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Frene Ginwala, Speaker of the 

House, talks to Pippa Green on her 

determination to make Parliament a 

forum for the people. 
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letter arrived in the parliamentary offi,,: of Dr Frene Ginwala last 

September. It came from two Std Three schoolchildren who had been part 

of an educational group brought to Parliament. Addressed, as it was, to the 

new Speaker of the National Assembly, a position that has traditionally 

been surrounded with pomp, circumstance, but relatively little substance, it was almost hereti

cally informal. It began ... 

"Dear Frene and everyone in parliment, 

DOCUMENTATION CENTRE 
JNIVERSITY OF KWAZULU-NATAL 

It must be so fun going to work in a palace (that is 

what it looks like) and interesting (of course). I (Abbi) 

thought I was going to be an actor, but since I've seen 

what fun it must be to be in parliment I've changed my 

mind. It must be very hard work though. I could 

imagine you wearing a wig and a big cloak (ha ha ha 

ha) .. . I hope some other people from our school will be 

able to go to parliment so they can have as much fun 

as we did. 
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'Yours Sincerlly 

Abbi and Elizabeth 

P.S. Say hello to everyone in parliment for us. 

PPS Thank you for making South Africa a better place 

(Sorry about all the spelling mistakes)." 
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She has much the same reaction to questions about her per-

sonal life.·An example: 
''When were you born?" I ask her. 
"1932" 
''What month?'' 
"April" 
This is becoming like a cross-examination, and I'm defi

nitely not winning. I gird myself. "What day?" 

"Why do you want to know my birthdate?'' she asks, exas

perated. I explain that a profile of a person means more than 

just an examination of their work and politics, but she is 

unconvinced. 
"Just leave it as April, 1932," she says, giving the lie to 

chauvinists who accuse women of fudging their year of birth. 

This much I can tell you: she was born, the middle child of 

three, on an untold day in April I 932 in Johannesburg. Her 

father, an oil miller, was born in Mozambique and for many 

years her family ran a business there. 

She grew up in Kempton Park and Roodepoort and went to 

school in the area west of Johannesburg, near where the 

Market Theatre now stands. Her family went to India during 

the war, and she spent four years' schooling there, mainly 

because it was too dangerous to return. "Passenger ships were 

being torpedoed then." 
Politics grew on her when she returned to South Africa, 

helped, perhaps, by the fact that Ahmed Kathrada, later a 

Rivonia trialist, was a schoolmate. 
Her parents sent her to England in the fifties where she got 

a law degree at London University, but when she came back to 

South Africa her life was consumed by politics. She was not 

quite 28 when she left the country the second time - the day 

after the Sharpeville shootings, March 22 1960. A freelance 

journalist then, she was in Durban interviewing Natal Indian 

Congress activist Monty Naicker when Walter Sisulu phoned 

to ask in a guarded way whether she could go to visit her par

ents who were in Mozambique. Her real task, though, was to 

get ANC leader Oliver Tambo out of the country. "I was flung 

in at the deep end," she says now. "But I wasn't in a leadership 

position then. I just happened to be in the right place at the 

right time." 
She went to Salisbury in then Rhodesia, and chartered the 

aircraft that eventually flew Tambo out of the country. She 

became a kind of travel agent for the ANC, and later arranged 

for Nelson Mandela, who was then banned, to leave the coun

try for his trip around Africa. She also got him back into South 

Africa. It was for this illegal trip that he was eventually arrested. 

For Ginwala the next 30 years were spent in exile - broken 

only briefly in 1976 when she was given special indemnity to 

attend her father's funeral. Mostly, she worked in the anti

apartheid movement, but more importantly, she was, for 

many years, a close associate of and assistant to Oliver 

Tambo, and based in England, Mozambique, and Zambia. 

Despite her close connection with the African liberation 

movements, she maintained the strong intellectual indepen

dence that is today her hallmark. For instance, in 1969, when 

Julius Nyere, president of Tanzania, invited her to edit The 

Standard, one of the newly nationalised newspapers, her 

reply was: "I'm not constitutionally capable. 

"His reaction was that that was why he wanted me." 

And did it work out in practice? "Not entirely," she admits. 

She did report to him, and in practice, he eventually fired her. 

She returned to England, where she received her doctorate 

from Oxford in 1974. At this time, she was also head of the 

ANC's research department, and although she was more 

involved in what she describes as "broad anti-apartheid work", 

she also worked underground on such projects as assessing 

South Africa's nuclear capability. 
"Frene worked flat out," recalls her nephew Savareh 
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Rustomjee, who is now Director-General of the Department of 

Trade and Industry. "Even when it was not popular [in / 

England] to be part of the ANC." 
It was around this time, too, that she had begun to get 

involved in· the ANC Women's Section. Previously, she had 

disdaine~ it' as "a welfare" part of the ANC, but an exiled 

organiser of the Alexandra bus boycott, Florence Mposho, had 

consistently chided her for not taking women's emancipation! 

more seriously. "I owe a ·1ot of my awareness to her," she says.
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With the support of a crop of exiles who left South Africa in 

the seventies, Ginwala was among those who argued that lib

eration in South Africa would mean nothing without freedom

1

, 

for women. 
She had to fight the flipside of that battle too: just as she 

argued in ANC circles that liberation meant women's freedom, 

in international circles she argued that, for third world 

women, liberation without concomitant social, political and 

economic freedom was unthinkable. 
Her constituency now is much broader, but her base, her 

lodestar, is still the organisation and emancipation of women 

in South Africa. 
When she returned from exile in 1990, she castigated both 

the ANC and the government for having only one woman on 

their fledgling negotiating forum. "How can these men serve 

on such a committee?" she asked of the ANC. "If there were 19 

whites and one black, they would have refused to serve." 

Perhaps it is her sharp tongue, or perhaps her devotion tc 

the task she has set herself, that gives her the reputation ol 

being somewhat difficult to work with. 'That's partly true,' 

admits her assistant Naidoo. "She sets high standards for her

self and those around her." 
Rustomjee, her sister's son, says of her that she is a mixtun 

of "discipline, compassion and justice." 

"The public perception of her is a hard one. The compas 

sionate side, the family side, the softer side, I don't think come: 

across as easily." She makes regular time for her 85-year-ok 

mother and spends what little is left with her sister's family. 

It is a part of the woman that she is one of the most charmini 

politicians around today, yet can be merciless with those sh1 

thinks are wasting her time. Recently, when members of th 

parliamentary trade union occupied her office during a prates 

strike -·"without an appointment'', she remarked acidly to th 

press - she refused to see them and said she felt she was owe, 

an apology. 
There must be few politicians whose self-assurance can ou1 

weigh their anxieties about being popular, especially in tl}ei 

own constituencies. 
Frene got her apology. Perhaps she'll file it with a letter sh 

got from Mphumzi Mbetheni, a schoolchild who toure 

Parliament with Abbi and Elizabeth and the Read-a-Tho 

group. Mphumzi wrote thanking the Speaker "for everythin 

that you have done for us when we were in Parliament. 

thank you for being so kind to us when we arrived there." 

The two missives might remind her of the difficulties, an 

the joys, of the task she has set herself. O 
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accessible, open institution she envisages? 

Ginwala has a plan. It has two legs: accessibility and 

accountability. 'The language [of Parliament] is still not peo

ple-friendly. But as long as we debate only laws we are in a 

bind because laws cannot be loosely worded." 

The second leg involves accountability. "We have to build in 

people an awareness that they have the right to ask questions 

[of MPs]," she says. I asked her what members of the public 

could do if they had concerns, for example, about the appoint

ments of particular ambassadors, or about the RDP. 'They 

can write to any MP, or to their political parties. I get stacks of 

letters and I send them off to Ministers." The committees, she 

says, are open now. People can go to a public hearing and say 

what they want to say. "The problem is not whether you can 

do it. The problem is getting people to know you can do it." 

To implement these goals she has devised a "package" of 

elements. These are some: 
• A "Green Paper" on intended legislation. A green paper 

would be a much broader look at legislative options. "It might 

say about a proposed law, this is how they did it in China or 

how they did it in Peru." 
A White Paper, which is all we currently have, presents a 

visit by Abbi and Elizabeth and other schoolchildren was the 

start of this. "For those kids," says Ginwala, "Parliament sud

denly meant something." 
To make it more accountable, she suggests the following: 

• A registry of interests. "Everyone should know what finan

cial interests MPs have, whether they are consultants, or 

business people, or winemakers or run a shoe factory or a 

sweet shop." So every time MPs make a speech, or vote in a 

particular way, we would know where they are coming from. 

• A code of conduct to be administered by an ethics commit

tee. One of its first tasks would be to establish a registry of 

gifts. At the moment there are no records, and no restrictions 

on the gifts MPs can receive. So Winnie Mandela, Deputy 

Minister of Arts and Culture, can accept a house from a dia· 

mond dealer, and in the past National Party MPs could accep1 

untold favours from unknown lobbies. For Ginwala, this is , 

problem: ''What happens to those gifts? Someone sends me ~ 

bouquet of flowers, which sits in my office, or someone send: 

me a Christmas bottle of wine. But then it could become tw< 

bottles, or a case, or several cases: to whom do they belong?'' 

Sometimes, she says, it's simple: "President [Robert] Mugabt 

[of Zimbabwe] gave me a beautiful carving. Now that clearl: 

belongs to Parliament. But Evita [ak, 

much more crystallised view. But in 

Ginwala's vision, a Green Paper 

would encourage more public debate. 

And where there is a major issue, 

Parliament should be able to say: ''We 

need to hear what the people are say

ing," and do so. 

' ' satirist Pieter-Dirk Uys] gave me a coffe 

Everyone should know mug [after she appeared on his show 

She and the Rules Committee also 

want Ministers to provide a list of peo

ple and institutions who have been 

consulted on a bill. 

what financial interests 

MPs have, whether they are 

Do I display that in Parliament? Tuer 

is no easy answer. But the point is, if it 

known, it's easier to avoid corruption. · 

people know that Evita gave me a mu1 

it's not a national issue if I drink my co 

• A National Foundation, to which 

Parliament makes a grant, but which 

also might be supported by business 

(':because they: have their lobbies") and 

business people, or 

winemakers or run a shoe 

factory ... ,, 

fee out of it. But it must be based on tt 
fact that it's all in the open. Corruptic 

happens when things are secret." 

This system won't stop corruptiu 

she admits, but if it was discovere 

say, that an MP received a gift 

RS 000 from someone and dicb 

foreign foundations. Its task would be to investigate how to 

enhance public participation, whether through educational 

programmes in the schools, or whether through the canvass

ing of opinions on issues that affect particular communities. 

Let's say, for instance, a proposed law would radically alter 

pensions. 'Then the task of this Foundation would be to flood 

pension bodies and pensioners with information, and also 

send people out to solicit information," and to help bring those 

who had something to say to Parliament. 

There is a lot to unlearn, Ginwala points out. "Parliament 

and government are still incomprehensible. Even now, 

Members and political parties have not thoroughly digested 

the constitution. You see, constitutions grow as people live in 

society. You absorb things in most societies; there is not a for

mal learning process. But the majority of us were outside of 

this society, so in addition to the normal alienation that you 

have in most democratic societies, here you have an even 

greater alienation." 
Most South Africans, she says, are more familiar with their 

civics, or unions or their local ANC branch. "But these are not 

functioning properly, so where do they go with their prob

lems? How do we bring these channels back into existence so 

that we can consolidate democracy?'' 

• Pµblic Education. Parliament has set aside a large part of 

its budget for this. Already a public education officer has been 

appointed, and some projects have started in the schools. The 
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declare it, the obvious question would be, ''Why not?" 

There are cynics who might, rightly, point out that accour 

ability is still far from established practice. Winnie Mandel 

whose business connections and whose use of taxpaye 

money are still open to many questions, won't answer thei 

Civil servants, particularly in key government ministries su 

as Housing and Safety and Security, can and do block or cc 

trol access to Ministers, so that the public is denied oft 

crucial information. 
But Ginwala never misses an opportunity to distingw 

between government and Parliament. Government is the ex 

utive which runs the country; Parliament makes the laws tl 

fonn the framework for that operation. 

"I know this sounds high-falutin', but the Natio1 

Assembly is the custodian of the choice of the people. Peo 

voted, they elected those Members [of Parliament], and n 

those are the custodians of democracy." 
rene Ginwala talks a lot abQut democr: 

and about her plans to achieve it. It's srn 

how hard to reconcile her const 

preoccupation with openness, particip~ti 

and accountability with the press's fon 

"hardline Marxist theoretician" label. 

What does she think of this? "I don't feel I need to ans· 

anything," she snaps. If they've got their labels right or wrc 

it's their judgement." 




