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Mojanku Gumbi 

Proud to 
be black 

Advocate Mojanku Gumbi: fulfilled her childhood dream of 
becoming a lawyer 

Through her 
involvement in 
the Black 
Consciousness 
Movement and 
her work as a 
lawyer, Mojanku 
Gumbi learnt to 
believe in herself 
and to fight 
against racism 
and sexism. 
Rosalee Telela 
spoke to her 

W hen Mojanku Gumbi 
was growing up, she 
had one wish: To 

become a lawyer so thai she 
could understand why her fam
ily was poor, why she had to 
walk a long distance, barefoot, 
to school and why black peo
ple had to struggle to survive. 

Her wish came true. She did 
not only find the answers to 
her questions in the law. but in 
her involvement in the Black 
Consciousness Movement- She 
was able to believe in herself 
as a black woman and work 
towards fighting racism and 
sexism. 

Mojanku Gumbi was born 
in Thaba Nchu. Orange Free 
State. 

"It was a rural area and the 
people there were very poor," 
she remembered. 

Her ambition to become a 
lawyer began while she was 
still at school. "I thought the 
law was the beginning and end 
of everything. I saw it as one 
way of finding out what was 
happening to our people and 

SPEAK • February 1994 • Page 5 



• PEOPLE 

doing something about it." 
And this is exactly what 

Gumbi did. Today she practices 
law as an advocate in the 
Pretoria Bar (Supreme Court). 
She is a member of the Black 
Lawyers Association (BLA> 
and is the Executive Director of 
its Legal Education Centre. 
Gumbi also serves on the 
Turlloop University Council 
and the Legal Working Group 
of the Women's National 
Coalition, is the director of the 
Women's Development Bank 
and secretary of Constitutional 
Affairs for the Azanian Peoples 
Organisation (Azapo). 

he finds it hard talking 
^ ^ ^ about herself. "If some-
^ ^ one asked me to 
describe myself. I would not 
know what to say. I've never 
been one to talk about myself." 

"I work too hard. My col
leagues think I drive them too 
hard. My family says it bothers 
them thai I'm not there most of 
the time." 

Gumbi is married and has 
two children, an eight-year-old 
son and a five-year-old daugh
ter. Her husband is a student at 
the University of Cape Town. 

When she cannot be there 
for her children, she does not 
have to worry. "My helper lives 
with us full-time." she said. 

So. how hard does she 
work? "I usually gel to the 
office at nine. First I do some 
administrative things which 
usually have to do with money. 
Then I go through a lot of let
ters, faxes and my diary. After 
that I see clients. This is usual
ly followed by a meeting. I 
usually have meetings at lunch 
lime and in the evening." 

This is only her work 
timetable at the BLA. It does 

Gumbi introducing ANC president Nelson Mandela at an 
event to mark the Black Lawyers Association's 

tenth anniversary 

not include her work in Azapo 
and other organisations. 

"It is very difficult. Having 
two other lawyers in Azapo has 
really been of a great help to 
me because they do most of the 
legal work. I only come in 
when it is necessary." 

But Gumbi's numerous 
commitments mean she is 
under constant pressure. "Most 
of the time I feel as if I'm 
cheating on everything. I'm not 
doing things properly because I 
have so many things to do." 

For Gumbi, working in the 
BLA is a rewarding experi
ence: "Our projects are aimed 
at helping and developing 
black people who have come 
into the law profession, such as 
providing bursaries to law stu
dents." 

For her. developing black 
lawyers is important. "If we 
are really going to build a soci
ety that has some respect for 
the law. then the role of law
yers is going to be important." 

Beina a member of both the 
BLA and Azapo can be diffi
cult. The BLA does not sup
port any political organisation 
and Gumbi is sometimes 
forced to put her political 
views aside. 

'The BLA is taking part in 
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voter education programmes 
while Azapo is not involved in 
the negotiations and the voting 
process. But, as a BLA mem
ber. I have to get involved in 
voter education, even if my 
organisation is not going to 
take pan in the elections." 

Gumbi explained how she 
deals with this situation: 
"When I'm invited to speak at 
a conference. I make it clear to 
the audience on behalf of 
which organisation I am speak-
ing." 

G umbi says her firm 
belief in Black 
Consciousness (BC) 

has made her the person she is 
today. "It's about who I am and 
how I sec people and the 
world. It's a belief that, as a 
black person, you are equal to 
anybody." 

Does the BC view of equal
ity include women? "I think it 
does. In Azapo we have 
pushed for the participation of 
women and have had a woman 
as president of our organisa
tion." 

But the battle against sex
ism is not yet won. even in 
Azapo. "Azapo men think they 
overcame sexism a long time 
ago. I do not think they went 
all the way. When you look at 



Gumbi with fellow Azapo members, Dumisa Ntsebeza ( left) 
and Wil l ie Seriti {r ight) 

Gumbi: *"You need to 
tel l people what sexism means. You need to 
explain what sexist behaviour is and ta lk about sexism in 
such a way that ordinary people can understand." 

You need to explain what sex-
isi behaviour is and talk about 
sexism in such a way that 

their private lives, you actually 
see how badly some ot'lhem 
treat their partners." 

She believes the understand
ing and practice of equality can 
only be won through 'people's 
education': "You need to tell 
people what sexism means. 

ordinary people wil l under
stand. Talk to people in their 
own language and use situa
tions in their homes as exam
ples." 
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Gumbi gave an example to 
show the importance of lan
guage when organising 
women. "Not loo long ago, we 
had a meeting of black women 
from all over the country. I was 
acting as the Tswana translator 
while others translated in Pedi. 
Xhosa. Zulu and so on. The 
women at the meeting who 
spoke in their own language 
explained what they thought 
the way forward for Azapo 
was. I was shocked to find that 
for so long we thought that we 
spoke for them, when they 
could easily speak for them
selves. 

u T he minute you 
speak in English, 
you have lost 70 

percent of black women, and 
for a long time many of us 
have done that. 

" In speaking for them
selves, women say what they 
want. 

"Most people say women 
want to get out of the kitchen, 
but 1 think what women really 
want is to have choices. A 
choice 10 go out and work and 
to have the support of society 
or the choice to remain at 
home. That is the bottom line." 
said Gumbi. 

"It is not wrong for women 
lo support their liberation 
movement while at the same 
time pushing separately for 
gender equality. 

"By doing this, women are 
saying they want to be part of 
the whole society." she argued. 

Her message is strong and 
clear: "Men. just like white 
people, must make a clear 
commitment to take women as 
full partners. Full partners in 
the economic, social and cul
tural... in all areas of l i fe." O 
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