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What are You?
My child has been asked this question in the 9 years of his life more than any other child I know.
He has struggled his way to finding the answer that suits him for now. Today I am the proud
mother of a transgender boy, who knew by the time he was three that he did not fit into any of
the gender boxes available to him. He played with dolls, fought like the Avatar, danced like
Michael Jackson and strutted on imagined catwalks with outrageous outfits, openly defying
common concepts of pretty or handsome.
But unfortunately for my child, gender identity in our society is still mostly defined for us from
birth by the culture we grow up in according to the genitals we are born with. Growing up we
learn to perform our assigned gender role, modelled to us by our mothers or fathers, our friends
and the celebrities we most want to be like.
You probably all remember at least one moment, as a young child or teenager, when you felt
shamed or somewhat lacking for being .... just you. Maybe you were, like me, a girl who preferred
wearing men’s shirts and fight boys instead of waiting in the garden shed to be rescued by a
prince. Maybe you were told big boys don’t cry or pink is for girls. Maybe you don’t remember any
of this, but today you still have a pretty clear understanding of what is expected of you as a man
or a woman.
This understanding of our male and female roles is mostly influenced by the binary Western
gender system. In many pre-colonial cultures throughout the world gender identity was a not

predetermined by biology but regarded as a spiritual journey, with more than two possible
outcomes.
In recent years as more and more young people openly reject stereotypical gender roles our
western approach to gender has started to shift once again from something that we are to
something that we do on a wide spectrum of possibilities: People who reject any fixed gender
roles and may see themselves as both or a blend of male and female, identify as gender queer;
gender fluid people feel that neither male or female describes them accurately on any given day
as they might feel more female in one moment or situation and more male in others; transgender people’s identity commonly does not correspond with their biological gender markers;
and even cis-gender people, whose personal gender identity corresponds with their “birth-sex”,
can at different times in their lives or even in different situations feel more “male” or “female”.
(And none of this has anything to do with people’s sexual orientation – which is another column
for another day.)
We all exist on a widening and shifting spectrum of gender identity, and as children we still love
to experiment, before we are taught to suppress all those wonderfully weird parts that don’t
seem to fit any of the boxes. And to learn from our non-confirming children and experiment a
little more with how we express who we truly are while staying curious and open hearted about
“the other” may even help us grow individually and as a community of humans.
Martina Dahlmanns
Questions about gender identity, orientation and expression are increasingly being explored in
our school and broader community. What questions do you have? The Diversity Group invites you
to join us for an interactive presentation on Gender by Sharon Cox from the Triangle Project next
Thursday 17th August at 7.30pm in the school hall. Join us!
To our growing consciousness. Love – the Diversity Group
Send us your thoughts, to michaeloakdiversity@gmail.com
This is an opinion column. Views expressed here are of the individual/s who wrote the article
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The Language that our Children hear
In my home I try to teach my child about accepting and celebrating diversity in others and I
encourage him to make friends with kids who are different to him. I also try to use language that
will help him know that whoever he is or becomes and whoever he will love, it’s OK. For example,
I might say “One day if you get married and you have a wife or a husband….” I am hoping of
course that this message is sinking in so that he learns to appreciate that there is a range of
relationships that people have and also that he could find himself anywhere on that spectrum
and it’s allowed and normal. However I’m concerned that a subtle but more predominant
message he’s getting from society around him is that anything other than heterosexuality is not
really OK.
I went to buy a new bed this weekend, and the salesman said “This bed is really comfortable.
This new technology means that you will not be disturbed when your husband moves.” His

comment left no room for the possibility that I may have a female partner and even less for no
current partner at all! It got me thinking about the language that our children are hearing
around them, in restaurants, in shops, in the homes of friends or family, on movies, that
contribute to forming deep beliefs about what types of behaviour and relationships are really
acceptable. This time I happened to notice the value-judgment that the salesperson made, but I
suspect that comments like these are being said so often around me that I don’t even notice
sometimes. And yet it will have an impact on how my child sees our world and himself in it.
I cannot change what other people think or what they say, but from now on I will try to look out
for comments like these, and then make a point of commenting on it to my child later. “Did you
notice how that salesman just assumed that I had a husband? I wonder why it didn’t occur to him
that I might have a girlfriend or a wife? Or that I might be single?”. In this way I’m hoping that
my child might see comments like this as a blind spot on behalf of the salesman, rather than
absorb it as a lesson on what society deems to be “normal”.
Any ideas or thoughts on this? Please email the Diversity Group at the address below.
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Malawi Bawo
One can feel quite despondent about the times and place we live in, with daily stories of
aggression and violence, but there are also seemingly small moments that are enriching and
positive which carry us forward. Here is a story of one of those experiences for me:
At work we have a Malawian gardener, called Faduwick*, affectionately known as Fadu. Many
times we would have lunch with him under our guava tree. One such occasion Adrian jumped up
exclaiming, “Fadu, I have a present for you from the auction!” He appeared a few minutes later
with a compact little wooden game that folded together and had the word “Bawo” carved on the
front. Bawo, or Bao, derived from Swahili simply means ‘game’, and is one of the Mancala games
played in many parts of Africa. A number of varieties and levels are played and in some places
there are large and exciting contests and masters of the game are held in high respect.
Fadu, of course, was delighted with the set and I
immediately asked him to teach me how to play. There
were no beans, which would have been traditionally
used, so we picked up tiny pebbles from the ground
and so the lesson began, starting with 2 little pebbles in
each carved hole.
There was one stumbling block, however as Fadu’s
English is limited and my two words of Chichewa (Muli
bwanji?) were not quite going to see me through as Bawo champion! So I remained utterly
confused regardless of his patience, but fortunately google is a good friend of mine and after
researching many confusing explanations of the rules of the games I finally stumbled upon a
brilliant person who had created a Bawo computer game! (Shhh don’t tell the Waldorf teachers!)
I thus played against the computer until I got the gist of it and now lunchtime on Wednesday has
become Bawo day! (I never did tell Fadu how I really learned!)

I had never considered that playing a game could be so powerful in rising above cultural and
language differences; we have laughed and teased each other through every game, whilst he has
patiently set me straight on every silly move I made. Furthermore bawo, as a counting game, has
given me insight into Faduwick’s keen mathematical brain that is always 3 steps ahead of mine.
Something I would never have discovered whilst talking about the vegetable garden or the
compost! Which leaves me thinking about how many other indigenous systems of teaching are
unknown to us who are absorbed in Western ways of doing things.
In the last few weeks, as Faduwick has been preparing to return to Malawi for a few months he
asked if he could take the Bawo game with him.
“Will you bring it back?” I asked.
“No,” he said.
Oh well, I remembered that it was a gift for him after all and I had received many a gift in return
and so on Wednesday last week, I wished him well as he set off delighted with his compact little
carved bawo set, both returning to where they came from. I did feel sad, but Fadu will return and
I’m sure I can twist the arm of some Waldorf child to make us another beautiful Bawo game….
Sandy Mitchell
*I did try and find out the correct spelling of his name, but the language barrier prevented this,
so apologies to any Chichewa speakers!
See : www.bawogame.com/online.html
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Mandela Day
WHAT IS MANDELA DAY?
“What counts in life is not the mere fact that we have lived. It is what difference we have
made to the lives of others that will determine the significance of the life we lead.” – Nelson
Mandela
Nelson Mandela International Day commemorates the lifetime of service Nelson Mandela gave to
South Africa and the world. It was launched on his birthday, 18 July, in 2009 via a unanimous
decision by the UN General Assembly.
“It is in your hands to make of the world a better place,” he said a year earlier, calling on the
younger generation to take up this task.
Mandela Day calls on us all, every day, to make the world a better place. Each year on 18 July we
look back on what has been done, and forward to what will be done.
Making every day a Mandela Day celebrates Madiba’s life and legacy in a sustainable way that will
bring about enduring change.

TAKE ACTION.
INSPIRE CHANGE
MAKE EVERY DAY A MANDELA DAY.
THE MESSAGE
Nelson Mandela followed three rules throughout his life, which he did at great personal sacrifice:
, earlier ones FREE YOURSELF
FREE OTHERS
SERVE EVERY DAY
The message behind Mandela Day is simple – everyone has the ability and the responsibility to
change the world for the better.
If each one of us heeds the call to simply do something good every day, we can live Nelson
Mandela’s legacy and help build the country of our dreams.
The baton of leadership has been handed over to us. It is in our hands now to make a positive
difference.
https://www.mandeladay.com/
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A while back we as the Diversity Group had a discussion around how the staff at school, both
teachers and ground staff, would like to be addressed by both us (parents) and the children. This
resulted in the research and the list published in the Leaflet a few weeks ago. This then struck a
thought in me that culture and race has influenced language to sometimes unconsciously not
afford respect to others. I went to research some material around the subject of culture,
language and diversity, and came across this YouTube clip of a brilliant speech by Lovelyn
Nwadeyi given at the University of Stellenbosch. Below is an extract:
“Most South Africans are raised to refer to someone older than them with some sort of a
prefix -- in Xhosa you refer to an older woman as uMama and an older man uTata, and uSisi
and uBhuti would be used to address a younger woman and a younger man. These words
respectively would be Mother, Father, Sister and Brother with my English friends. I would
refer to their Moms and Dads as Aunt so-and-so and Uncle so-and-so if we have a close
relationship. In the event that I wasn’t informal with their parents, I would call them Mrs
and Mr so-and-so.
When I started learning Afrikaans I was told that someone older than you or not related
was then referred to as Meneer in the case of a Man, and Oom could be used in the event
that you had a less formal relationship with the person in question. Mevrou and Juffrou
correspond to the English term Mrs and Miss that we use for Women, and for a less formal
relationship one could refer to the elderly woman as Tannie. But what you never did in

Afrikaans was to use the term “Jy”. The informal term corresponds to "You" for an elder
stranger or for your parents. Using “Jy” in Afrikaans for an elderly person or someone you
did not yet know well was considered disrespectful. “Jy” was only used amongst equals,
amongst friends, family and colleagues who had special understanding with each other. “U”
was the more adequate term to indicate respect, mostly used in formal settings and when
referring to God, otherwise the proper pronouns Mama, Papa, Mevrou, Juffrou and Meneer
would suffice.
And so you could imagine the difficulty I would find myself in when I started visiting the
homes of some of my white friends during school and even in the University. The setup was
as follows:- the domestic worker in the house was old enough to be my mother or even my
grandmother and I would come into the house and greet her “Molo Mama”, because that
was how I was raised. My friend would greet her “hello Florence / Priscilla / Cynthia” -essentially they were on first name terms. In requests for a domestic worker to bring
something or make lunch it was always the pronoun “Jy”. It became awkward at this stage
for me to see someone who looks like me and was three or four times my senior not being
referred to with the same respect that my friends would otherwise afford to another
individual of the same age group if they were not a maid or person of colour.
It began to dawn on me that I was taught to speak a foreign language with respect for its
speakers but that respect was never to be extended to a person that looked like me. We
could only be “Jy”, and so here you can see this as a small example of the ways that we use
language to exercise power over others….
The fact that we don’t afford others the respect that our own language teaches us to do,
shows me that where we find the opportunity, we'll use language to exercise power over
other people. Ladies and gentlemen, our country is in big trouble. And Stellenbosch is in big
trouble. Not because of the traditional "swart gevaar" or because of the cancer of English.
We're in trouble because we need to address complex problems and we're in need of a
whole new level of audacity and courage to address the ghosts of our ugly past.
As I’m standing before this convocation I realise that there might be people who would feel
that I am anti-white or racist or that I’m making as if I have all the answers for South Africa's
problems. But I ask that you please listen carefully to what I have to say. For those of us
who truly believe that my thoughts and perspectives are an attack against Afrikaans and
white South Africans, I want to make it clear that I have no intention to stand against any
race group or language group. What I do believe is that we always need to be honest with
each other and have these conversations about our country, our universities, and the
direction of the future we want to head towards. I'm sure the "cow in the bush" which
professor Breytenbach is going to address, is indeed this issue of language. The thing about
language and how we use it, is that it's never neutral, especially in the context of
Stellenbosch and South Africa. Language is just as personal as it is political. For me it's very
important to admit that Stellenbosch is a South African university. It belongs to all South
Africans, not just to one group.”
Lovelyn Nwadeyi. Courage, Compassion and Complexity: Reflections on the new Matieland
and South Africa.

I urge you to watch the full speech: www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqaZVH7cUJo
In closing I would like to reflect the words from the freedom charter - South Africa and its wealth
belongs to all regardless of colour, sex or creed.

Siphetho Hendricks.

