Go Girl Radio

By Wilson Lee

Port Elizabeth, South Africa –  Sixteen-year-old Zuko Sandi dreams of becoming a radio host and 15-year-old Sonwabiso Fanta’s ambition is to become the first female president of South Africa. 

Their ambitions may sound like the passing fantasies of young girls everywhere, but here in South Africa, it’s a revolutionary statement for young, black girls to aspire to such lofty heights.

“In our society women are referred to as people who belong in the kitchen and have babies. Men believe that a woman can’t be a breadwinner and if she is then there must be something wrong with her. They believe that we can’t even be engineers because we must be machines that deliver babies,“ said Sonwabiso Fanta, her eyes sparkling with newfound revelation and her voice straining with indignation.

Fanta and Sandi are part of a group of eighteen young girls aged twelve to sixteen from the rural townships of the Eastern Cape brought together at the Port Elizabeth Technikon to ostensibly learn about computers and digital radio, but the agenda is much more subversive than just teaching young girls about technology. 

“We’re trying to impart technical skills. However the underpinning current is to be able to focus on gender and how it’s affected them and their everyday lives. We want to give them a voice and empower them,” said Liz Araujo, a Canadian volunteer with the group Womensnet, which works to narrow the digital divide between girls and boys in South Africa.

For many of the young girls gathered in one of the college’s computer labs in this predominantly white, industrial coastal city tentatively tapping away at the keyboards, it’s the first time they’ve actually sat in front of a computer. But only days after first being introduced, they’re already surfing the internet, opening email accounts and sending each other notes. 

During the week-long training period, the girls will record and edit radio skits and public service announcements using digital recorders and computers. Their efforts will then be broadcast on community radio stations throughout the province.

In a make-shift recording studio in one of the dorms the girls set up using thick blankets to dampen the sound, they rehearse their skits. 

The girls are encouraged to choose subject matters important to them and the skits range from the depiction of women in advertising to HIV/AIDS, but disturbingly, each one includes an aspect of sexual violence.

“I see boys who just think that whenever they want something from a girl no matter what it is that she has to just offer it and not say anything. I feel that it’s very degrading. They feel that’s the way it should be because that’s the way it’s always been,” said 14-year-old Robyn-Lee Samuels. 

Sexual violence, especially against young girls is an ongoing and rampant problem in South Africa. Dubbed the ‘rape capital of the world’, 58-thousand rapes, nearly half of which were children, were reported last year . And as horrific as those figures are, most experts acknowledge that it only represents a fraction of the actual number of rapes.

More alarming is the growing incidents of children being raped, much of it premised on the prevalent myth circulating in South Africa that sleeping with a virgin will cure a man of HIV/AIDS.

Exacerbating the problem is the difficulty in confronting issues around rape because African culture regards public discussion about sex-related issues taboo.

Alternating fluidly between English and the clicking and popping sounds of !Xhosa, the dominant tribal language spoken in the Eastern Cape, one of the groups act out a scenario in which an HIV-positive teacher rapes a student because she refused to have a relationship with him.

As the girls act out the scene in one of the college’s lecture rooms crying and gasping for breath convincingly, the others sit silently in understanding and in some instances empathy.

Sitting among the girls is Bukiwe Fanta, Gender Issues Coordinator for the Eastern Cape Department of Education, listening and nodding her head in encouragement.

“It’s common,” she said. “It happens to too many girls and this is one way to teach young girls that it’s wrong for teachers to touch them or to try and have relationships with them.”

The use of media allows the girls to highlight the issues that affects them and to spread the message beyond. In effect, these girls are being trained to become mentors to others in their schools and communties to fight gender-based violence.

And radio, in particular, has proven to be the most effective medium because it penetrates virtually every household in South Africa. Even in areas where there is no electricity, most houses have access to at least a battery powered radio.

The digital audio training program is part of a larger movement called the Girls Education Movement, which was launched two years ago in Kampala, Uganda at a conference of African education ministers to protect and promote the rights of girls, especially to quality education.

Since then, Womensnet has worked with the South African Girl-Child Alliance and the United Nation’s Children’s Fund to hold digital audio training workshops in three of South Africa’s nine provinces. 

It’s a slow process fighting South Africa’s deeply sexist and misogynistic culture, but the ongoing efforts of a small group of dedicated educators is already beginning to bear fruit. 

“The girls where I grew up they don’t stand up for themselves and what I want to do is just get them to believe in themselves more,” said Robyn-Lee Samuels. 

Excitedly, Sanwabiso Fanta, adds: “Women have rights and our rights must not be violated by anybody, even by our teachers, our bodies are private.” 

