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The plight of SA women

of the registered prolessional engi-
nears.in South Africa only 238 are
women, whereas 15534 are men. To
elucidate the factors that attract.or
repel women from pursting engineesr-

ing careers, Leon Liebenberg, 2 senior
lecturer in mechanical engineering at
the Hand Afrikaans University,
interviewed a few female enginesring
role modais

engineenng grdints annually, ot which only

B e female Firthermiee, nicst winben who
fined thetr way into engingsnng do not thiive profes-
siomeitlly, aind many kave the: Wﬂf‘mm

e of the few who have nade it 1o the top manks
o the profession b Allyson Lawless. She nndz Her
riiark in histoey when <he becme the fist female
president oF the South African Instinte of Civil
Enpipeers; whick hos 7 300 members.

Laiwlits ey Tams h:rﬂvm Engineering mm]:llu:l]r'.
speciatising in the production of mfrastnacire-
development softwin!

e through univensty s intean industral
ERVITTIMENT, tany Worsn engineens rpar that
technivil compstines aned congeniality alone are
madeguate forsurvival, e alone suvess” commenls
Lawless,

“Tn fuct, vigitunte, bulldog determinating, and ferce
independence are necessary defences agninst sublimi-
nal messages ol infencrity, indifterence and softion
thit are offten sept fom olleagoes and hosses,

“This unfair retmen| Clses many wiomen o
djuietly beave the profession.”

Her staerments are coroborsed by research find-
ingsaf the Institute of Electrical and Electmonic
Enginters (IEEE] in the LS.

11 was aleo found that the Jow-percentize of
WOITE BNoineers i nof unigue o Sonth Afnea —in

Smﬂmﬁi::un univirsities deliver aiimost 1 800

Allyson Lawless

(e 1S, L bty 8,55 O all chibineers e wiimen,
whisrens: in Jipart it is 2045 and 22% in Frunce.

Lawlass explains that people still do notexpect 1o
IEEL Wl EnEneers,

Men, especially, are soeptical shout women engi
neers: “There soems o be this powertul assumpsion
that engineenng stmply 0t & feld thar gonld o
alviuld wrtraet any shmifieunt mumbers of worien,”

Wendy Richards agrees willy this statement. She
s meanaging direcior of LaserM, i comping which
bas won sever design excellence awards, includipg
thie prestigions State President’s awand (o expon
achievement, '

T recently had to deliver i techmeal paper ot a
conference in the LS.

“Upan presenting myself wo the sessinn chairmuin,
b exquired whether | was the el bgen!

“Pedple worldwide don’t expect to meet saccessiul
female engineers”, savs Richarls, Her danghter,
Karen. = nwrketing dinecior of Laser,

Thee wlass ceiling 15 aiso still prevalent in ehgineer-
ingz and other high-tech finms,

Itis et thaid the poal of technically-trdned Women
ta birimg b0 the: top mamks of manigement 15 st

In'the TS, less than ore in len ediifiders iS4
worrin (e i 75 i Soutle Africa), Even s, far less
tham 10 of the chief execitive officers or echical
dineciiors in high-tech US fim i wimen,

The Tack of caréer advanseiment remiaing @i issue
of Ereat CONCent I WOmen enpineers

In Euroge, oftly & estimated 30% of worien engi-
neers bevime manbpers and 2% reach the positian
af chiefengineer o coimpaily direetor.

RAL Depanment of Electrical and Elecoronic
Engineering acting bead Prof Beatrice Lacquet s3vs
thist, foF some women, crimeprensirship moy be 1
rewiirding alismatsve L cagineering.

South Africa
Average or peer group®

Italy
Egypt
Australia
Canada
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us

“Miuny of the things tat enpinecrs dowell soch s
plarning, tinking fogicelly. and creating innovative
selutions to problems. are trnsferable skills much &
demund by the rest of society,” she comments.

Thus, if 2 good coginees “decides 10 change liis or
her caresr; it s refamvely easy 1o find an opporuniy
elsewhere, often i s completely, O apgirently, une-
it Fiechel. "

Muthematics and sciencs ane pretequisites for angr
rizering studies a1 uniyersity,

It Soasth Al girls mitch or excosd boys” .Lhm*cv
rienis in reihieratics and science consistently, s men-
sitredd b cdtirse final merks amd by: Tptiuuir.- lests Why
st then; thatso few girs opt for enmneening studics?

Ll slitess ﬂm sithanlchildnen do not n:utl'-
ko what engibeerng is,

Alis, few girls are encouriged hy high-school
teschiers [0 go inm engimesnng, says Lawdes:

“Fortiitely, there dne seyenl succsiSiul nteryen
tiom prramimes thugl vintos engineering sock-
el nid InEHNORS 10 EncourEes Vung Wormen (o
ke tithematics and soience af school, and 1o coa-
gider enginesring as o cacer”

Another discoumiging [oree is thal fewer girls i
bovs ever il o thear parents aboul scieoce dod lechie
nojogy Issues:

1t is s riadnly Boys who EFIJH!.T taking things
apart pnd pufting them back toosther deaim,

Liscqjiiet advises that an auquin':ug mind &5 crictal
for c‘ngmm:ﬁnb stuifies; however; some stdents stuely
eigneering for it the apposile feasan: they ae
challgnged by their fear of machinery, or for taking
thimgs At

Laeguet is highly mated worldwicde, and has
erijoyed fetires ot the prestimions Massachudsens
[stitute of Technolomy (WIT) and ar the Usniversity
oFAlberL: )
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Beatrice Lacquet and students

Piirents hnve been foumd to disconmege women
enlerme whal 15 malinonally men's professionl
camer termiton

MNevertheless: ioday there 1no crocial mass of
wimen stbdying engrineenng, s0 they no longer need
io feel like pioneers.

"1 was the only wornsin civil engineering stadent
at the Uiniversity of Nal in 1973.7 says Lawless.

T Fourdd rvysedf atthe imercy of 250 male students,
whir unjaitvingly ook the mickey, and without a
sertse Of humaur [ would ot have susvived.”

L3f the women whio are either practising engineers
(4 are siudying engineering at university. the majorty
have a/fither or hrother who s an engineer.

Ancther problem is that child-reaning is7sll soen'as
primurly the womsan's responsbiliy, The majpnry of
femstle emmneers dre mimied o eninneen, 5o they e
in fwircaeer families

But the majonty of make engmeers are married 1o
women wio ne not carcer-onentuted, such as sales
ilssistants or secretanes: S0, for women engineers, the
Farmily snd the children hecome & drag on their
Carvers.

Althongn Lawless reports that she bes been
harassed Countless fimes in bl career she 15 not
intinifsted by such gotions,

“By nol being mmidated, the perpemions them-
seves becomme intmmidated o ernbyrmssed and grve
up,” she reckons

Thee peaermalisic attifede oF some male manigers
in: theé énjrincering industoy is ilusisued by their el
Ereme 10 wommen eo-wirkers us ‘girs!,

A study, condugted by the University of Cape
Tivw, [ound thad this desigrating practiee is ofien
psed i andustry e rermind 2 woman of here subomd-
nae ploce” _

Lhiwless s of the opininn that the enginserng
profession b prbdressad remendously in gender
efilightenment. Howsver, she caufions 1t i com-
plete socinl ransformataon will ke time.

(e chnnod nstantly change e attitiade or behay-
fiontir of drsdrvicuad rem who lave grown upon d differ-
ent e,

Yo hove to faugh e some of the actions, but
repart those thit beomme disturhing or e illegal”

South African labour policies hive contributed o
the ransformation of many compenies o femnle
friendly emvironments.

Lisoking at the imase of engineering. the low

“one should always surround

oneself with people pursuing
similar goals and who are pas-
sionate about attaining those
goals.
“Be honest; don’t be submis-
sive; never abuse your woman-
hood to further your engineering
goals; be conservative, but be
yourself,

“Youi need not be a feminist ta

suceeed a5 @ woman |0 engineering; also, don‘t

number of women in this field s, 0
prt, tiedd 1o 1he public image of engs-
niesers, I revealed by popular televi-
siofeshows. Lawyers have Ally
McBewl (and Jet 1 not forget LA
Lo, doctars have ER and Chicago
Hepe,ind urchitects currently have the

soapy Ade Laan, e o .
Al peet specil restent or privileges becanse you're
These pruimmm] people are porrayed | e e i akied profession.”
Be.peg hiphly. skilled and caming high Hut, 1o produce more engineers, a better ground-
salaries.

ing in mathematics and science for all eitizens is not
only a muatter of making gocd o the South African
promise of equal Gpportumity.

It 3s & pragmatic necessity if Soath Afncais to
become economiclly competitive on'a global scale,
says Lacuet

In the era of a global technology-based economy,
education is the country’s most important ditermm-
nani regarding ifs competitiveness.

In the epd, people are the ultimate asset in global
competition.

But zin important further step will be to extend ifie
pool frarn which engineers are recruited by bringing
in more women, more racial minorities and more of
those who have not participated due to economic,
secial and educational disadvantages.

Engineers hiave no equivalent i@ these
Iighly suczessiil and influential elevision
shbws,

Furthermore, liitle media anention is
given fo engineening achievements, thereby denying
the profession and individual engineers fhe respect
thisy deserya,

The image of enginsering is limited to ecological
crises, to global warming, to pollution, and fo the
evils ol iaidem technological suciety; and $0 young
peuple shy dwiy, especially in Enrope, where the cit-
izens are partculerly ecosensitive:

The yputh there perosive engineenng a5 the canse
of the trouble mther thin the safotion.

A significant discouraging force rernains the fact
fHal S e e fmak_: e R ERgineenne. Lawless, whose Infrastructure<levelopmen soft-

; The imoge af't:he ERITECCE O (> with the ware has been used in large projects acress the world
tmage of figures in Western society that teenagers | —an airport in Grenara, ten néw sports stadiums i
consider hieroes. \ ; Botswana, & H6-km-smaich of freemuy in

Young people do net see glameur and immediale Ethiopia, most of the wil-mads in South
sekial benefit in real enginecring. Africa, ming headgear, and kilometet

Talking about hormotes i ilellect, memand of conveyors — is pasitive ahaut the
women differan the way that they solve intellectunt fusture of engineering in South
problems, Alffrici.

Gender differences in problem solving have been She enthuses abat the role ol
steidlied systeratically in adults in liborstony sif- spirant and practising women
Bl s S et s

4 recent special repost by Seiemsific Amerionn :;i;f?:c X::i .::; [::-_u“:mljngl;l:;‘?ﬂ. IL
shdyws thaty 00 averige, men pﬂfhﬂ'ﬂ Il':l:r'tl‘.'-l' them l.h.ﬂ \;.l']'llll'.'h is Eﬁili -mm'tng"
winmier at centain spatial fasks. They ilso ontperform 7
wirren in mathematical reasiaing. itcasdiiibestilive oo bk stetinn

“Wiomin, on average, excel on fesss thit measune
rectl] Gfwiords, They tlso tend i be hetier than
imies i performming precis: manial ks, Women
s senee Tugher on mothematical calculation
155,

Wiy and Karen believe that women bring
spechl qualines to the pragiice of enginsering,
including perceplivensss, carng and relitiogship
buailding.

“Wirrren Tend 1o lave bood persinil skills of -
operation and comniunication,” sivs Kare,

“We alse tend & be better lisfEners and e betwr
al thinking of the little things.™

While: ene proeds mathemdtics sl seenc o
stuly enginieening, the profiession i prininly aliu
piobiem-salving in real-workd sitations, hey say,

“T'o be successful in engineering, vour required
pecple skills and creative problem-solving skills far
vapwiizh the need to deal with the hand séences.”
expluns Wendy. “This makes enginesring fun ansd
hughly chiellenging™

LifEcuist dcdvises that, as & wimah engiieer,

-
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