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BOOK REVIEWS

Women and the Law in Southern Africa, Alice Armsmong (ed) assisted by
Welshman Ncube, Zimbabwe Publishing House, Harare, 1987 {281pp,
price 255,00 plus tax).,

Empowerment and the Law. Strategies of Third World Woemen, Margaret
Schaler (ed), OFF International, Washington, 1986 (454pp, no price given).

The history of women’s sauggle for emancipation dates back to the last
century. In developed countries like Britain, for instance, women were for
decades denied basic rights and it was not uniil the turn of the century that
the status of wornen in that country rose significanily. British women did not
get the vote until 1923 and, furthermore, it was not umtil the passing of the
Sex Discriminaton Aci of 1975 that the last of the injustices were made
illegral in that country. In developing countries women have been souggling
for a long time and, sadly, they are stll soruggling for their rights, In many of
these countries women have been treated like second-class diizens in spite
of the enormous contributions they make to the socig-economic, political
and cultural life of these countries. Very often women are subjected to
humiliation and sometimes to antiquated and degrading {maljpractices,
including suttee in parts of Asia and circumcision in parts of Africa.

Tt is heartening w note that governments in many counies, particularly
in the developing world, have joined the fight for women's emancipation,
principally through the passing of legislation meant to give women their full
rights. Besides governments, some men have expressed sympathy with the
women’s cause, although they might come short of acmally engaging in the
actual fight The saying that *you don't have o be in the arnmy o fight the
war’ does ring rue here, and hence the contribution by these men (even if it
is only moral support) should be most welcome to alt concemed. In spite of
these efforts, however, discriminatory practices against wormen still persist
the world over.

It is in the light of this background that the two books Women and the
Law in Seuthern Africa and Empowennent and the Law. Stategies of
Third Weorld Women are most heartily welcomed. Both publicarions are
concerned with women and the law and the observation of both is that
women the world over have received and continue-to receive a raw deal;
their rights are constanidy being violated. While Empowerment and the
Law casts a wide net and exarnines the sivation of women in such diverse
regions of the world as Asia, Africa and Latin America (ie the Third World),
Women and the Law in Southern Africa reswicis its analysis to the situation
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in the Southern African countries of Botswana, Mozambique, Swaziland,
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Both texxs are basically a collection of contributions
from different people in different countries who have been direcily involved
in the struggle for women’s righis. The anthors appear quire committed to
the struggle for women's emancipation and they strongly believe that
women and men are entitfed to full equality both under the law and in
practice.

There is & suiking concordance w some of the observations made in the
two books. For instance, both texts seem to agree tha the problems feced Iy
women everywhere are basically similar. They also both note that, alihough
steps have been taken in various countries to give women full righis through
legislation, it appears that there is still a lot of work to be done helore 1l
objective of full rights can be realised. The major snag, of course, is 1hat the
law says one thing while practice is often different. In 1y opinion this is a i
observation and can be seen in many countries. Forinstanee, a recem anicke
in The Herald (Feb 17, 1983), entited “Role of Womcen in Chinan Now
Changing” notés that “The role and svamas of women in China Jeoe
undergone great changes in recent vears. Bue discrianination and prejudice
still exist. Women, especially married women, cannen cajov equal righis
with nien in many respeces . . .. The awbaors of ihe oo Tooks ngne tha
these double standards are a result of the “existence of aniludes and
behaviours that reinforce and condone the existence of inequitable laws andd
inconsistent application of the law” (Empowerment and the Law, p 3). The
suggesion put forward in these two publications for righting this wrong is so
try and charige people’s attitudes and behaviours in this regard. The authors
are evidently unhappy about the progress made so [ar. For instance, in
Women and the Law the authors lament that “over (he past several vears
women in independent Southern Africa have called for explanations of the
laws which govern iheir lives and for reform of the laws they consider
oppressive” (p 5), but it would appear this has by and large fallen on deaf
«cars. By the same token, the authors of Empowerment and the Law regrex
that not much headway has been made and hence they are left with liede
alternative but to call on wemen evervwhere 1o “deepen their undersianding
of the legal, culwral, political and economic underpinaings ol then
subordinasion™ {p 1) if progress is to be made.

Empowerment and the Law has a towal of 55 case siudies and i
patastakingly tries to show how society creates and reinforeces female
oppression. It is also concerned with strategies for empowering women who
are underpriviteged and calls on them to *challenge and even subvert” the
system in order 1o realise their goal of total emancipation. Tt explores
developments taking plage in third world countries with regaed 1o the plight
of women and urges that more be done. The book is in six parts, with wpics
including a familv law project in Nigeria, o legal issistance progranane in
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Columbia, women workers and the law in Peru, women, land owaership
and development in Sudan, viclence and exploitation in 5ri Lanka, pros-
iitution and sexual exploitation in the Philippines — © name but a few
of the issues covered,

The final seciion, pant 6, deals with the proceediogs of the Nairobi
Meeting of the Third World Forum on Women, Law and Development held
in July, 1985 as part of the non-governmenal activities connected with the
United Nations Decade of Women. Some of the papers presented at the
conference, as well as the recornmendations, are reproduced in the book
The book also has a section on selected readings as well as a directory of
contritbuiors.

Women and the Law in Southern Africa has 14 chapters, also laid outin
6 parts. The different sections address diverse topics relating wo the plight of
women in the sub-region. The issues covered include women and propersy,
women and marriage, the legal status of women and health matrers. Like its
coumnter-part, part 6 of this book is a reproducdon of the Women's
Convention on the Elimination of all Porms of Discrimination against
Women as adopted v the United Nations on 19th December 1979 as partof
the United Nations Decade of Women,

The two books both document the problems confronting women as they
stuggle to take up their rightful place as pariicipants, conmributors, and
beneficiaries of development. They both call for action to improve the lovof
woinen in various countries and agree that a knowledge of law is important
and steps should be taken 1o educate women on laws that affect them
djrectly This is seen as being imponant considering the fact thar women
comprise a major social group who have been svstemarically excluded from
Rull economnic and political participation in the pmdumnn imd henefus of
development. The authors of the two books are at pains to identify and
expose those structures of sediety that are responsible for upholding and
legitimising women’s social and economic subordination and marginalisa-
ton in the development process. The hope, in rying o expose the
struciares, is that change may be effected. They both lament that laws may
be ineffective in practice because of extra-legal forces obtaining in the
various societies, and they further regret that in some cases there is even a
pattern of legally sanctioned and constitutionally guaranteed subordination
of women — for example, labour laws, penal laws and civil laws which
govern legal capacity, rights and obligations in marriage, guardianship,
inheritance, income, land rights and participation in public affairs. These
are all areas in which change is required without delay.

The two books are quite easy and interesting to read and the sequence of
topics seemns quite fogical. My main reservation with both texts, however, is
that they seem to over-dramatise the plight of women to a certain extent. For
instance they seem o argue that no progress has been made whatsoever in
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giving women their rights, when in actual fact it is commmon knowledge that
many governmenés have made quite substantial sirides in this regard. Credit
shoukd be given 'were it is due but, in niy opinion, the books will be found
wanting in this respect. Another cause for concern is that the texts both seem
w0 blame everyone else but women for the plight of women. The authors
do not seem to want to acknowledge that in some instances some women are
tor blame for their sitnation. Women, for a number of reasons, have laded w
stand up and be counted. In my opinion, they need to emancipate
themselves from themselves first, before they can seck liberation from their
male counterparts. There is a deafening silence in both books in this regard.
A staternent to this effect is conspicious by its absence, and yet, if included,
it would serve to serengthen, rather than weaken, the arpument for women’s
emancipation.

I also sense a certain amouint of agitation and emotionalism in some of the
siatements made in the two books. Emotion, though sometimes an asset
where mobilisation is the aim, is rapable of affecting objectvity negatively.
For instance, the call that women should not only challenge but even
‘subvert’ the system in order to achieve their goal is at best ill-conceived.
Harmony and peace musi be the order of the day if women expect
unflinching support and co-operation from cheir male counterpars.

Tn spite of these criticisms, 1 should say the two books on women and the
law are quite wseful conmibudons o the literature on women and
development and sheuld be most valuable to thase involved in women's
studies at universities, colleges and similar instinwtions. The books should
also be vselul 1o those working wich women and indeed those inicrested in
women’s issues per sc. Legal persormel should also find the texts quite
informative and useful and so should development workers in general. In
particular the books will be a companion to development workers from the
developed world employed by non-governmental organisations operating
in the rural areas of developing countries.

Both. publications are highly recommended,

Reviewed by Roderick Mupedziswa, Schook of Social Work, Harare.

Money, Banking and Public Finance in Africa, Ann Seidman, ZED Press,
London, 1986 (565pp, £8,95 pbk, £22,95 hbk).

This book is an interesting attempt to construct an analytical framework
which is appropriate for an finderstanding of the nature of the economic
disequilibria which have wrought havoc with African cconomies and
frustrated their attempis to anain desired objectives, Cases in point are she
post-calonial declarations, genuine or otherwise, o carry out socialis
transformation, and the contradictory and invidious conditions in which the
various countries find themselves. The author seeks to depict the



