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Citadels of Science

On the 7th of May, 1959, the 
influential British scientist 
and novelist CP Snow was 

a frustrated man. Delivering the 
famous annual lecture at Cambridge 
University – known as the Rede 
lecture – Snow was left exasperated 
by the development of two cultures in 
academia. 

On one side, sat the scientists and 
on the other, the Humanities – or, the 
literary intellectuals as Snow called 
them. These two poles sat apart and 
“between the two a gulf of mutual 
i n c o m p r e h e n s i o n — s o m e t i m e s 
(particularly among the young) 
hostility and dislike, but most of all 
lack of understanding.” 

Snow spoke of scientists battling 
through Dickens and Humanities 
professors who don’t know the 
difference between mass and 
weight. It was a gulf which, in Snow’s 
opinion, was belittling the standard of 
academic discourse. 

In Snow’s time, there was an 
interesting dynamic. Humanities had 
the upper hand; it was seen as a more 
distinguished intellectual pursuit. 
The Nobel Prize winning scientist 
Andrew Huxley left people aghast 
by abandoning Classics to Physics. 
The headmaster of Westminster 
School derided him, accusing him of 
“forsaking virtue for pleasure”. 

Snow’s lecture was needed in 
the time it was given. The derision 
of science verged on the worst 
tendencies of the Luddites. But how 
saddened would he be by how far the 
pendulum has swung in the other 
direction.

In contemporary academia, the 
Humanities are the red headed 
stepchild. Entranced by the 
Natural Sciences, people deride it 
as inconsequential.  These people 
are just as wrong as the literary 
intellectuals of Snow’s day. 

In a article for Slate, Mark O’Connell 
stated the case much better than I 
ever could by referring to Richard 
Dawkins’s selection as the World’s 
top thinker by the influential Prospect 
Magazine.  

For O’Connell, “his [Dawkins’s] 
popularity and prominence, along 
with that of the other New Atheism 
figureheads, illustrate the extent to 
which science, and the inflexible ideal 
of reason, has usurped the place of 
philosophy and the humanities in 
popular intellectual culture.”

O’Connell certainly isn’t alone. 
In his book The Science Delusion, 
Curtis White passionately rejects this 
new cultural hegemony of science.  
White rightfully – and as a BA grad, I 
would say righteously – attacks “the 
insistence on the scientific method 
as the only legitimate approach to 
truth”. 

The famous scientist Richard 
Feynman once said, “there is nothing 
that living things do that cannot be 
understood from the point of view 
that they are made from atoms acting 
according to the laws of physics.” The 
human is reduced to mere impulses, 
the work of neurons – it is utter 
nonsense. 

And as O’Connell – who studied 
English – points out, “there is no more 
painful—and painfully obvious—

proof of the intellectual hegemony 
of science than how the disciplines 
of the humanities have been forced 
to adopt a language of empiricism in 
order to talk about their own value”.

A PhD in the Humanities now 
involves the application of arch 
empiricism. Scholars and academics 
are forced down the narrow avenue 
of scientific calculation. Science has 
invaded the conversation.

As the philosopher Paul Feyerabend 
stated, “Science should be taught 
as one view among many and not as 
the one and only road to truth and 
reality”. 

He is spot on. But that does not mean 
science is not critically important. 
I need engineers to build bridges, 
doctors to heal me – I’m not going to 
sit here and be wilfully arrogant and 
ignorant. 

But the Humanities are also 
important, albeit in a slightly more 
obscure way. They explore the 
meaningful way in which humans 
express themselves and try to 
interpret them. 

The “human” in humanities is 
there for a reason. Art and literature 
and philosophy – just a handful of 
disciplines within the Humanities 
– are present in every corner of the 
globe where humans are found. We 
are a cultural – and not necessarily a 
scientific – species.

More troubling is the effect this 
denigration of Humanities has had. 
My BA degree is met with bemused 
stares by the self-ordained, self-
satisfied arch disciples of academia 
in the natural sciences. And in turn, 

those who snicker at the BA students 
are unable to execute even the most 
rudimentary piece of writing. 

This isn’t good enough. The 
inability to communicate, to 
construct an idea in human terms, 
has seriously damaged the ability of 
science to achieve its aims. Evolution, 
for example, struggles to take hold 
because of scientists seeming 
inaptitude at communicating 
empathetically. 

“To navigate our world -- to be 
successful as a leader and a contributor 
to the range of cooperative activities 
of professional life, to function as an 
intelligent and compassionate citizen 
-- there are a number of intellectual 
and emotional skills we need to 
have,” writes the Daniel Little in The 
Huffington Post. 

Amen. 
It’s easy to just say that people need 

to become scientifically literate. And 
to an extent, that’s a good point (I only 
found out today what the second law 
of thermodynamics is). 

But Science doesn’t have the luxury 
that Humanities has. It doesn’t 
communicate easily to the humans. 
And its practitioners are unable – or, 
often unwilling – to communicate 
what they do in real terms. And this is 
important because science matters, it 
affects us. 

The art of communication, of 
expression, has been undermined 
and done away with. In its place, the 
citadels of science stand imposingly. 
And outsiders are left confused; 
aware of their importance, but unable 
to comprehend it. 

The Humanities are under assault from the scientific mode of thinking. But they are a vital asset in a human world

By Francois Badenhorst

John Ieland
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In the last two months, the South 
African porn industry has 
become conspicuously present 

in the media. A victory for Top TV 
to broadcast three adult content 
channels was followed by Kenny 
Kunene’s decision to start making 
porn.

Hopefully this will have a positive 
impact for the local adult content 
industry and those in this industry.

While the hypocrites sharpen their 
blades, there is a need to unmask 
society and educate people about 
porn. For one, it is adult content 
for consenting adults, 18 and older. 
Secondly, South Africa is a free 
country and what people do in private 
is their concern. It is not forced on 
anybody; those who watch do it by 
choice.

As an industry they have a right 
to exist. They are not illegal, so why 
should they be made to feel guilty 
about the work they do? They have 
the right to get the maximum benefits 
and satisfaction from their work. 

South Africa is emulating the 
USA’s adult content system, which 
generates around $4 Billion revenue 
a year. The industry has the potential 
to generate a huge amount of money. 
It is often forgotten that porn is a 
multi-billion dollar industry: One that 
can provide jobs. 

In USA there are five adult content 
categories:  Adult video (which 
generates in $500 - $ 1.8 Billion), 
the internet (which generates 
$1 billion), magazines (which 
generates $1 billion), pap-per-view 
(which generates $128 million and 
cellphones (bringing in $30 million 
annually.)

And it is a feminist industry. The 
porn industry has been classified the 
only industry that pays women more 
than it does men.

While I do not want to belittle 
anybody’s intelligence by saying this 
is a positive incentive for women 
in general, I will say it is a huge 
advantage for woman who work in 
the industry.

When you consider the revenue 
the Americans are making, I can’t 
help but criticise Top TV for the 
content they will televise. Their 
three new channels are: Playboy TV, 
Desire TV and Private Spice. These 
adult channels will be broadcast from 
20h00 to 5h00, daily. All three of these 
channels are American channels, all 
content is American made.

I don’t think Top TV are wrong to 
show American adult content, but 
I feel it should also be giving rise to 
local content. This is by no way an 
attempt to encourage people into 
pornography, it is an extension to 
those who are already in the industry 
and those who would consider being 
in the industry.

Instead of expanding the American 

Local Porn: Stimulating Growth 

market, helping them generate a new 
market, Top TV should be focusing on 
the development of local content.

It is for this reason that I applaud 
Kunene and his initiative to develop 
domestic content. It must be hard 
for Kunene taking all the criticism 
for his new porn venture and his 
pursuit to be the South African Hugh 

Hefner, considering African culture’s 
sensitivity to sexual content.

Kunene is a businessman. He has 
seen a good business prospect for 
himself. It really isn’t fair to criticise 
his business morals. Some fast food 
businesses do more harm to the 
community by providing unhealthy, 
fatty and or falsely labelled food, and 

some of them never get criticised.
Even if an oily, heart stopping burger 

is more tasteful than porn to you, it is 
still not a valid excuse to criticise.

In any society there are numerous 
ways and means to make money. 
Unless it is illegal, I refuse to judge 
how different people make their 
income. 

Snobs pull their noses up at pornography. But behind all the bump and grind lies a business opportunity.

By Justice Khumela

Rupert Ganzer

Jerry Wong



THE AGENDA || 5

Legal Abortion Isn’t Murder
By Gerrit van Rooyen

Imagine you are the parent of a 
16-year-old daughter.  She falls ill 
with the “flu”, so you put her to bed 

and give her some chicken soup.  Her 
flu gets progressively worse and you 
start getting worried and phone to 
make a doctor’s appointment. Then 
she makes a shocking confession 
– your sweet, lovely angel has been 
pregnant for at least 2 months. You 
rush her to the nearest hospital. There 
the doctor says her fetus died and that 
she has contracted septicaemia – a 
few days later your angel is dead. 

A couple of months ago a Grade 
11 learner from my alma mater, DF 
Malan High School, a prestigious high 
school in the northern suburbs of 
Cape Town, died the same way. I felt 
particularly perturbed by this story, 
probably due to the proximity of the 
event and the tragic and unnecessary 
nature of this girl’s death. 

I wondered, as her parents must 
have wondered, why she concealed 
her pregnancy. It takes no stretch of 
the imagination to conclude that she 
must have felt severe shame. I can 
only speculate, but I imagine that 
this poor girl was caught between 
a rock and a hard place. Given the 
school she attended it is likely that 

she was from a wealthy and religious 
family. She may, as many Christians 
in South Africa do, have believed that 
sex before marriage is a sin and that 
abortion is murder. These beliefs may 
have proven to be fatal. 

One could argue that she sealed 
her fate by not telling her parents of 
her pregnancy, but she had another 
option. In South Africa a woman, of 
any age, and for any reason, can get 
a legal abortion within the first 13 
weeks of her pregnancy and minors 
do not need parental consent to do 
so. If she was afraid of revealing her 
pregnancy to her friends and family 
she could have had an abortion – one 
of the safest medical procedures – 
that would have solved her dilemma 
and spared her life. 

Such a decision would ordinarily 
be very difficult and frightening for 
any young girl to make on her own; in 
the present South African context it is 
even more difficult due the contempt 
for abortion from certain religious 
and cultural quarters. The stigma 
surrounding abortion contributes to 
many women either opting to have 
unwanted babies or falling prey to 
illegal abortions, which are thought to 
offer confidentiality. 

In some cases South African 
women have to resort to illegal 
abortions, because the health care 
facilities in their neighbourhood 
refuse to perform abortions. Even 
if a clinic agrees to an abortion the 
women often face considerable 
abuse from nurses who are opposed 
to abortion. Lack of education and 
clever marketing are also reasons for 
the persistence of illegal abortions. 
At least 30% of South African women 
do not know that abortion is legal 
and of those that know 48% do not 
know the time limitations involved. 
Posters claiming “cheap”, “safe” and 
“pain free” abortions on walls and 
lamp posts are a common sight near 
shopping centres and taxi ranks. 

The number of deaths related to 
unsafe abortions has decreased by 
50% since the introduction of the 
Choice of Termination of Pregnancy 
Act in 1997. Nonetheless, poor 
education, the stigma of abortion 
and poor policing of illegal abortion 
providers results in hundreds of 
unnecessary deaths from illegal 
abortions each year. 

Anti-abortionists love displaying 
with placards reading “Abortion is 
murder”. I doubt whether many of 

these people actually know what 
murder means. An act of murder 
is defined as the unlawful and 
intentional killing of a human by 
another human. 

The crux of the abortion debate 
is whether human rights should be 
extended to fetuses or not. If fetuses 
are not legally human then no murder 
can take place, despite a fetus being 
killed intentionally. Even if fetuses 
are legally human abortion is still 
not murder unless it is an unlawful 
killing. Ironically, the very same 
people who oppose abortion are often 
all too eager express their support for 
the death penalty or war. It is easy to 
forget that these are also examples of 
intentional killings of one human by 
another, because they have been so 
widely accepted as exceptions to the 
rule. If fetuses have a right to life; why 
not a prisoner on death row? Why can 
abortion not be an exception to the 
rule? 

Whether you believe abortion is 
right or wrong depends entirely on 
your philosophical preference, i.e. 
whether you favour principle-based 
moral theories or effects-based moral 
theories. Abortion is a complex ethical 
judgement either way. 

Christine Clarke
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If you believe in the principle 
that life or ensoulment starts at 
conception and, therefore, that full 
human rights should be afforded 
since a human’s embryonic stage, 
then abortion can easily be dismissed 
as wrongful. However, even if this 
is your position you would be 
morally inclined to allow for certain 
exceptions such as cases of rape, 
incest, serious deformities of the 
fetus and when the mother’s life is 
in danger. Last year there was a great 
uproar in Ireland and abroad over 
the death of Savita Halappanavar in 
an Irish hospital, because doctors, in 
accordance with Irish law and against 
the wishes of the patient, refused to 
perform an abortion while the fetus 
had a heart beat. 

What is the basis for Catholics 
and conservative Protestant’s belief 
that life must be protected from 
conception? Basically, they only 
believe this principle, because their 
church believes it to be correct. 
Other than Psalm 139 there are no 
convincing passages from the Bible 
to suggest that ensoulment starts 
at conception. As so often happens 
in the Bible, we find a contradictory 
view in Exodus 21:22, which suggest 
that ancient Jews did not think the 
killing of a fetus was murder: 

“If people are fighting and hit a 
pregnant woman and she gives birth 
prematurely but there is no serious 
injury, the offender must be fined 
whatever the woman’s husband 
demands and the court allows.”

Judging the morality of abortion on 
the effects of such a decision rather 
than on principle is no easier task. 
This involves weighing up the right 
to life of a fetus against a woman’s 
reproductive rights and the impact 
of abortion on society. The South 
African Constitution guarantees a 
women’s right to make “decisions 
concerning reproduction” and in 
Christian Lawyers Association v 
Minister of Health the Constitutional 
Court ruled that constitutional rights 
do not apply fetuses. 

The non-religious person is not 
concerned about ensoulment, but 
rather the age viability. Although, 
a person only gains legal rights at 
birth it does seems immoral and 
inconsistent to allow abortions 
above a period of gestation where a 
successful birth is possible.

Most countries set the limit at 
around 20 weeks of gestation, only 
allowing an abortion after this time 
period if the women’s life is seriously 
endangered. But the advancements 
in medical technology have pushed 
back the age of viability to ages 
previously not thought possible. 
Amilla Taylor was borne in the UK 
at 21 weeks and six days, two weeks 
before the abortion cut-off date. 

Abortion laws often come under 
fire for allowing women to use their 
socio-economic circumstances as a 
reason for abortion. In South Africa, 
on average, there are 50 000 legal 
abortions each year, the number 
of illegal abortions is estimated as 
being roughly the same. Many, if not 
most, women that opt for an abortion 
are poor, sometimes living in large 
households dependent on a single 

person for income. The prospects for 
the poor youth are bleak: over 51% 
of South Africans between the ages 
of 15 and 24 are unemployed. Many 
of them turn to a life of crime. South 
Africa is already struggling to cope 
with its crime rate and providing 
adequate services to its roughly 51 
million residents. If there were an 
extra 100 000 newborns per year this 
would only have increased the socio-
economic burden. 

Controversial research (popularised 
in the book Freakonomics) by two 
American economists Steven Levitt 
and John J. Donahue III suggests that 
the legalisation of abortion in the USA 
in the 1970s played a significant role in 
reducing the crime rate in the 1990s. 
The argument goes that criminals 
are more often than not unwanted 
children and that the legalisation 
of abortion reduced the number of 

unwanted children being born and 
with it the crime rate.  

Anti-abortionists usually plead 
that mothers rather opt for adoption 
than abortion. The disadvantages for 
the mother are that the pregnancy 
may render her jobless for a couple 
of months and that she might find it 
emotionally difficult to be separated 
from her child. In South Africa is 
adoption is not as ideal as it sounds, we 
are currently faced with over 2 million 
orphaned or abandoned children and 
only about 2000 children are adopted 
annually. 

There are, however, a couple of 
negative consequences of abortion. 
One negative consequence of abortion 
that the law must also be mindful of is 
the use of abortion for sex selection. 
This is a massive problem Asia and 
particularly in China where about a 
million female fetuses are aborted 

each, because of China’s one-child 
policy and the culture preference for 
boys. Several studies also indicate 
that some women that have had 
abortions suffer emotionally trauma 
a view supported by the American 
Psychological association. 

Offcourse, the whole unwanted 
pregnancy dilemma could (and 
preferably should) be avoided 
with contraception and planned 
pregnancies, but inevitably despite 
the best education programmes and 
availability of contraception there 
will be some unwanted pregnancies. 
Provided that abortion is safe, 
practised within the current legal 
framework, women are fully informed 
and have access to counselling I 
believe that the current South African 
abortions laws do more good than 
harm and should not be amended. 

Steve Rhodes



THE AGENDA || 7

An Afternoon with the Rubbish 
Sifters 

“Officially seven people work here. Unofficially, about a hundred. They are all joining a garbage 
sifters union soon. But they will still be seen as illegals under municipal law.”
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Not Just Another Rant About Rap
By Xanthe Hunt

A fan of the music but not the misogyny, Xanthe Hunt takes a look at the hypocrisy of hip hop loving women

I’m proposing a hip hop boycott. 
There is no good reason why I 

should find myself, as I treadmill 
merrily along, aurally assailed by the 
following chorus:

 “Just by the way that you keep 
lickin’ them dick suckin’ lips, I’m 
agitated  / Aggravated to the point 
you don’t suck my dick, then you’re 
gonna get decapitated / Other words, 
you don’t fuckin’ give me head, then 
I’m a have to take it.”

To say the least, this disturbs my 
concentration, which on a treadmill 
seldom ends well. But the issue is 
bigger than an undignified fall: These 
words are repugnant. 

They are vile. 
And worst of all, they are on my 

iPod.
How did this come to pass you ask? 

The answer is simple: I love hip hop. 
The lyrical mastery is captivating, and 
the thumping beats irresistible. I’m 
well aware that isn’t everyone’s cup 
of tea, but taste is taste, and mine is 
“urban”.

For critics, though, the matter isn’t 
one of taste. On moral grounds, hip 
hop is widely chastised: “Rapped” on 
the knuckles, as it were.

From the parents of saggy-jeaned 
teens, to feminists and lobbyists, 

just about everyone with a social 
conscience has at some point faulted 
it. 

How can one forget the numerous 
court-cases brought against my old 
favourite, Eminem, for – amongst 
other things – explicitly depicting 
heterosexual rape, homosexual rape, 
pedophilia, homicide, matricide, 
suicide, violence, drug abuse… The 
list is exhaustive. 

If it would make you cringe to think 
of in Church, Eminem had a song 
about it.

And a pending trial.
But he is not alone. As Jackson 

Katz of the Huffington Post put it; 
“Misogyny (the hatred of women) in 
rap preceded Eminem and has thrived 
even in his absence.” From Akon to 
X-zibit, rappers have made news for 
their lascivious lyrics.  

The issue riling the majority of 
critics is the derogatory treatment of 
women: “Bitches”, “ho’s”, “whores” 
and “sluts” abound in hip hop. If these 
slurs aren’t bad enough, the woman in 
question is inevitably derided in some 
additional way. Or physically abused.

Or raped.
The latter surprised even my 

veteran ear. But it’s true: Eminem, 
Obie Trice and Bizarre are only a 

sample of rappers who lyricize rape. 
I isn’t worth reprinting what I found 
when I googled “rap rape mp3”. 

I have long called myself a feminist. 
I have done the title an injustice: 
Feminism implies empowerment and 
the freedom to choose with whom, 
how and where women conduct 
themselves. That this choice should 
find me bobbing my head to Eminem 
as he “puts anthrax on that tampax 
and slaps that bitch till she can’t 
stand,” is reprehensible. 

I don’t think such statements even 
make the grade for humanist.

How did my blindness continue so 
long? Denial – and a little help from 
friends.

For as long as I have had my hip 
hop habit, I have been aware of those 
preaching its evils. I have ignored 
them. 

“I don’t listen to the lyrics. It’s 
all about the beat – the words don’t 
matter.”

I’ve said it a thousand times. And I’ve 
heard other women join in chorus.

But now I realize the flaw in our 
convenient self-deception: lyrics will 
affect listeners.

I don’t propose that everyone who 
listens to “Bitch” by D12 – which, 
incidentally, contains the word 

“bitch” 61 times – is going to go forth 
and rape, pillage, and abuse as the 
song proposes.

But one gets desensitized to the 
vernacular and the imagery to a point 
where it is somehow acceptable. I can 
no longer kid myself that musicality 
and content are separable. 

I realize I’m a belated stowaway 
aboard the hip-hop rejection train 
(and I’m appropriately ashamed). But 
I intend to make right, and here’s how: 
By fuelling the fire of outrage, and 
by adding my voice to those who’ve 
spoken out against this blatant hate-
speech.

Ultimately: By being rational, and as 
rationality (and humanity) dictates, 
forego hip hop that degrades women.

I’ll do this because there are more 
like me.

If you’re shifting in your seat as you 
read this, trying to imagine a reason it 
doesn’t apply to you, and if you’re still 
hoping it’s possible to “listen to the 
beat and not the words”, I am talking 
to you. 

With the sadness of one losing a 
long-time friend, I am calling for a hip 
hop boycott.

And I’m going to keep calling until 
you listen.
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The Blind Leading the “Blind”
In a world dominated by visual excess, there are lessons to be learned from those without sight

By Christopher Udemans

I have never been afraid of the 
dark. Irrational fear has always 
fascinated me. As a child I would 

look on in amused bewilderment 
at other kids who would tell stories 
about the things that would go bump 
in the night. To me, the idea that 
something was hiding under my bed 
or making itself at home in the depths 
of my closet was a puerile one. 

Surely the unholy abominations 
that walked the earth had better 
things to do than to single me out just 
to inhabit my dreams?

Fast-forward twenty years. I 
find myself walking down a busy 
street in complete darkness. I am 
engulfed in sound. Cars sprint past 
me unseen. The inclement timbre 
of their accelerating engines allows 
me to stay out of their path. I hear 
dogs barking ahead. Although in my 
present state, they sound like wolves. 

My hands are sweating. I am alert. 
The adrenaline kicks in. Fight or 
flight? Unfortunately flight is out of 
the question. I might get hit by one 
of the unseen mechanical monsters 
should I make one wrong move. 

It is the ultimate nightmare. Maybe 
my childhood friends were right. 
Maybe I should be afraid of the things 
that reside in the dark.

There is just one problem. I am fully 
conscious. More troublesome is the 
fact that it is 4 o’ clock on a Sunday 
afternoon. 

“Stop crab walking”, I hear my 
teenage cousin say. She grabs my arm. 
“Chris, stay on the side of the road!”

If this is not a give away, the fact that 
my eye patches have started itching 
brings me back to reality. 

I am blind. If only temporarily. 
Perhaps blind is not an apt description. 
I have obscured my eyesight with 
cheap orbital plasters in an attempt 
to better understand how those who 
lack sight interact with the world. 

The challenge I face without 
taking a step out of the house is this: 
I have rendered myself physically 
blind. To do so mentally would be 
impossible. I am able to step into 
the shoes of a blind person but I do 
not own them. Wearing them is an 
unpleasant experience. They make 
me uncomfortable. They give me 
blisters.

“It is possible to emapthise with 
a blind person to a certain extent. 
If you blindfold yourself, it is not 
permanent. It is a temporary 
frustration”, says Sisanda Msekele, a 
post-graduate psychology student at 
Wits University, Johannesburg. 

Sisanda is an achiever. She has 
excelled at university and has 
managed to get further than most 
people her age. She is also a South 
African rower. What makes Sisanda 
so remarkable? She happens to be 
blind.

Blindness is not something that she 

has lived with for the duration of her 
life. Her story is a sad one. 

When she was a teenager Sisanda 
suffered from Steven Johnson 
Syndrome, a rare skin disease that 
results from sensitivity to medication. 
While it has a relatively low mortality 
rate, it can cause blindness. 

Her condition resulted from a 
reaction to sulphur in the medication 
that a doctor had prescribed for her. 
The medication resulted in Steven 
Johnson Syndrome, which in turn 
resulted in blindness.

All at eighteen years old.
Her words reverberate through 

my mind during my period of visual 
depravation. “It is a temporary 
frustration”. The prospect of 
permanent retinal damage disturbs 
me. I force myself to contemplate an 
existence without the most dominant 
of senses.

Let us take, for example, the simple 
task of waking up in the morning. As 
an individual with sight, we use the 
sun as a cue for the start of the day. 
The blind do not have that luxury.

I had contemplated setting my 
alarm the night before but decided 
against it. I wanted to see if I was 
able to use my remaining senses to 
determine whether it was time to rise 
or not. 

I woke up at an hour that was 
unknown to me. I couldn’t see a 
thing. My eyes didn’t work. Panic 
ensued. I grabbed at my face trying 
to understand what was happening. 
It took me a few seconds to become 
cognisant of the situation I had put 
myself in. 

After calming myself down I 
became conscious of something that 
I had not noticed in all three months I 
have been waking up in Stellenbosch. 
Although I could not see them, birds 
could be heard outside my window. It 
is the knowledge I had gained from 
being able to see that allowed me to 
come to the conclusion that birds rise 
with the sun.

I was using my ears. Along with 
my brain. For a short moment I 
thought something miraculous was 
happening.

Before I undertook living as if I 
was blind I had done my research. 
Studies had shown that a blind 
peoples remaining senses make up 
for the fact that he or she is blind. 
Their sense of smell improves. More 
importantly, so does their hearing! 
Could it be happening this quickly? 
I immediately came to my senses. 
Don’t be stupid Chris. 

As the day progressed I realised that 
waking up was to be the easiest part of 

my day. Taking a shower, brushing my 
teeth, even more troublesome – using 
the toilet turned out to be tasks in 
themselves. I did find consolation in 
the fact that I didn’t need to put in my 
contact lenses. 

In an effort to place yourself in space 
when you do not have the luxury of 
sight you are forced to aspects of your 
environment that would otherwise 
go unnoticed. The sound of someone 
pulling out a chair from beneath a 
desk, a door opening and closing or 
the sound of footsteps all form pieces 
of a greater puzzle.

The same can be said for personal 
interactions.

“You learn to pay attention to the 
small details and appreciate people 
for who they really are. You learn 
to tell whether someone is sincere 
using the sound of their voice,” says 
Sisanda.

The inescapable fact about 
blindness is that it is terrifying. This 
cannot be denied. It plays on the age-
old fear of the unknown and the part 
of the human psyche that allows for 
the creation of superstition. However, 
it has the ability to humble even the 
most arrogant of souls, forcing one to 
use their ears and passing judgment 
according the merit of a conversation 
or the empathy of the speaker. 

Timothy Krause
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From Feminism to “Sextremism”
By Kim Harrisberg

The radical, topless feminist group, Femen, are spreading across countries like wildfire. Is this flesh-flaunting the only way to bring 
the sometimes dusty topic of feminism to the forefront?

Her lavishly-painted, red lips 
reflect the flash of the camera. 
Her mouth has been caught 

half way between a smile and a cheer. 
Her brown locks cascade down her 
bare shoulders in a messy tangle, 
framed by the garland of colourful 
flowers on the crown of her head. 

She is topless, and faces the camera 
with a stance that is both confident 
and natural, as if she was not standing 
bare-chested at all. Her right hand 
grips a sickle, glinting as sharply 
as her lips. Dark, crimson blood is 
caught mid-drop as it trickles down 
the handle of the weapon. Her left 
arm is raised victoriously, displaying 
with pride the aftermath of her heroic 
sickle-swipe. Gripped between her 
delicately painted nails is a severed 
pair of male testicles, dripping with 
blood. 

For the relief of readers, male and 
female alike, this image is not in 
its natural form. The bare-chested 
woman is real, yet the stomach-
churning image of the severed 
genitalia is, one could say, a marketing 
technique. This is one of the many 
images on the website of the radical, 
topless feminist group established 
in the Ukraine: Femen. Their tagline: 
“sextremism”. 

Their website’s manifesto includes 

the following: ‘FEMEN - is the new 
Amazons, capable to undermine the 
foundations of the patriarchal world 
by their intellect, sex, agility, make 
disorder, bring neurosis and panic to 
the men’s world. Be FEMEN - means 
to mobilize every cell of your body 
on a relentless struggle against 
centuries of slavery of women!’ The 
poor grammar can be attributed to 
the fact that their original Ukrainian 
manifesto has had to be translated and 
re-translated as their radical, topless 
protests gain both momentum and 
viral publicity. They have planted little 
Femen seeds in Germany, France, 
Greece, USA, Tunisia and more.

They pledge to fight the sex 
industry, the church, anti-abortionists, 
homophobes, Sharia law, female 
genital mutilation and anything even 
remotely smelling of patriarchy. They 
have cut down wooden crosses, burnt 
flags, barbequed Barbie Dolls and 
even started physical training camps 
to prepare for future protests. They 
thrive on their extremism, and feel 
its legitimacy with such vehemence 
that their protests continue despite 
arrests, claims of abduction and even 
torture. 

Needless to say, the objections to 
Femen’s methodology have been 
deafening. Critics claims of Femen’s 

middle class eurocentrism and 
orientalism are so profuse they 
require another article on their own. 
For now, Femen is of importance as 
a case study of radical reaction. For 
them, they are a reaction to years of 
silencing patriarchy. 

Despite what anyone may think 
of their methods, the questions spill 
forth unrelentingly: How on earth 
did we get here? Why is it that the 
only way these women feel they 
can gain true ownership over their 
bodies is to use them as weapons of 
mass attention? Are they dramatic, 
extremist, sensationalist? Or are they 
on to something?

Let’s attempt to answer these 
questions by taking a few steps back. 

Feminism is seen as a movement 
whose set of beliefs and ideas aim to 
achieve equality for woman. In an 
ideal world, such a movement would 
not need to exist at all. 

In Gayle Binion’s academic 
article, ‘Human Rights: A Feminist 
Perspective’, she begins by stressing 
the ways in which women’s human 
rights have been and, in some 
countries, are continuing to be abused 
in patriarchal societies.  

“In a world in which it is acceptable, 
inter alia, for women to be raped by 
their husbands; for female detainees 

to be raped by the police; for women 
to be educated at half the level and 
literacy of men; for women to have 
no access to birth control or abortion; 
and for women to have no unilateral 
freedom of movement domestically 
or internationally, disempowerment 
is clearly social.”

Shereen Essoff, a Zimbabwean 
activist, feminist and academic, 
believes that the need for this 
movement, specifically in South 
Africa, is just as urgent as ever. “One 
in every three women in South Africa 
is in an abusive relationship, a woman 
is killed by her partner every six days, 
and there is a rape every 35 seconds,” 
writes Essoff in the Opendemocracy 
website. 

Although Essoff feels that women 
are continuing to fight for equality, 
she believes we need a change of 
tactics. Creating platforms for women 
in male-orientated environments 
means things aren’t getting better. Yet 
her article is riddled with questions 
and very few answers.

Jonathan Jones, a journalist for 
The Guardian, thinks Femen is at 
least attempting to find them. When 
Femen declared April 4th 2013 
‘International Topless Jihad Day’ 
Muslim women around the world 
retaliated by telling Femen to stay out 
of their religion.

Jonathan thinks they hit the nail 
on the head because of the urgency 
around which their breasted protest 
was focused. This specific protest was 
triggered by the attack on a young 
Tunisian girl by Islamists after she 
posted images of herself topless with 
the words “My body belongs to me”. 
This young lady, Amina Tyler, soon 
reported threats and even physical 
assaults. 

To Jonathan, this International 
Topless Jihad Day was ‘gloriously 
crude’. A topless woman, wearing a 
Muslim head covering and Amina’s 
slogan across her naked torso could 
not have been more refreshing 
in a time of ‘tight-lipped liberal 
relativism’, says Jonathan.

Debby Edelstein may not agree. 
Edelstein is a South African 
entrepreneur, speaker and writer 
on women leadership. She has 
been organising women leadership 
conferences for almost 8 years 
and has seen the transformation of 
opinions and connotations affiliated 
to feminism. 

“Femen’s radicalism can be seen as 
a sign of desperation and ultimately, 
a symptom of an unhealthy society,” 
says Edelstein. 

“Yes, they definitely get people 
talking and maybe that is a good thing, 
but perhaps starting a less spectacular 
type of conversation is equally bold. 
Initiating conversations in homes 
and in communities that may shape a 

Ammar Abd Rabbo



the show. 
“Extremism leaves no space for 

moderates to voice their opinions on 
feminism and we need moderates to 
be a part of the conversation. This is 
how truly egalitarian households are 
created.”

It seems it may be a naïve rationale 
that any movement has only like-
minded affiliates. There seems to be 
a place within feminism for varied 
opinions and methods of protest. 
Lifestyle choices, women leadership 
conferences and topless rebellion 
are only a few streams in this eclectic 
reaction towards patriarchy.

 Indeed, Gayle Binion’s earlier 
mentioned article goes on to 
explore the potential for specific 
female jurisprudence. Adopting 
a purposeful female lens through 
which to interpret the law would allow 
for a more tangible and practical 
progression towards female inclusion 
in legal, political and economic power, 
argues Binion. 

In an ideal world, there would 
not be a need for feminism. Yet as 
the statistics seem to shout: we are 
not there yet, and may never be. A 
vocal society that does not portray a 
monopoly of ideologies is a good first 
few steps. And luckily so, because it 
seems neither the “sextremists” nor 
the moderates are going anywhere. 
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more egalitarian environment, that is 
radical too.”

For Edelstein, topless protesting is 
similar to the Slut Walk that takes 
places each year in South Africa. 
This walk gathers together men and 
women alike who don miniskirts and 
high heels to promote the slogan: 
‘There is never an excuse’. This is in 
defence of rape victims who are told 
“they asked for it” by rapists because 
of how they dress. 

“This type of feminism runs the 
risk of entrenching these existing 
stereotypes, especially because 
women are sexualised as it is,” warns 
Edelstein. 

“Radical feminism runs the risk of 
scaring off other feminists, and some 
people are uncomfortable with the 
term “feminist” in general. Only now 
are female CEO’s feeling ready to 
describe themselves as feminists.

“They used to affiliate this with 
man-hating, bra burning and ‘libber’ 
behaviour. South Africans can be 
quite conservative so I use the term 
‘women empowerment’ rather than 
‘feminism’,” says Edelstein. 

The merging of feminism and the 
workplace is a topic of concern for 
feminist, both radical and moderate. 

Anne-Marie Slaughter, Professor of 
Politics and International Affairs at 
Princeton University, writes openly 
about this in her article titled: ‘Why 
woman still can’t have it all’. Anne-

Marie was the director of policy 
planning for the U.S. State Department 
for two years before she decided she 
needed to start ticking the “typical 
mother” boxes. 

Being away from her children 
for extensive periods and leaving 
her husband to fulfil most of the 
stereotypical womanly roles left her 
itching to write this article explaining 
why the modern woman success story 
has to come with sacrifices. 

Slaughter’s honesty may not be 
as radical as Femen’s, yet she peels 
away the façade she feel so many 
successful woman of today feel they 
have to put up in order to keep up with 
men. She admits to making ‘millions 
of woman feel that they are to blame 
if they cannot manage to rise up the 
ladder as fast as men and also have a 
family and an active home life’. 

This mentality, says Slaughter, is 
linked to women of her generation 
feeling the ‘feminist credo’ of their 
generation has to be true: women can 
and must have it all. Not today, not 
with the way America’s economy and 
society is structured, says Slaughter. 
To her, the nature of competitive work 
places with long hours means less 
time at home to fulfil that intrinsic 
‘maternal imperative’. 

This desperation to ‘have it all’ can 
be seen as new type of subversive 
sexism. She acknowledges that her 
article is written for women lucky 

enough to benefit from previous, 
pioneering acts of feminism, and also 
women lucky enough to even have 
jobs. Yet she feels the battles of the 
past have metamorphosed: now it’s 
about being truly honest about the 
woman’s capabilities.

Women can and only will have 
it all if the values of society and 
workplace begin to change, says 
Slaughter. When an employee’s 
commitment to family is placed on 
par with commitment to work, then 
women can be realistic about being 
the modern-day superwomen.

Despite feeling that Slaughter may 
have generalised across too many 
professions and too many households, 
change in the workplace is something 
in which Edelstein strongly believes. 

As a co-founder of QualityLife, 
Edelstein organises conferences 
and forums for people who want to 
combine both their work and home 
life. “People are slowly realising that 
gender equality can also make good 
business sense.”

“At a recent conference,” reflects 
Edelstein, “Mamphela Ramphele 
spoke and put human rights and 
women’s rights in the same breath. 
She spoke about combing both her 
race and her feminism. These are 
steps in the right direction.”

Edelstein feels that progress like 
this could be ‘swept away in a wave of 
oestrogen’ if radicalism were to rule 

Roy te Lintelo
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Christopher Udemans – Enigma. Intellectual. Polymath. Or at least he likes to think so. After finishing an 
undergraduate degree in music he went on to undertake honours in journalism at Stellenbosch University. He hopes 
to make a living using pen and paper, residing in places where others would fear to tread. Christopher is happy so long 
as he can write about what he thinks, think about what he reads, read about what he writes and has a bit of food to eat in 
between.

Xanthe Hunt is a part-time optimist, occasional cynic, and sporadic pessimist. She is also a full-time environmentalist 
and lover of the outdoors. She learned to write when she was five, and hasn’t stopped since then. She is a scribbler and a 
poet, a taker-of-notes and a list-maker. She is interested in everything and judgmental of nothing. She likes her country 
and loves her continenet, dislikes arrogance and hates prejudice. She is a tomboy with a soft-side and a work-a-holic in 
the making

Francois Badenhorst is a good boy; a kind boy. He reads, he breathes. Sometimes he’s too timid for his own good. He 
thinks a lot. When he grows up he wants to be that intelligent slacker that somehow makes a living via obscure and 
indeterminable methods. He is a fine modern gentleman.

Kim Harrisberg spent most of her 22 years growing up in the golden city of Egoli. Here she learnt many things, such as 
the importance of not staying in one place for too long. She dislikes the term “gap year” but this is what she took after 
12 years in the schooling system. She travelled through the complex and colourful Israel, realising that there are some 
things you can never learn from a textbook. Since then, travel has been her first and foremost lover. 
She loves how journalism can act as an information scrapbook, allowing the writer to collect eclectic, vicarious 
experiences through his/her topics of interest. She is also an evangelistic hummus-eater and a dedicated sprout-grower. 

Fhumulani Justice Khumela is a future scholar of some sort. He is an international relations graduate pursuing a 
career in the media industry. For this soccer crazy fan, intoxication, words, art, love and courage are what he thrives on.
When all is said and done, Fhumulani says a healthy and happy mind is all a man has in this world.

The Voices of The Agenda

Gerrit van Rooyen grew up in Bellville, a northern suburb of Cape Town, affectionately referred to as Bellville Rock 
City. In an alternate universe, Gerrit would be a rock star. But in this reality he will have to settle for being a wannabe 
musician. The first step in achieving his ultimate goal of becoming the immortal master of the universe is to work as a 
journalist. He would primarily like to work as a political, finance and opinion writer but wouldn’t mind travel journal-
ism either. He is currently enrolled in the BPhil Journalism course at Stellenbosch and previously studied postgraduate 
Economics at the same university.
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