An-
other wornan commented:

“Always encouraging my son to be
gentle and take a peaceful approach to
conflict, I found itquite a dilemma that the
times he seemed to most blatantly disre-
gard this was when he was with either of
two particular friends, who were both
stroppy aggressive girls. As, to date, he
seems not to differentiate between the
sexes of his friends he was not mirroring
‘male behaviour’ but mimicking the ag-
gressive behaviourof twoolder females!!”

Role models were unanimously agreed
to be important for these women’s sons.
Most wanted at least some to be male but
remarked that either they did not have any
or that they were extremely hard to find.
Others found partners and men in non-
traditional roles provided their sons with
positive male images. Positive female role
models were also deemed important, with
many women seeing themselves as the
strongest role for this.

“I feel positive role models are impor-
tant - but I’m not going to go out and hunt
for “good’ men. | wish the men he has
contact with would put across an alterna-
tive, as at the moment he only hears that
soft and gentle is okay (for boys), there’s
no man to put that across.”

“Role models don’t all have to be male
but I feel he needs both and yes he has




some really positive ones.... Things like
physical hygiene and body education — 1
can only give a female perspective - my
partner can give the male view ... I feel it
needs to be balanced.”

“Idon’t know any men that are wholly
positive models — due to the patriarchal
society —butI feei it’s very important sons
get positive female role models so hope-
fully they’ll grow up to realise women
aren’t in the world for the sole purpose of
pandering to men and men’s needs.”

The women also raised the need for
their sons to have a positive image of
themselves as & male:

“1 feel it’s important that he feel good
about himself, who he is, which among
other things will obviously be a man. That
the awareness | pass on to him wiil cause
him to be active in the fight to change the
present structures of society but not make
him walk around feeling guilty. A parallel
can be drawn with me as a Pakeha woman
- recognition of the privilege 1 receive
being white is vital in the fight against
racism. However, ‘white guilt’ does noth-
ing to change the present system.”

“T would like/hope him to be proud and
strong in his own identity.... My legacy to
him is that I know who I am as a Maori, 1
am able to pass that on to him. I hope he
will be aware that to be anti-Pakeha is not
the only way to be Maori .... I have the
power to make him hate being male. It is
vital to recognise that the problem is the
social construction of being male, not his
‘maleness’”’.

“If they feel good about themselves
they won’t abuse others.”

Many women noted the abundance of
negative role models visible to their sons,
from the media to men in the community.
It was also noted a number of times that “a
bad model is worse than no model”. As far
as personal support was concerned some
women mentioned famnily and friends as
support, with one saying she actively sought
support and got it. Most of the others felt
they received little or no support in being
feminist mothers with sons. It was some-
thing they all saw as important and would
have liked more of.

Ideas for raising sons came from books,
other feminists, observations and reflec-
tion on their own childhood, but were
mainly their own:

“T guess I get most of my ideas for
raising my son from my own observa-
tions, reading, dreams, discussions with
other like-minded (and opposite) women
friends. I get most of my ‘how notto’ ideas
from observing society generally.”

“My ideas are 90 percent my own - [
think a great deal about how to manage
and raise my lads I talk heaps with them,
involve them (after age 10) in decisions.
read heaps, but mostly it’s original deci-
sions and ways of coping and teaching
them.”

“If they feel
good about themselves
they won't abuse
others.”

When asked if raising sons was worth
the effort, the women responded with a
resounding “yes”, although a number
questioned just how much social change
would be created:

“It is worth the effort. It’s the silent
revolution! Thousands of women contrib-
uting to the breakdown of the patriarchal
hierarchy by undermining the traditional
male value system from the inside!”

“Of course it's worth the effort. We
have a big influence on our kids — fooking
back and seeing how my parents influ-
enced me reinforces that belief. Changes
are happening. They’re slow, but they are
there — we have to be part of that.”

“We can’t change society solely work-
ing with people on an individual level - we
need to work at a range of levels — the
central pari though is individually based.
We have potential to influence our kids,
but we can’t be sure it will work.”

“It is always worth the effort — to give
up trying means death.”

?

“Yes, it’s worth the effort. Yes, we
have influence and yes, they’1l be ‘differ-
ent’ men. Yes, we can change society with
our ‘new thinking’ men. Yes, it’s all worth
it!!! Let’s keep raising our lads this way —
if we don’t it’s leaving it to the men and
what an awful job they’d make of it —even
the best of them needs a woman’s wisdom
to do it right.”

Despite the challenge, difficulties and
often lack of support, these women con-
tinue to be positive in their dual role as.
feminists with male children and I feel itis
important that the work, energy and effort
of these and other feminists with sons be
considered worthy of recognition and as
playing a vital part in the achievement of
the ultimate aims of the feminist move-
ment.

“Of course it’s worth the effort. We
feminists are at the spearhead of change.
Our sons are part of that change. Our
daughters too. It’s exciting, it’s amazing .
and it is happening. We might seem to go
two steps forward and one back, but oh,
it'schanging and it’s wonderful. It is pain-
ful for our sons, but in the end for them too
to be able to be accepted for what they are,
live as wonderful human beings and forus
as women, to live in a world without fear
of men -~ it’s worth it, a thousand times
over. We are the changers. We are chang-
ing the world!!” H
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SCHOOL
DAZE

A is for award talks,
B is for boards of trustees,
and C is for classrooms.
Things are not so clear
though, when it comes to
spelling out what the
reforms outlined in
Tomorrow’s Schools
will mean for students,
parents or teachers.
Lisa Sabbage
goes back to basics and
talks to Athina Tsoulis
and Maryan Street.

n his introduction to the Tomor-

row’s Schools booklet, David Lange

boldly states that the government is
certain that this education reform “will
lead to improved learning opportuni-
ties for children in this country”. He
maintains that the reform will “resultin
more immediate delivery of resources
to schools, more parental and commu-
nity involvement, and greater teaching

responsibility”.

While the Minister of Education and
his department seem unequivocally cer-
tain that these commendable goals will be
realised, others are concerned that Tomor-
row's Schools may prove to be a costly
experiment for which teachers and stu-
dents will pay the price.

Although she had major problems with
the PicotReporton which the Tomorrow’s
Schools (TS) policies are based, Athina
Tsoulis decided to stand for the board of
trusiees at her children’s primary school.
Wary of the way education has been run in
the past and the govermment’s motives for
rushing in the new system, she still thought
it was important to get trustees that were-
n'tsimply going to act as financial manag-
ers.

Like a lot of parents, Athina felt that
the whole education systern has been due
for an overhaul for a very long time. She
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Tomorrow’s Schools
may prove to be
a costly experiment
for which teachers
and students
will pay
the price

was always disturbed that the quality of
her children’s education seemed to de-
pend on the particular teacher they had
from year to year. She was also concerned
as a former teacher that schools so often
destroyed the desire to learn in children.
Athina left teaching because she felt it was
teaching children to fail and didn’t cater
for their needs.

“In the past the education system has
only provided for middle class children
and geared itself to allow only a certain
percenlage to pass.”

This was brought home to Athina as a
Greek immigrant in Australia where
immigrants were brought out as factory
fodder for low skilled jobs. There was

little awareness in schools of the chil-

dren’s special needs, in fact they were
given things like IQ tests based on the
dominant white cultural beliefs and val-
ues. Inevitably immigrant children failed
and were classified as stupid or lazy. His-
torically, much the same has happened
with Maori and Pacific Island children in
New Zealand schools.

The government claims that opening
schools upto local communities willaddress
the inequities that made Athina and other
teachers and parents withdraw their sup-
port from them. Thus from 1 October,
hoards of trustees — five elected trustees,
a staff rep, and a student rep in secondary
schools — will be responsible for broad
policy objectives and the efficient running
of schools.

However, the concept of “"opening up™
schools to parents and expecting them in
droves is not as easy as the government
proposes. Most people have a very nega-
tive experience of their past schooling and
aren’t suddenly going to get involved
because they re told things have changed.
“There will still be a large unrepresented
group who don’t feel comfortable in the
school institution. These are precisely the
people who need to have input because
they’re the ones the education system has
failed. It’s naive to believe thatafterall the
damage that has been done you can make
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