
THE HIDDEN SCRIPT 
Queering the narrative, allow for the observation of the “diseased” (invasion or 
infection) part of the narrative of the original script. 

Men from rural / poor communities find employment in mines, construction sites or 
other formal employment. The employment causes migration to places of work, 
leaving families behind. 

It is also found that when the women are left to fend for themselves, they become 
accustomed  to their new roles. Once the men return the women are no longer 
ascribing and following the prescribed script (Kalabamu, 2005). Men feel they lose 
they place in the family when they are away to work (Malherbe, 2015). 

The outcome of not having a father as well as witnessing aggression practiced 
towards women by male role models changes the mindset and formal father figure 
image in the child’s eye (Malherbe, 2015; Freeks, 2017). For many, gender based 
violence has become normalised in the household and hostile sexism is viewed as 
an “accepted” policing system for men keep women in their ‘place’. 

The hidden script has ability to infiltrate and contaminate the family and household 
unit. Thus the “disease” may be related to the absent men and fatherhood as well 
as how it changes the future of families and the children’s’ socialisation. 

CONCLUSION
Using the four lenses provided by Gibson-Graham (1996) to unpack THE SCRIPT followed by women in 
the context of the sub-Saharan built environment and household, the progression to becoming the 
subject, then informing and rewriting identity and then finally queering of gender norms, has provided 
insight as to how sub-Sahara African women fare in the challenging gender norms. 

The intersection of the NARRATIVE of the two scenarios (household and built environment) allowed the 
research to focus on the finding cases that explored the gender norms and roles prescribed by 
society. It was found that the sexism displayed towards the women originates from prescribed gender 
roles due to gendered structural socialisation. 

Environmental adversity, economic and labour conditions forced the women in the various cases to 
look outside of the original narrative and script so that they can inform and change the outcomes, 
often to the betterment of themselves, their families and communities. 

THE HIDDEN SCRIPT addresses the negative outcome of the absence of men in households and 
communities as well as the perceived challenge to men’s masculinity as they aggressively grapple 
with their loss of standing/role in their community and family bringing into question their assumed, 
socially expected dominance over women (Malherbe, 2015). 

Even where women have managed to step outside of their prescribed gender roles and managed to 
rewrite their identity often outperforming the expectations of society, the set outcome of the narrative 
is still similar.  The narrative inscribes and reaffirms gender norms of feminised labour requiring women 
to retain their role in the household, in spite of additional masculine roles taken on.

The cases showed that there are further aspects to explore gender norm practices in sub-Saharan 
Africa…

By using the lens of fluidity it illustrates that adversity is a driver for a better outcome 
women that helps them find and exercise their autonomy by ‘doing it themselves’ and 
rewriting their own narratives.  

Philiswa Fadana had an unfortunate car accident that left her with some disabilities. This 
led her being medically boarded from her employment as a banker. After the accident 
and loss of employment Fadana was ready to start following her passion of farming. She 
was awarded land through the 2011 land reform act and she pursued one of her dreams 
and passions, namely farming. 

Together with her husband, their Woodberry farm officially started producing meat in 
2012 and opened butcheries in nearby towns.  She won two awards and used her prize 
money to open an abattoir on the farm.

Fadana believes her success can inspire and help other young women to farm and start 
their own businesses. Adversity (disability) comes through as driver to challenge and 
queer socialised gender roles and tasks. 

Philiswa Fadana, proudly holding her 
produce up. Photo courtesy : Siya Miti

The Victoria Mxenge Savings Scheme women from Khayelitsha challenged their prescribed 
identity when they migrated from the Eastern-Cape to Khayelitsha. The move was for economic 
purposes. Instead of staying behind in the rural communities, they opted to seek out more 
lucrative opportunities for their families in an urban environment.

In Khayelitsha they experienced great adversity when they lost their homes a few times in shack 
fires. They created their own “stokvel” ( a type of community saving scheme) with the intention to 
build houses and called it the Victoria Mxenge Savings Scheme (Davis, 2015). The scheme 
required that they saved money every day.

The community was dismissive of the women’s plan, yet the group of women grew in number and 
they managed to lobby and receive donated land from a religious entity in Philippi. 

The women researched and managed their own home building endeavors which included 
getting advice from an architect who helped them design and cost their homes. 

In 1996, they were able to build their first home and since then they have built approximately 5000 
homes. The women observed how others built with cement bricks and followed suit.

The women involved rejected their initial circumstances and looked for other outcomes. In order 
to change the outcome the women inadvertently rewrote their identity.  

They also changed gender roles for the better for themselves. The women claim that their 
husbands and male partners are less likely to leave them or “kick them out” out of the homes they 
built themselves. This provides the women with more personal power in the household. 

Seven Fountains Primary school, Shayamoya near township in Kokstad, Kwa-Zulu Natal  
using traditional and sustainable building methods for the community illustrates the script 
of how women ‘becoming the subject’ looks like in the built environment. 
The project had many different components that utilised various different building 
methods that included adobe bricks (sunbaked bricks), clay/lime plaster and a thatch 
roof. 
Many workshops and skills training for the local community were conducted. Majority of 
construction workers who were recruited to help build the school and participated by the 
making of the sunbaked bricks, laying bricks and plastering them, were women and 
mothers of the children (Horn, 2007). Most of the labour duties performed by the women 
were both physical and new but not seen as laborious or impossible. 
When comparing a woman carrying a 25kg water canister from a water source to her 
home to the physical activities that have to be performed with precision on a 
construction site, both require similar physical strength. 
The image that women are weak(er) is inadvertently challenged by women building the 
school. The women have thus become the subject.
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INTRODUCTION
The set narrative gender norms and roles in the: household vs. built environment. On the outside looking in: 
women in rural and urban areas challenge these norms. 

Research questions: 

• Why is this not acknowledged and the general narrative?

• What are the drivers behind women acting outside of their prescribed roles resulting in the phenomena of 
them building their own homes?

By using the Gibson-Graham (1996) approach to multiplicity where they employ the analogy of the “rape 
script and narrative” of Sharon Marcus in relation to globalization, modern feminist theories can be 
interrogated and compared. 

“Script “ as used in the context Marcus’ contention refers to prescribed text and grammar signals/signs that 
forms a narrative with a start, middle and end. 

OBJECTIVES
Using Gibson-Graham’s outlined of the four identified  key aspects regarding gender roles and their 
outcomes in modern society as a lens to look at the intersections of gender norms and the scripts which 
narrates the productive (built environment) and reproductive (the household) labour divisions in society. The 
four aspect are:

1. understanding the prescribed narrative: the script 
2. becoming subject/unbecoming victim 
3. inscribing identity /rewrite the identity
4. universalizing (queering) of gender norms. 

THE METHODOLOGY used was that of a theoretical review of case studies published by various 
authors and extents to sub-Saharan African women and only focused on rural and urban black women 
building beyond their household duties.

UNIVERSALIZING GENDER NORMS4

Overview of women’s duties in rural 
communities 
Photo courtesy : Reuters 

Women collecting water: facilitation 
and management  
Photo by : Benny Marty 

Rural agricultural 
development, female 
subsistent farming 
Photo by: Albert Pule 

THE PRESCRIBED SCRIPT1 BECOMING SUBJECT2 INSCRIBING IDENTITY3

SCRIPT OUTCOMES
Subject 

male

Dominant male and invisible female

Object

WOMEN MAKING ADOBE BRICKS: stepping into the role of nurturer and pillar in society 
to assist building local school

Women taking ownership of community building: making sun baked bricks, Shayamoya near township 
in Kokstad, Kwa-Zulu Natal. Photo courtesy : A Horn 

Women collective building their own homes  (Davis.2015)                               
Photo courtesy : Salma Ismail   

2nd shift Duties

Gendered 
grammar: 

Dominant sex
Physically stronger
Emotionally strong

Hard worker
Protector

Gendered 
grammar: 
Weaker sex
Emotional
Vulnerable
Distracting
To be 
protected 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT SCRIPT

Masculine built environment  
duties:
• Physical labour
• Management
• Site work

Feminized built environment 
duties:
• Light labour
• Administrative
• Desk work

Societal role: 
head  (household/family)

Household position: 
leading the family, being 

the main provider

Societal role: 
nurturer (household/family)

Household position: 
Serving to the household’s        
needs HOUSEHOLD SCRIPT

Masculine household 
duties:
• Financial provider
• Protector

Feminized household duties:
• Water collection
• Child care
• Cooking 
• Small subsistent farming 

PRESUPPOSED DEFINED GENDER ROLES

UNBECOMING VICTIM: 
extending feminized labour to 

fulfill duties

Outcome 

Men are fulfilling their 
duties by accepting 
work and becoming 

financial provider

Women are pitching 
up and fulfiling their 
assigned duties

Women standing 
together to ensure a 
different outcome

WOMEN ON THE CONSTRUCTION SITE: the women disregarded their traditional roles and 
participate in physical and mental labour duties to build their own homes.

Woman 
embracing 
adversity and 
following her 
dreams

Absent subject 

Outcome 

Subjects

Challenging gender 
roles and changing 
internal dialogue

Subject

female

Women 
collective 
facing scrutiny
From society yet 
persisted.

The women intended to 
change their outcome yet 
subsequently rewrote their 
identities and provided an 
opportunity for the men to 
change theirs.

In the men’s absence, the 
household is then run by the 
women adding burden by 
adopting both prescribed 
masculine and feminine 
roles. 

The consequences of 
male absence is that 
children are raised 
without a healthy 
father figure

Consensual dialoged brings equality in 
the household duties as well as the 
work place

Object

2nd shift DutiesWOMAN AT HER FARM: Philiswa displaying her set-up and equipment .


