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HJ'I'RODUCTION 

"Strijdom, you have tampered with the 
women: you have struck a rock" 

- Women's protest song (1956) 

In the history of opposition to white supremacist rule in 

South Africa, the 1950 1 5 stand out as a period of intensive 

legal resistvnce by black political bodies on an unpr~cedented 

mass scale. Undoubtedly, for all its weaknesses and diff~-

culties, the Congress Alliance, with the African National. 

Congress its senior partner, was the major source of oppo--

sition f~ced by the apartheid st~te in this period. More 

than is generally realised, however, the 1950's were also 

a decade of !nass political action by black women in South 

Africa, that section of the population which a 1956 pamphlet 

aptly described as "the most oppressed, suffering and down­

trodden of our people 111 • At the centre cf this outburst 

lay the Federation of South African Women (FSAW), an organi­

sation that was linked to the Congress Alliance. 

It is the history of .this organisation that forms the sllbject 

matter of this thesis. Little historical work has been 

done on women in South Africa, politically or otherwise: 

for this reason, the scope of this study is broad and, in 

addition to material on the history and make-up of the FSAW 

itsel;f, several chapters have been devoted to background 

developments to the establishment of the FSAW in 1954. Here 

what has been concentrcited upon has been,· firstly, the eco­

nomic changes restructuring the foundations on which women's 

subordin2te nosition in 20th. Century South Africa rested, 

v 

------------------------

1. F'ShW: 
p.1. 

'St:rijdom ... You have struck a rock', pamphlet, 
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and, secondly, the origins and growth of a political con­

sciousness amongst wrnnen within the national liberation 

movement before 19541 . Because ·of the vast amount of 

material covered, the treat.:ment- of these topics is necessarily 

that of an overview, ratber than an in-·depth study. Hope-· 

fully it will suggest areas for further and more detaiLed 

research by other historians. 

This thesis has been written from the perspective that the 

varied and changing llistorical expGrience of women has been 

unjustifiably neglected by·historians, both here and, up 
2 until very recently, elsewhere The study of history needs 

to be broadened to incorporate the female world as a legi­

timate area of research. Such a step will deepen our under­

standing not only of the position of women - 50 percent of 

the population- - but of the workings of the total society 

at any one time as well. This does not mean that one can 

delineate a '·women's history 1 that forms a separate study 

from the history of society in general. Women do not form 

an isolated and homogeneous category that can be studied 

apart from society as a whole, any more than men do. Just 
-· f\ e ( ,·1 

as women need to be drawn into a more equal participation in th~ 

economic, social and political institutions of our society, 

so, too, 'women's history' needs to be integrated into our 

general histories. Yet at t~e same time, since women 

have, by and large, been by-passed by historians an~ since, 

moreover, their position in society has been stamped with 

its own, distinctive features, there is a place for detailed 

and specialised ~~tudies on women, their organisations and 

the sweep of their eh."Perience in these social spheres in 

which they have been active. 

---,-···----

l. The use end meaning of th.is term, "national liberation 
movement 11 is e::r.'Plained below, p. J. 

2. For a collection of writings on the s~bject of women 
and the writing of history, see B.A. Carroll (ed.): 
L ih 0 ·,·at1' n-·· FJom"'l·1' ". H; ctr:v·v _::.·~~---- -.~~.L..---·~----·_;2 "·-~.:.·~:_~!::.L" 



The reasons why wo~nen hc:-1ve been overlooked by Sou th li.frican 

historians reflect on the subordinate position that they 

have occupied i.n so~iety, both historically and currently. 

Partly, this neglect has been a product of most historians' 

preoccupation with political and constitutional, rather 

than social, history. Given their subordinate status 

within society, as well as their primarily domestic pre-

occupations, women have generally been excluded from the 

institutions of political power and, as a result, excluded 

from much orthodox historiography as well. Partly, however, 

the neg-lect of women has been a product of historians' own, 

often unconscious, bias against women, in itself a product 

of the very social attitudes that reinforce and perpetuate 

\\10men 1 s subordinate position ·v-1i thin the 1 arger society. 

This bias has meant that for ;nany histor:i~ans - female as \•:ell 

as male - women have been, historically~ invisible. ·Either · 

their experiences and activities have not. been considered 

sufficiently importcmt an area of research, or else tbe presence 

of wome11 at particular historical ju:n:tures has simply not 
. l 

been noticed . 

Even when women have been politically active, as in the 

case of the FSAW, for instance, their efforts have generally 

been ignored ·or overlooked by researchers when it comes to 

the writing of history. The anti-pass protests of African 

women in South Africa in the 1950's (in which the PSAW played 

a ~rominent part) were probably the most successful and 

militant of any resistance campaign mounted at that time. 

They wsre also on indication of the degree to which black 

womeg of the 1950's were throwing off both traditional and 

more modern, governmental restraints on their independence 

and assertiveness. Yet in one of the major general histories 

of black opposition in South Africa for this time, E. Roux's 

1. For ;:, discL1ss ion on this notion of the "invis ibil.i ty" of 
wor.1en, a:::: well as an cxc:impl<:~ of this in operation in 
Colonial Flfrica, see J. van Allen: 'Aba riots or the 
I9·bo 1tlomen 's War?' - Ideology, stratification and t.he 
invisibility of ·women' in UfahamE.• Vol. 6, No. 1, 1975. 



study, Time __ L_Q125~t1l_i3-n- Rq_p_~, the women's anti-pass campai9-r1 

warrants barely a mention. Roux does not record the 

forinda·tion cf the FSAW in-1954. E~en more remarkable, his 

year-by--year synopsis of major political events with which 

he concludes his history, does not include the monster anti­

pass demonstration by women which took place in August 1956, 

outside the Union Buildings, Pretoria. This demonstration, 

which brought together a crowd of women estimated variably 

at between ten and twenty thousand, from all over the country, 

was a political highpoint.of 1956, not only for the women 

who took part but for the entire Congress Alliance. Never-

theless, it is not featured in Roux's chronology - an 

omission which, though glaring, is not altogether surprising. 

Because women have been such a neglected area of study, there 

-is thus a dearth of secondary.sources dealing with them, 

of relevance to this thesis. Much of the primary material, 

too, particularly the official records (government reports 

and commissions, etc.), treats women very cursorily. Often 

the information on women is of a negative kind - in many 

reports women are simply not mentioned at all, from which 

one can deduce that they were probably not of much interest 

to the compilers of the reports. The documentation of the 

FSAW itself is uneven. The existing and very useful callee-
/ 

tion of FSAW papers, housed in the archives of the South 

African Institute of Race Relations in Johannesburg, consists 

mostly of papers belonging to the Transvaal region and the 

National Executive Committee once that was based in Johannes-

burg, after 1956. The Cape Town papers have not been 

traced and no record of FSAW activities in the Durban and 

Pcirt Elizabeth regions appear to exist. 

From one point of view, the lack of other historical studies 

on women mc;kes this a very exciting and rich field in which 

to work. From another, however, it also <Jdds to the diffi-

cul ti.es and dc~mands of one's ovm research. Thes2 are 

compounded by the general dearth of secondary material on 

the Congress Alliance in the 1950's as ·";ell. There are 



several general histories of the period (not all of them 

freely available in SoL1th Africa), but very little in the 

-0ay of specialised studies. P. ~alshe's study on the 

African National Co~gress, The Rise of African Nationalism, 

for instance, stops :Ln 1952. 

More serious in its implications for the researcher, access 

to much of the primary and secondary material that does 

exist, and is essential for any thorough study of this period, 

is restricted, or even denied completely, by various regula­

tions and laws operating in this country. Undoubtedly, 

this has <'3ffecteci the quality of my research. 'I'o give but 

one example, d~iring t:he coDrs e of my ~1mrk the re9ul at ions 

allowing post-"'9-raduate research students access to bi':nned 

material in public libraries were tightened up. As a result, 

I was unable to compl12te reading through all the issues of the 

.newspaper !'Tew~ (banned in 1962), which the South .African 

Library in Cape Town holds. Since ~ew Age was the only 

newspaper to give reg·ular and comprehensive coverage to the 

affairs of organisations within or linked to the Congress 

Alliance in the 1950's 2nd early 1960's, this was a major 

setback for my research. 

Furthermore, since this thesis does deal wi t.11 an area and 

a period that is still politically sensitive today, certain 

difficulties have been encountered with the citing and acknow­

ledging of soL:rces. Where possible I have identified my 

source; occasionally, however, I have been obliged to 

respect my informant's desire for anonymity. In addition, 

it is necessary to state that responsibility for all opinions .,, 
expressed and material used, rests with me alone. Perhaps 

it also becomes necessary to reaffirm that, despite 

the undisputed difficulties that do exist to hamper research, 

this topic and this• period generally remain an important 

area of study, one that is of vital relevance for all of us. 

I 



"We women have stood and wil.i stand shoulder 
to shoulder with our menfolk in a common 
struggle against poverty, race and class dis­
crimination and the evils of the colour bar. 
As women there rests upon us also the burden 
of removing from our society all the social 
differences developed in past times between 
men and women, which have the effect of 
keeping our sex in a position of inferiority 
and subordination. 11 1 

With these words, the FSAW in 1954 established the two major 

dimensions of its political ou:tlook and 'prog1.:-amrne. First 

and foremost, it identified itself completely with the 

national liberation movement as represented by the Congress 

All . 2 . . h 1 . iance · group , aiming at t e overt1row of the white 

supremacist government in South Africa. Since roughly 80% 

1 

of\ all South African women were black3 , it regarded the removal 
-· 

of the political, economic and social inequalities suffered 
' by blacks as of overriding concern for any broad women's 

' . , . 1 
pO.LJ.. ClCCi ... movement. Second, the FSAW recognised that, apart 

1. From the 'Women's Charter' printed in FSAW: Report of the 
FJ:.I"s}: National Conference· of Wome~, p .14. 

2. The Congress Alliance was formed in the early 1950's as a 
political alliance involving·the African National Congress, 
South African Indian Congress, Congress of Democrats, 

/South African Coloured People's Organisation and the South 
African Congress of 'l'rade Unions. 'l'he tc:~rm "national 
liberation movement" is how they described themselves and 
has been accordingly adopted to describe this movement in 
its broadest terms throughout this thesis. It is rebog­
nised that there were groups that stood outside the Alliance 
who yet would have considered them~::elve::; national libera­
tory organisations, e.g. the Nbn-European Unity Movement. 
For want of a convenient term, however, "black opposition" 
or "black re.sistance" being in;:idcquate to describe the 
multi-racial alliance, this term will refer to the Alliance 
or its predecessors unless otherwise stated. 

3. In 1951 the total population of 12 671 452 was divided as 
follows: '/Th it.es 20, 9%; Afric;cn:s 6 7, 6%; Coloureds 8, '/%; 
J\siatics 2, 9% (From: Un:L_2~1 __ ..:.?.~.a-~-~-:§~~-;\ .. S2n_.f2£._~_y.!."._c.i.i::_:~:.· 
Table A·-5) . 



from inequalities based on colour, women as women suffered 

severe disabilities on account of their sex. These, too, 

it wished to overcome. 

In terms of its primary commitment to the Congress Alliance, 

the FSAW must be seen as an offshoot of the national libera-

ti on movement. The histo.ry of that movement, its origins 

and development, was the dominant context in which the FSAW 

took shape. Its emergence in the 1950's was related to the 

increased tempo of black.resistance which had begun to mount 

during and after the Second World War. The ideas that went 

into the FSAW had been nurtured from an early period within 

those organ:i.sations which fed into or helped shape the Cor1gress 

Alliance - the African National Congress (ANC), the Cormnunist 

Party 

gress 

time, 

of South Africa (CPSA), the South African Indian.~on-

(SAIC) and certain of the trade unions. At the same 

the emergence c,f a separate women's organisation within 

the Congress Alliance cannot be explained simply in the 

general terms used to account for the radicalisation of 
I 

black resistance in the post-~ar period. It also owed much 

t?· the specific position that women oc~upied in society and 

the cbanges that this had been undergoing in the decades 

preceding 1954. Before one can fully understand how and 

why the FSl\W came to take the form it did, when it did, one 

needs to look more closely at this, the material basis for 

women's politicisation in the 20th Century. 

Accordingly, this first chapter will sketch the major features 

of the changing position of women in South Africa before 1954 

as ~ preliminary to looking at the political developments 

ti-1at prompted the establishment of the FSAW. No comprehen-

sive theoretical framework for analysing women and their 

political organisation within South Africa will be offered. 

Before Huch a framework can begin to take shape in-South 

Africa~i historiography m11ch more work will need to be done 

on ·women, both theoretical and empirical and beyond the scope 

of this thesis. The range of this chapter will be more 

limited. It will consist firsfly of some general perspec-

tives on the position of women in society. Thereafter the 



main features and developments that characterised the position 

of women in South Africa between approximately 1921 and the 

early 1950's will be outlined1 . 

This will provide a basis for analysing the growth of a 

political consciousness amongst women in those organisations 

which eventually formed the Congress Alliance, the subject 

matter for Chapters Two and Three. 'rhe emphasis in this 

present account will be on economic chang~s and the accelerat­

ing rate of urbanisation among women, since these ultimately 

were the: major forces to promote women's politicisation in 

20th Century South Africa. Furthermore, since African 

women equalled some 70% of the total female population and, 

moreover, formed the bulk of the i?SAW's membership, it will 

be the effects of these processes on their position that will 

be ·examined in greatest detail. 

THE POSITION OF WOM.EN - SOME GENERAL PERSPECTIVES 

In~l883 Olive Schreiner, perhaps South Africa's most famous 

feminist, cried out in frustration: 

"But this one thought stands, never goes - if I 
might but be one of those born in the future, 
then perhaps to be born a woman will not be to 
be born branded. 11 2 

Some seventy years into the future, when the FSAW was being 

set up, women were still "branded". In most spheres of 

i~ /The choice of J.921 as a starting point is determined to 
some extent by the availability of census material. In 
1921 the 2nd nation-v1ide popula t:ion census took pl ace. 
The data before then is sketchy and inadequate. The 1921 

~ data itself cannot be considered 100% reliable. However, 
prior to the J920's - with the exception of the noteworthy 
c::inti·-pass campaiqn in the Orange F:cee State in 1913/14 -
there were few signs of politicnl activity by women which 
conld bE:: linked up to the FSl1\·7: thus, 192 l is an adequate 
starting point. 



society - social, legal, economic - they occupied a distinct 

and subordinate position to men. It was this that had 

prompted the formatil)n of a separate women's movement within 

the national liberation movement: and this that both handi-

capped and helped shape the work of: that vmmen' s movement. 

Changes and improveme.nts there had been since Schreiner' s 

day, a~~ the following sections will show - the FSAW itself 

was to some extent a manifestation of this. Nevertheless, 
\ 

the subordinate position of vmmen remained a basic fact about 

their place within society· throughout the period covered by 

this thesi:c; (roughly 1910 - 1963) . 

Yet the position of women was.more complicated than that. 

Even though their subordination was general, it was - and is -

not possible to talk of women as if they_made up a single 

category of individuals with a common unified experience. 

A non-linear approach to women's position needs to be adopted. 

ti women must not be seen as a homogenous 
group. Women must be analysed both separately 

.and as part of the social groups, castes or 
classes to which they belong. In doing so, 
.the nature of these groups, castes and classes 
will be illuminated. 11 1 · 

This essential qualification needs to be kept in mind through-

out the subsequent discussion. While it is true to say that 

women, as a sex, occupy a subordinate position to men and 

that this sex-based division of society means women have 

areas of experience in common, sex is not the only or even the 

dominant determinant on a woman's place in society - a state-

ment .. which the whole history of the FSAW bears out. In 

societies \~here the capitalist mode of production is predo­

minant - as it was in South l'd'.rica by the beg inning of the 

20i.:h Century - the basic di vis ion of society into conflicting 

~lasses has a crucial bearing on the position of women. As 

a glance at any anthropology textbook will show, the sex-based 

division of labour in society preceded a class-based one. 

However, under capitalism this sex-based contradiction is 

--------------,·----------------·-~----------------



both overshadowed and transformed by the dominant contradic­

tion between the various classes, at its most simplified, 

that between the owners of the means of production and the 

workers .. v~omen are distr.ibuted throughout the class spectrum 

and, as the FSAW was to discover, it is this, their different 

class positions, rather than their shared sex, that has 

determined their basic and varied political allegiances. 

However, because a sex-based division of labour is maintained 

under capitalism, women do still have some important areas 

of experience in common. This amounts to more than just a 

shared inferiority to men within the different and separate 

strata of society. Thus at all levels, women have shar~d 

a similar role as the reproducers and ~ocialisers of children, 

those responsible for c<:ir ing for the family. This has.stamped 

some common feature[; on their experience of the world and 

allowed- the development of a kind of broad "women's conscious-

ness". For instance, in 1955 the FSAW issued an appeal to 

all women to support it. It based its call for solidarity 

on the theme of motherhood which it saw as constituting a 

central, unifying e2~erience for women throughout society. 

11 We are the ~.'\lorn.en who know the joy of having 
children and the sorrow of losing :tnem. We 
know the happiness of rearing our children 
and the sadness caused through illn6ss and 
ignorance."l 

The manner in which this se:x-based division of labour has 

been incorporated within capitalism has been two-fold. Firstly, 

as ment:Loned above, women are responsible_for the reproduction 

of the work force, both on a daily and on a 'generational' 

level - i.e. looking after their families (including their 

husbands, fathers - the "workers") on a day-to-day bas is, as 

well as rearing the children, the next generation of workers. 

"A woman's place is in the home" is thus more than an outdated 

1. 'Meeting of Congress of Mothers: 
Treason Trial exhibit G838,·p.l, 
Moosa, Chairlady of the meeting. 

Sunday 7th August, 1955'. 
from a speech by Rahima 
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cliche. It has been a basic factor in the continued reprc-

duction of capitalist relations of production. Secondly, 

with the growth of a mature, industrial economy, women have 

been drawn into the ~;phere of production in increasing numbers, 

for the most part as a distinct category of workers. Here 

they have been used as a source of cheap labour, a situation 

that the sex-stereotyping of jobs frequently disguises and 

the view of women as still primarily home-oriented. condones 

(their v.'ag<~s are just for "extras", wage employment for women 

is not a lifetime undertaking as it is for-men). In addition, 

because their domestic role continues to be seen as primary, 

women have also made up a large part of the so-called "reserve 

army" of labour. In times of economic expansion they ar·e 

dra·wn out of their homes into wage employment; in times of 

recession they can be phased out of employment and channelled 

back into the home, without seriously disrupting industrial 

relations in the way that the rise in unemployment among men 

would. 

In both capacities, reproductive and productive, women h<.nYe 

se~ved a special, sex-typed role. This the ideological 

structures of society - the law, schools, the media, etc. 
I 

- have sought to maintain by treating men and women differ-

ently, highlighting women's domestic, supportive role and 

reinforcing their subordinate status. This does not mean, 

however, that women's assigned role in society has been with-

out change or contradiction. In particular, women's greater 

participation in production has promoted their economic inde­

pendence and shattered their isolation as house-bound mothers
1

. 

· 1. This r~oes not mecin, as the CPSA assumed, that the key to 
women's emancipation lay merely in their greater involve­
ment in production. Psychological and ideological barriers 
were more deeply entrenched than that and could in fact 
be bolstered up by new transformations of sexual inequa­
lities and the division of labour within production -
for instance, by sex-typing particL1lar indL1stries (tex­
tiles, food processing) as "women's work" which was less 
paid, less skilled, lower in s~atus. Nevertheless, 
direct participation in the wider, non-domestic economy 
remains ar1 important preconcli ti on for any movem~m t 21 ir.ling 
to destroy the inferior position of women in society. 



Related to this, the growth of towns, the centre of the econo­

mic changes transforming society, ha:-:1 also undermined many 

of the structures pieviously supporting women's subordinate 

position. Economic life in tovm is bas<::d on the i.ndividual 

worker rather than the family unit so that the extended 

patriarchal family of the countryside, a~ its authority, have 

been whittled down as a result. Education opportunities are 

far greater; the range of organisations·- political, social, 

cultural - open to women considerably enlarged. Urban 

women have thus generally·gained in independence a~ mobility 

though this has not been a simple inevitable development1 . 

At the same time, urban life has produced new stresses, rn~v1 

problems which demand new forms of o:?:"ganisation from those 

existing in the countryside. These developments h2ve, in 

turn, brought urban women into conflict with an ideology that 

continues to define them as passive, domestic, apolitical. 

The various movements in all the advanced capitalist countries 

in the late 19th and 20th centuries to emancipate women from 

their position as the "second_sex 112 , have bc~en expressions of 

such conflict
3

. 

,.··· 

7 

1. ' Fer a detailed sociological study of the complex impact of 
urbanisation on African women and their traditional status, 
see K. Little: Afr:!:_s;_§n WOJ.1.l_~n in towns. 

2. The phrase comes from the title of S. de Beauvoir's study 
on women, The Seco!}d_§_ex, first published in 1949. 

3. Another qualification is required in connection with rural 
women. The impact of industrialisation and urbanisation 
has affected the total society, urban and rural. In South 
Afric<::i the relationship that developed between tovm and 
~ountry has been particularly disruptive on the social 
'order of the latter as the subsequent discussion will 
make clear. Thus rural women have not necessarily been 
totally isolated from political developments and the 
pressures on them have, on occasion, led to protests and 
behaviour which assumes political form. The scope and 
opportunities for sustained political organisation are 
far smaller and more tightly contained within traditional 
lirni ts, however. See for instance J. Yawi tch: .!ia tal_ 
19~L=-'.!'J~1e WomE')~S Protests. 



Thus two key factors in the changing position of women in 

the 20th Century have been the related processes of indus-

trialisation and urbanisation. In South Africa, too, as 

8 

the following pages will show, these have been crucial deter­

minants in shaping the growth of a political consciousness 

amongst women. 

In South Africa, the above general features of the position 

of women in society have assumed specific f'.)rms which have 

provided a particular slant to the way in which women have 

become politicised. This will become clearer in the sub­

sequent discu.ssion; here it is probably useful to summarise 

briefly the major distinctive features as they affected 

women. 

, 

The first and most glaring of these is that the broad divi-

sions of society along class lines have been further compounded 

by cleavages based on colour and ethnic considerations 

'race' in the popular terminology. The broad polarity between 

whit;e and black in society has corresponded roughly, but not 

entirely to those of class. 'rhe lrnlk of the working. class 

and all the peasantry have been black, the bourgeoisie 

almost exclusively white. Yet hen~, too, the actual distri­

bution of the different grou;9s arrong the different cl asses 

has been complex. There was at no stage a simple homoge-

neity of class position amongst whites or blacks or even 

within each dominated racial group. The experience of a 

daughter of a "poor-·white" bywoner struggling to find employ­

ment in a factory in the 1920's was far removed from that of 

the wife of a mining magnate or one of the handful of women 
./ 

doctors practising at the same time. A rural tribeswoman 

had little in cornrnon with a shebeen-queen or nurse in the 

urban locations. 

Recent work on the relationship between class and 1 race 1 in 

South Africa has begun to show how racism has been manipulated 

in the interests of the capitalist state, particularly in 

underpinning a cheap black labocir force and winning to the 



state thG a11egicincs of almost the entire whi.te population 
l group . Colour consciousness and ethnic divisions have 

formed a basic part of the ideologies of successive governments 

since Union in 1910, a fact which has tended to blur the eco-

nomic realities ·which underly them. One effect of this has 

been to obscure the existence of class divisions within each 

o~ the four so-called 'races 1
• The division into 

. 2 
'Coloured' 

and Asian (mostly Indian) groups has corresponded to, and 

perpetuated, real differences in political, economic and Legal 

status e:s well as culture, which historically have obstructed 

the development of political unity based simply on their 

common blackness, 2mongst them. 

The implications of .the above for the growth of a women.~ s 

movement in South Africa have been profound. Whi.te women 

have be~n separated from black by a very wide gulf, one lo­

cated in the basic structures of white supremacy. For most 

women this racial divide has cut through any experience of 

common womanhood they might share. Furthermore, for the 

majority of women who are black, the disabilities they suffer 

~s blacks rather than as women have been felt to press most 

heavily upon them. At the same time, the experience of their 

'blackness' could vary considerably among different sections 

of black women. 

Very clearly, the colour stratification of society has informed 

the manner in which women have participated in the economy. 

Here the link between class and 'race' as outlined above can 

be seen to have had a diversifying effect on women's economic 

posi,tion with far-reaching repercussions on their politic al 

o~tlook. For instance, within manufacturing during the course 

of the 20th Century, upward job mobility by women took place 

·1. See for instance M. Legassick: Ideology and legislation 
of t.he p9st·-1948 South African Government. 

2. Since 'Coloured' is not a net::.tra1 'scientific' term but 
has strong political Connotations, I hav0 chosen to place 
it in inverted commas t.hroughou·t this thesis. 



on col0t.1.r lines. Ini tial:i.y white women formed the· bulk of 

~he female industrial labour force. Then, as more and more 

\vomcn were proletarianised and dr.=awn into the labour force, 

the v.1hi te women tended to move up the scale into clericc:.l 

and administrative ·work. A sexual hierarchy between male 

and female labour was still maintained - and so was the 

racial hierarchy of white over black. 

In South Africa, as elsewhere, women's reproductive function 

has rerr~ined fundamental throughout the 20th Century. Here 

too, this has been structured on distinct lines. A major 

divide has existed between non-African wofften whose reproduc­

tive role has been located within the dominant .capitalist 

sector of society, and African women. Until the late 1940's, 

the majority of African women (who formed close on 70% of 

the female population in South Africa) were living in the 

tribal, pre-·capi talist societies of the so-called 'Native 

Reserves'. Their reproductive role within capitalism was 

1C 

thus located primarily in the pre-capitalist reserve economies, 

with crucial implications for' thL~ir position in the wider 

societv . 
• --· ..4 

The maintenance of and dominance over the pre-capitalist 

reserve economies was a major feature of the growth of capi­

talism in South Africa. The industrial revolution of the 

late 19th Century was based largely on the use of cheap black 

migrant labour flowing from the subsistence economi.es of the 

African reserve areas to the dominant capitalist sector in 

so-called 'white' South .Africa, and back. This .b<.lse that 

the worker retained in the reserve economy meant an enormous 
/ . 

saving for the capitalist sector, on wages and in tl1e social 

service3 of the state in general. Because his family could 

eke out an existence in the reserves, the worker could be 

paid a single mi::n 's wages while the young, the old, the sick 

and d:Lsablt'!d were cared for by the community 'back home'. 

Until the 1940's (by which stage their economic resources 

were more or less exhausted), the reserves were the main 



11 

location for the reproduction of South Africa's cheap (black) 
1 

labour force . 

The effects of this on the position of African women (and 

ultimately on the forms of political organisation that deve­

loped amongst women generally) were profound. The maintenance 

of the reserve economy and hence of the tribal institutions 

which repioauced it, became prioritie~ for the state in the 

early years of the century" Within the tribal economy 

women had always taken an.active part but with the expansion 

of the migrant labour system this grew enormously, so that 

they came to bear the main brunt of keeping the subsistence 

economy operating. 

The state was therefore not anxious to see a widespread 

migration of women from the reserves to the towns. At the 

same time it also had ~ vested interest in preserving women's 

traditional junior role within the African family, since 

this was one of the basic institutions of tribal society. 

This was accordingly entrenched in the system of customary 

law applied to ~fricans. Under it women were deemed perpetual 

minors, always under the guardianship of their nearest male 

relative, regardless of their age, marital status or any 

other consideration. 'l'hese factors combined to isolate a 

major sector of African women from the main radicalising 

forces affecting women - urbanisation, industrialisation 

until well into the 20th Century. 

By the 1940's, however, the ability of the pre-capitalist 

sector to function as a reproductive base for migrant labour 
/ 

had largely broken down, under the impact of sustained contact 

1. This thesis was first developed by H. Wolpe in an article 
'Capitalism and cheap labour power in South Africa', which 
appeared in 1972. Although his argument has been criti­
cised and revised subsequently (see for instance M. 
Morris: !\pa;_i;:h~id ,_l1gr i_cul_t_qr~_an_d the State: The_ F'a~ 
J.::_§_12_our_Q.!2:~.:2~ti.l?...'.!) it seems to me that his approach offers 
a very useful starting point for analysing the reproduc­
tive role of African women in the reserves. See below, 
p. 43 • 



with the dominant capitaJ.ist sector. One index of this 

breakdown lay in the incr.·easing number of African women mi-

grating from the reserves to the towns. This had important 

consequences on the attitude of the state towards African 

women. As the institutions of tribal society fe11 into 

'greater disarray, it came to play a more direct and coercive 

1.2 

role in maintaining the migrant labour system. The apartheid 

state's increased formal control over African vvomen 's mobi-

lity after 1948, inthe form of refined urban influx control 

measures and pass es was, at least in part, an expression of 

this .. 1 

Thus, the position of women in South Africa has been far 

·from uniform: the nature of the cleavages among them is 

complex. The specific interactim of sex, class and 'race' 

has taken different forms for different women at various times. 

It is this interaction that has defined their shifting, diverse 

positions and thus, ultimately, determined their political 

organisation~ 

\ 

'l'HE POSITION OF WOMEN IN THE E.ARLY 1920'8 

In 1921, the year of the second Union·-wide census of the whole 

population, the lives of most women were bounded by their 

domestic responsibilities and defined mainly in terms of their 

role within the family. Few women were workin9 outside the 

home; their direct contact with the public sphere of the 

economy and politics was very 1 imi ted. 

At that stage most women were living a rural existence, under 

conditions which di.a not immediately challenge this position. 

The urban population for the Union as a whole was only 28% 

of the totalf.I.. Because of the migrant labour system, the 

percentage of women living in the towns was even less. The 

bulk of the rural population were African and the dispari"ty 

1. See below pp.41,zo for a fuller discussion on the signi­
ficance of pass legislation for women. 



bc 1cween the proportions of African and non~l--1frican women 

living iri the towns was very marked. Thus, while between 

50 and 60% of the white, 'Coloured 1 and Asiatic groups (who 

together made up a little over 30% of the total population) 

were classified eis urban, .. only 14% of Africans - and Less. than 

7% of African women (approximately 147000) .- were living in 

h b ' 192)_ • 1 Af ' b f h 1 t .t. e ur an areas in r J.can vo men, y ar t e arges 

racial group among· women, were thus the least urbanised .of 

any sex-race category. 

1~ further crucial difference between Africans and non-Africans 

in the urban areas related to the sex ratio within each group. 

l~mongst urban non-P1fricans this ratio warr more or less equally 

balanced between m~les and females. Amongst Africans, how-

ever, it was heavily distorted as a result of the migrant 

labour system so that African men outnumcered women by 

approximately three to one in the towns. The greatest dis-

parity between men and. women was found m the Rand where the 

masculinity rate (ma~es per 100 females) was a staggering 

863 in 1921 - almost 9 males to every female. This figure 

\'Jas followed by that: of Durban (624) ·and then Cape Tcwn 

( 389) 2 . The three largest urban cei1tres, therefore, had 

the smallest proportion of women in their populations. Since 

it was in the larger towns that political activity was most 

developed and the incipient struggle by blacks for political 

rights most firmly ba~ed, this was a significant brake on 

the momentum of African women's politicisation at the time. 

In ·the 1920's, then, African women by and larqe occupied a 

distinct plc;ce in society compared to other ·women. 'rhe_ · · .. ma J or J. '-'.Y 

of them - just over 58% of their.total in 1921 - were living 

·-·--·---·--------------~-----------------

1. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-10, S. va~ der 
fior"s t-~ ·--1-....1or:11e11-·-a~:; -·an ecor10inic force in Southern /:\fr ic a , 
p" 5 7. -·------· .. ----·---------·-.--.. ·-------·-------------------·----.·-



in the so-called Native Reserves under tribal conditions 1 . 

These w.Jrnen constituted almost 40% of the total female popu-

lation in South Africa at the tiffie. The relationship of the 

pre-capitalist reserve economy to the dominant capj_talist 

economy, as well as the reproductive role of v1ornen within 

the reserves, has already been outlined. As more and more 

men from the reserves were .sucked up into the migrant labour 

machine, the women left behind were coming to play an increas­

ingly i1nportant part in keeping the reserve-economy functioning 

and thereby reproducing the supply of migrant workers. 

Already the obverse of the situation in the to·wns prevaiJ.ed 

- in the reserves vmrnen Olltnumbered men. The 1921 census 

returns showed 1 345 421 female as opposed to 1 036 856 male 

'peasants' (a blanket term that was used to describe all 

Africans living in the reserves at the time) 2 . This pre-

ponderance was most marked at the most productive age levels, 

i.e. between 15 and 60 years of age. 

r_,ife in the reserves Wat:.~ tough and rooted in traditional 

customs and values. Dora Tamana, a leading l~~JC and FSAW 

activist in Cape Town in the late 1940's and 1950's,grew up 

in the Transkei in the early years of the century. From 

her descLiption of her childhood3 , a picture emerges of an 

austere, isolated existence that could be duplicated in its 

broad outlines many times over to describe the general 

--------· 
1. Although a detailed breakdo-vm of the distribution of the 

rural African population between white farms and 'Native 
Areas' is not available before 1936, in 1921 all African 
females living in the reserves were classified as peasants. 

2. 

':" _, . 

~his figure (l 345 421) in the occupations census amounts 
to just over 58% of the total African female population. 
Union St3tistics for 50 vears, Table;:; A-5, A-33. (There 
-~---·--~-----·-- ____ _,__ __ _ 
is a slight discrepancy between the total African female 
population as given in Table A-5 -· 2 315 286 - and Table 
A-33 - 2 315 416) . 

Ibid., Z:\-33. 'rhese fig\U:es actually conceal the extent 
of the excess of adult ~omen over men since children were 
incltided in the peasant classification in 1921 and the 
Bex ratio amongst them would have been bciL3nced. 

The following account is based on interviews with her 
over several months. 



conditions prevailing in those areas. 'l'he nea:cest town, 

Idutywa, was three to four hours walk away - there were no 

buses and such roads as there were, were extremely rou.gh. 

In Hlobo, her village, medical facilities of any sort were 

non-existent. There was a two-room mission school which 

catered up to Std. 6. Her father worked a small allotment 

15 

on which she and her four sisters helped before and after 

school. Although she describes her family as having been 

poor, there were other families she remembers who had no 

fields at all. The nearest water for the family was a spring 

about half a mile away. To this, Dora and her sisters would 

make several trips a day; during summer when vegetables 

needed watering, the trips would become more frequent. Into 

this isolated community, developments in the outside world 

barely penetrated - the establishment of Union in 1910, the 

Land Act of 1913, the coming of the First World War were 

distant, hazy events, if known about at all. As she recalls 

it, there were "no politics" at that time. 

Thus the position of African women in 1921 was still broadly 

contained within traditional tribal limits. However, already 

there were signs of contradiction. The system of migrant 

laboQr, which depended on the preservation of the reserves 

as a subsistence base,was in fact undermining the ~ery basis 

of tribal society. In the reserves women were being obliged 

to assume an increasing degree of de facto, if not de jure 

responsibility and authority as heads of households. The 

·sexual irnb:alance in both town and country (one of the most 

d.ist.~_nguishing features of African family life in the 20th 

Century) was undermining the stability and organisation of the 

traditional family structure. Already, too, women were 

showing· signs of breaking away from the oppressive conditions 

in.the reserves and moving to the urban areas. In the 

early 1920's there were not yet any restrictions on the 

mobility of African women (unlike men), largely because their 

townward migration was on so small a scale. Thus in the 

ten years between 1911 and 1921 the percentage of ~omen in 



. . ' ~1 the African urban population had risen from 19% to 25% . 

As yet the destructive effect of these developments on the 

traditional position of African women was barely noticeable, 

but pressure on such institutions as marriage and the family 

was beginning to mount. 

1 c: . 
..:... -~· 

Outside the reserves, women's lifestyles and economic oppor­

tunities presented a more diversified picture in the early 

1920's. But here too, women's domestic role was still clearly 

paramount.. At this stage the number of women "economj_cally 

active" was very small. Most non-Afr.ican women were clas­

sified as dependants occupied with "household duties" in the 

1921 census - only approximately 23% of all 'Coloured', 

Asiatic and white women over the age of 15 years were in the 

economically active category, compared to 92,4% of the same 

sample of men 2 • Th(~ available figures -for African wcmen 

are not strictly comparable since no distinction was made as 

to age in enumerating those employed. Furthermore, as we 

have seen, all African females in the reserves were classi­

fied as peasants and included within the economically active 

category. Once this figure is excluded, then a mere 10 or 

11% of African women were to be found in wage employment. 

Within the sphere of "gainful occupation", women were clustered 

in the least paid, least skilled jobs. In most cases these 

jobs were merely an extension of their domestic work into 

the public wage sphere. · The largest single area of employ-

ment was domestic service - fully 56% of all female workers 

/ 

i~ S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.57. 

2. In terms of numbers, economically active white women 
outnumbered 'Coloured', but the proportion of 'Coloured' 
wo~en working was the highest among the four race groups, 
at 37, 4%. 'i'lhite womEm followed with 19, 2% economically 
active. Asian women, numbering a mere 4 368 or 12,6% 
of their total 15 years and older,. were an insignificant 
fraction of the female labour force. Union Statistics 
,tor ?O .'£.~.§I;_:=i_, Table G-2. 



fell wi~hin the service category, almost all of them as 

dorn.es tic 
l 

workers . For black women. the predominance of . 
dorn2stic work was especially marked. Almost 65% of all 

African women workers and 85% of 'Coloured' were in service2 . 

. l~fter domestic work, the next largest area of employment for 

women was in ugriculture which accounted for close on 19% 

of tl1e female labour fo~ce 3 . This figure excludes peasants. 

l\gricul ture was virtually the only area of emplo1;ment for women, 

white and black, in the so-called 'white' countryside outside 

of the reserves. Even so, relatively few women were employed 

in·it. In 1921, 66 868 African women were returned as 

farm workers which, compared to. other categories of employment, 

was a large figure 4 . Nevertheless, this amounted to only 

8% of the total African female populat.io~1 then living cutside 

the reserves and urban areas 5 . At that stage, labour tenancy 

was the chief form of labour on most of the country's \·1hi te 

farms. According to the Native Farm Labour Con:unittee Report 

1 . ., 'rhus 12 006 whites out of a total of 12 255 white' service 
workers were in "personal and otherservice". Sirailar1y 
162 905 African women out of a total of 163 009 service 
workers were domestic service workers. Unfortunately 
the figures for 'Coloured' and Asiatic service workers 
were not defined in detail. From Union Statistics for 50 
Y~s, 'I' ables A-30, 1\-31, A-32. 

2. Calculated from figures for service workers and "econo­
mically" active ·women, Uniop Statistics for 50 Years, 
Tables A-31, A-33. 

3. Calculated from figures for 'Agricultural Workers' ex­
cluding the 'peasant' category amongst African women, 
l[~iQD._ S..t.?.tistics for 50 Ye_ar_§_, •rables A-30, A-31, A-32, 
]\-33. 

4. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-33. 

5. C21lculated :from figures for the total of African women 
in the country, less the 'peasant' category and the 
t.otal number of l~frican female farm «vorkers, Unign 
Statistic::? for 50 Years, Table A-33. 



of 1937-1939, the female members of a labour tenant 1 s family 

did not generally participate regularly in farm labour, but 

t ·. l . 1 rather on a casual or par:-time Jasis Here, too, the 

major function of women on farms would seem to have been 

reproductive - rearing and caring for the present and future 

generations of farm workers. 

'l'he third most important area of employment for women was 

in industry (accounting for approximately 7% of the total 

female labour force in 1921) • In the sphere of manufacturing, 

women as yet made up only a small percentage of the total 

labour force - 12% in 1924/252 . However, with the take-

off of second z:ry ind us try at this time, boosted by the First 

World War and later the protectionist policies <::d opted by 

the Pact Government after 1924, this wa8 t_o become an area 

of growing importance. At this stage, the largest ~ingle 

source of female employment in industry.wc;is young Afrikaner 

girls who were streaming to town from the countryside to 

escape the rural poverty and depression into which a large 

section of the white population h<K1 sunk. Writing in 1932, 

the Carnegie Commission on the 1 poor white problem' referred 

specifically to the employment possibilities for girls in the 

towns as an incenti vc for their townward migration. 

"The earning possibilities of the children, more 
particularly the girls, play an important. part, 
especially in the drift to the larger cities, 
for in the country the daughter of a bywoner is 
seldom able to contribute anything to the family 
income."3 

In ~924/25 roughly half the female manufacturing labour force 

were white, predominantly Afrikaans-speaking, with 1 Coloured 1 

women accounting for almost all the black womcn4 . African 

2. S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56. 

3. Quoted by D. Welsh: I The G:cowth of reowns I I in the Oxford 
H!~i2EY_<?_E._9o~!_th Afric~"' Vol. II, p.200. 

4. S. van der Horst, op.c.:i_t.·, p.56. 



and Asian women were barely represented in manufacturing at 

c1ll .. Thus in the e;;irliest trade unions among women 1 white 

P·frik2ner women dmniriatE:d. 1'he Garment rtlorkers Union, which 

is dealt with in subsequent chapters, was a notable example 
!'.: t.} . 1 o:._. us • 

s.ex·-typing of manufacturing jobs vJas aln."!<)dy clearly visible.-

In :t923/24, 86,4% of all white women employed in industry were 

to be found in four areas - the textile and clothing industries; 

food, drink and tobacco industries; books and printing; the 

leather indnstry2 . 'I'he clothing industry ·was already the most 

important area of female industrial employment and rapidly 

growing· mare so. 

Condit:.ions of female employment were gene~ally extremely poor 

- low wages, long hours and inadequ~te facilities were the 

norm. The contrast between the reality of how vJOmen were 

treated in industry and popular stereotypes of women as the 

fair and weaker sex, chivalry and suchlike, was a harsh (and 

ins true ti ve) 
3 The trade union movement was only just one . 

beginning to get under way. The new female recruits to 

industry were mostly ignor·ant, unsophisticated newcomers to 

city life, at the rGercy of their employers. A garment 

worker's description of working conditions in the immediate 

post-Union period was still applicable in the 1920's. 

----------·-----

1. See p.97. 

/.. Calculated from figures .supplied by the .J3eport of the 
CH r .2.§..9:.i:!c;__" _Q~~.i~m i ~ ~!.ion , Vo 1. l , p . 2 14 • 

3. Olive Schreiner sharply exposed the blindness or hypotrisy 
that characterised so much of the ideology of chivalry in 
C:hapte:c VI of her st.udv \\!omen and Labo~ir (1911). For 
·iris1:ance 11 

... , at the pres-ent day,--\:,hen-probably more than 
r1alf. t1:e world's most laborious and il.lpuid labour is still 
performed by women, from tea-pickers and cocoa tenders 
in India and the is 1 ands, to the v1asherwomen ,· cooks <:rncl 
drud<:;i~1g labourir}g men's wives ... it is somewhat dif f i­
cult ·i:o :reply with gravity Lo the C:1'.::;~:;2rtion, "Let woman 
be cont~nt to be the 'Divine Child'Bearer' and ask no 
more"." (p.200). 



"At the beginning of 1911 I arrivea·-in ,Johannes­
burg and obtained employment through a school 
friend .•. she found me a job in a small work­
shop whE~re she was a tailoress. I started at 
10 shillings a week. The hours were from 7am 
to 6pm daily, with an hour for lunch, and 7am 
to 12noon on Saturdays. The workshop was 
terribly over-crowded ~nd hot... Very often, 
we had to take work home and sit up late at 
night 1 finishing it. For this we received no 
pay. II 

The fourth category of employment for women, that of 'pro­

fessional and technical' in the words of the census report, 

accounted for a mere 5,8% of the total female labour force 

· 1°21 2 in -::;; _ . 

Here the general features.of women 1 s employment - sex-typing 
. ' 

of jobs, lower status, less s~cialised, etc. - were all 

apparent as well. Teaching and nursing, in many ways ex-

tensions of women's maternal role, were by far the largest 

areas of employment in this field. No detailed breakdown 

of the 'professional and technical' category was made for 

black women, but amongst whites, out of a total of 20 341 

women returned in this group, fully 14 035 were 'professors 

and teachers' and 4 558 1 rnedica1• 3 • Women were almost 

completely absent from any of the more specialised, high 

status professions. In 1921 there were only thirty-five 

white women 'physicians, surgeons, medical practitioners', 

no female architects, no engin~ers, chartered accountants, 

barristers or solicitors 4 . Until 1923 legislation actually 

proh~bited women from practising law5 . The gulf separating 

1. Quoted in D. Welsh, op.cit., p.200. 

2. Calcula~ed from figures for 'Professional and technical 
workers 1

, Union Statistics for 50 Y_~ars, Table~; A·-30, 
A-31, A-32, A-33. 

3. Union Statistics fo~ 50 Years, Table A-30. 

4. '1'1!tLd C_~~SJ..~5-_.?_L"l_:he _Popul 9..!:J_9n o"f the Union of South 
Afri_£~, 1921, Part 6, U.G .. 37-1925. 

5. This situation was rccti~ied by the passage of the 
Women's Legal Practitioners Act, No. 7 of 1923. 
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white women frora black 't.'a::; extremely marked in the profes·­

sional category with white women, less than a quarter of the 

female popL1la'cion, greatly outnumbering black. (The com-

parable figures were 20 341 white women to 3 160 black.) In 

2i 

this connection, the ranking of occupational categories for 

white and black women revealed clearly how race and class 

mediated with sex to assign women different places in society. 

While almost all women were found in sex-typed employment, 

white women were concentrated in the more skilled and better 

paid jobs within this division. For them the ranking of 

occupational categories was first, professional - technical, 

followed by clerical work, service a~ then industry. For 

black women, service, then agriculture and then, trailing a 

long way behind, industry were the three most important areas 

of ernploymen t. 

Overall, then, the economic opportunities open to wcmen in 

1921 were still very restricted. However, this position 

was far from being static. Manufacturing industry, as 

already mentioned, was just beginning to get established. 

Th~ demand for £emale labour, particularly in the textile 

industry, was on the increase. Already in the ten years 

that had elapsed since the first population census for the Union, 

in 1911, the pattern of female employment had begun to shtiw 

signs of change. Between 1911 and 1921 clerical and typing 

work had outstripped teaching as the largest area of white 

female employment, saleswomen had become a considerably more 

important group than previ_?usly and several new jobs employ-

ing appreciable nun:bers of women had appeared ·- waitress, 

tail,or, machinist, telephonist1 . Prejudice against women 

in the professions showed a few signs of being on the wane, 

the 1923 .n.ct which er,abled women to practice law being one 

such indication. 

----·-------------· 

1. Se~; my Honours essay, _1-'h~ Wom;:rn's ~1:!..f.fr~_e J:l.1.ovgmep_Lir!-_s:r:..:_ 
pp.69-80, for a fuller account of the changing economic 
po~tition of white women before 1930. 



These development.s would have far-reaching implications for 

the position of women. As yet, however, there was, outside 

of the tiny and racist suffrage movement, little public debate 

on establ:Lshed assumption;~ of male superiority. Thus both 

the legal and educational systems were geared towards per­

petuating the domestic and subordinate status of women. Two 

systems of civil law operated in South Africa, Roman-Dutch, 

the general law of the land, and tYibal or customary law. 

This was applied by special Native Courts to the African popu­

lation in matters falling outside the scope of Roman-Dutch 

law (for instance, lobola suits). Both systems were imbued 

with a strongly patriarchal system of values. Customary 

law, hov./ever, an important mechanism for maintaining tribalism 

and tribal institutions, was far harsher in the restrictions 

it imposed on l~frican vomen than Roman-·Dutch. 

Under Roman-Dutch law, women became legal minors upon marriage. 

Unless an ante-nuptial contract was signed, marital power 

was vested in th~ husband
1

. . The father was the legal guard-

ian of all legitimate children; in the eyes of the law it was 

the husband wlio had the right to decide on the place of 

domicile of a married couple. Thus a woman who refused 

to.comply with her husband's wishes about where they should 

stay was technically guilty of desertion. However, single 

women over the age of 21 or widowed and divorced women enjoyed 

the same legal status as men. 

Within tribal society women had traditionally occupied a 

junior position in the basic unit of that society, the patrit:1r-

chal/ and extended family. This pos:ition °.,,1hite jurists and 

courts had entrenched in their ccdification and interpretation 

of tribal laws during the course of the 19th Century, both 

---·-----·~----------·----------

1. By virtue of 'marital power' the husb~nd became J.egal 
guardian of his wife, allowing him, inter alia, to exer­
c:isG sole control ov.:::r their joint estate. For an account 
of the legal disabilities suffered by women and the cam­
pai9n or9anised against them, see B. Solomon: '.!'J.~ 
_lS9mr;~nbE~_red, ch .19. 



The Natal Code of Law of 1891 was the most 

glc;i.·ing (-'xcimple of this - "The code ste3:-eotypes a concept of 

fGm.:Ln.ine inferiority, unknown to the traditional society and 

burdens women in Natal 'ivith disabilities that they do not 

suffer in other prov3-nces", commented H .• J. Simons in his 

t , l 1 J s. ta~L· .. s C)f A·:t-rican ···o·men1 . _s -uoy on t.1e ega _ _ _ ., · 

The sys te~m of customary law in· the early 1920 1 s was confus eel 

and confusing, varying from province to province, a legacy 

of the~ days before Cnion; It ;was not till the pass age of 

the NativE~ Administratiori Act in 1927 that a more uniform system 

was imposed on the tribal law courts throughout the country. 

Far from modernising the legal status of African women to 

conform with the decay of tribol society_, the 1927 legisla-· 

tion Emdorsed the above conservc:itive 19th Century views on 

their inferior status. Under customr-,:;ry law, women were 

deemed perpetual minors -· in other words, at no stage could 

a woman escape the guardianship of her nearest male relative, 

whether father, husband or son. In the 192C's very few 

women qualified for exemption from these provisions. At 

that sta<_Je,with the vast majority of African \vomen still living 

in the rural e:ireas, the contradiction!:; between their subor-

dinate legal status and the demands of a modein,· indGstrial 

society were not yet so acute. However, during the course 

of the 20th Century, their inferior legal status was to 

become a tremendous handicap in dealing with a rapidly 

changing society. 'l'he fact that the state continued to uphold 

women's inferior stat•J.s reflected the importance that it 
r -~J 

att~~hed to maintaining their subordinate pcsition arid the 

trc:iditional tribal structures. 

In t~e field of education, fewer girls than boys attended 

school, the gap between their enrolment figures becoming 

v.1ider the h~ghcr ~~? the school system 01w ·went. Figures for 

the ·192o•s are not available, but in 1933 (the first year 

... -·--·---~ .. ~--... ...,..___...__.._, _____ _ 



for separate school enrolment figu:i:es for white boys and 

girls) white boys in school oDtnumbered white girls by 

approximately 16 000. In.the final year of school, Std. 10, 

roughly 60% of the total enrolrrtent were boys 1 By the time 

one reached university level, girls had fallen even further 

behind. In 19J.7 almost 75% of the total student population 
2 in South Africa was male • In education, the race-class 
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division intervened as well. ·white women we.re far more privi­

leged than blacks generally, in the scope and quality of the 

education they receiv~~d. . Thus in 1935 the total number of 

all black rnatriculants amount.ea to a mere 144, little over 
3 5% of the total for white girls alone . (Unfortunately no 

separate figures for black male and female students are 

available for this period.) In education black women were 

pushed to the very bottom of the system. As late as 1958 

there were only 317 'Coloured' ~nd A~iatic girls in Std. 10 

(compared to 1 293 boys for tbis group) and 215 African girls 

(compared to 723 boys) - meagre figures indeed4 . 

In general, school curricula were geared towards training 

giils for domestic or menial occupations. This was reflected 

in the almost complete absence of vmmen from any of the more 
' 

specialised profess ions, other than teaching and nursing. 

The conventional vie\-.i on what education for women should aim 

at was implicit in the following discussion in the Carnegie 

Commission's Report (1932) on adult education as a means of 

combatting the 'poor white' problem. 

1. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Tables E-12, E-13. The 
~igures were 187 317 boys and 170 847 girls (public 
schools only) • 

2. Out of a total student population of 1 616, 412 were 
women, _9fficial Yearbook of the Union, No. 2, 1918, p.252. 

3. The figures (public schools only) e:ire as follows: 'Coloured' 
and Asiatic mc:itriculants - 89, African - 55, white girls 
- 2 544 1 U!J.:!.:.Q_ri Stat.:.~s tics for 50 Years, 'I' ables E-1 7, E-21 
and E-13. 

4. Compiled from ynion_2.!:<-xt.istic_s ..fgr _~g_xears, 'I'ables E-17, 
E·-18 and E·-21. 



"'rhe welfare and p:co9re:ss of poor families is 
inf L1encec3. by the acti v_ities of 1.1lomen to a 
degree that is not always fuJ.ly realised. Our 
measures of social welfare ought therefore to 
be designed far more with reference to the 
women and their power of raising the social 
level of the family. A system of adult education 
ought to d(~vote earnest attention to the mothers 
and daughters of indigent families. They should 
be train~d not only in matters of health and 
nursing and the care of infants, but also in the 
economics of housekeeping and the upbringing of 
children." 1 

'rhe Commission recommended further steps to promote such 

skills amo!lgs t ·wcmen "in addition to the ordinary activities 

f , 1 d 1 h ~ 11 ·
2 o scnoo. s an caurc es . Such limited notions on what 

the proper scope of education for women should be, were so 

deeply entrenched that in the Native Reserves, despite the 

fact that to an ever-increasing extent rrost of the farming 

was carried out by women, the few agricultural colleges that 

did exist were for men only3 

25 

In the early 1920's the subordinate position of women extended 

to the political field as well, as the following chapter will 

make clear. This was both a reflection of their inferior 

status in society, and a factor in perpetuating it. No 

women yet had the vote in this respect ~hey were classified 

on the same plane as children, lunatics and criminals, a 

fate they shared with most black men as well. The question 

of women's suffrage had long been on the parliamentary agenda, 

2. Ibid. 

3. Thus in the _Report of the Department. of _]:'Jat_ive Affairs, 
1935-36, the objects of the Fort Cox Agricultural School 
were described as "to give a thorough,, prc.1ctical and 
theoretical training in general agriculture and stock 
farming to young native men, so as to enable them to make 
better nse of their ovm land or to tak2 up posts as skilled 
ag-ricultural labourers in the European industry" (p.50). 
In a similar vein, the B:£':EOJ='_:_~_Q.t_ th~_fiati_y:_~2J..f<:'._ir~ Depart.:. 
ment, 1919-21, stressed the imoortance of agricultural 
-:;:• .. ·:::-.-:;--:;------. -:-Y: r: .; · n h ' h ~ h ~ • " .; t· "1- ' ., c• i 0 b r 11 
... ru.Ln ..... ng i11 . .-.:t.r __ cd •.• .1.g . .:;,C .oo ... s _,_n .11c ca.~e o .. ·DY" 
1rnt:. only "practical domestic training for girls" (p.22). 



however, and by the 1920's, it had divested itself of much 

of its ec;1rlier radical connotations for the white male esta-

blishmen t1 · In 1921 the white Women's Enfranchisement Asso-

ciation of the Union (WEl\U) (which, since 1911, had been 

engaged in a tedious uphill battle to win the vote for white 

women) presented the Prime Minister, Smuts, with a petition 

of nearly 54 500 signatures in favour of women's suffrage. 

His reply showed that. while he accepted the idea of the even-­

tual enfranchisement of women, it was by no means a matter 

of urgency -- "lf it does not win. this session, it may win the 

t . th . ~t 112 I th t d -~ nex session, or e session ar er . n e nex. ecaue, 

with the principle generally conceded, the women's suffrage 

debate came to centre more and more upon whether black women 

should be enfranchised or not. The history of the women's 

suffrage movement in South Africa repres~nts in microcosm the 

pressures working against the establishement of a universal 

women's movement in a society so rigidly stratified on colour 

lines. When the Women's Enfranchisement l\ct was finally 

passed in 1930, black women were excluded from its defini-

tion of "women": a further wedge betw.een black <md white 

women was thereby established. Black women in the 1920's 

did not even have a WEAU to represent their political claims. 

Amongst the main black political organisations at the time, 

the idea of votes for women Vv'as not even discL1ssed. 

organisations were preoccupi.ed with trying to defend the 

limited and precarious political rights still enjoyed by a 

tiny minority of blacks in the Cape: women's rights were not 

an issue. 'I'he 1919 constitution of the I~NC was completely 

unselfconscious __ . in its assumption of politics as a masculine 

fiel,d. In terms of this constitution women could be auxi-

liary members of the ANC only, without voting rights. Their 

main function was seen to lie in catering for conferences. 

2G 

It was not until 1943, over 20 years later, that this prohibition 

on women's active participation in the ANC would be removed 3 . 

·-----·-·-------------

2. Ibid. I P· 48. 

3. The history of this process is developed in subsequent 
chapters. 



Thus, overall, the position of women in the l920's was one 

still rooted in the home, largely isolated from full and 

direct particip<:ition in the public world beyond the family. 

However, already industri~lisation and, linked to this, the 

growth of towns had begun to erode the foundations of women's 

isolation. Changes, both in the place they occupied in 

society and their attitude towards that, were on the way. 

DEVELOPMENTS BY 'I'HE TIME OF THE OUTBREAK OF THE ·-------
SECOND WORLD Wi-'.R 

In the fifteen years that intervened between 1921 and the 

third general populatj.on census in 1936 both these trends 

of urbanisation and industrialisation became more marked. 

Women made advances on a number of fronts. They were still 

defined primarily in terms of their family and their domestic 

responsibilities, but the boundarier::: of the female world 

were being pushed back to incorporate other areas of activity 

as well. 'l'he passage of the w·omen Is Enfranchisement Act 

in 1930 was one sign th;:it their position in society was being 
' :ce.assessed to some extent. White women were finally awarded 

their political majority, though not without a strong rear­

gucrd action from those who saw the Act as a violation of 

2. 7 

the fundamental laws of nature. (For one member of Parliament, 

the question "Why_ are women without votes?" was on a par with 

the question "Wny are women without beard.s? 111 .) The deli­

berate exclnsion of black ~.vomen from the ter:ns of the Act 

highlighted the widening gap in opportunities and interests 

between white and black women. This gap, economic develop­

ments were continuing to maintain. 

One of the most important catalysts for change in the position 

of women dur:Lng the 20th Century was, it has been argued, 

the ~ncreasing rat~ of urbanisation amongst them. By 1936 

the urban population had risen to almost one third of the 

total population 2 All race groups shared in this increase. 

2. Union Statistics for SO Years, Table A-10. ______ ., ... _______ 4 __________ .,. _____ • 



Among·st. ·whites the flow to the towns -of the rural poor con-

tinued at a rapid rate throughout the 20's and 30's. In . 
1932 the Carnegie Commission noted the effects of urban life 

on these new immigrants~ 

"In the larger towns and especially in the ci tic:.> 
a process of adaptation is taking place among the 
younger generation of rural immigrants, since 
life in the cities gives them the opportunity of 
becoming skilled workers."l 

2B 

These new economic opportuhities gave women a degree of inde­

pendence and a status within their families that was previously 

unheard of "cases are by no means rare of whole families 

subsisting on the earnings of vJOrk:Lng girls 112 • 

These women continued to form the bulk Df the female industrial 

labour force throughout this period. Conditions of work were 

slow to improve, despite the growth of trade unionism amongst 

the women workers. A description made by Katie Viljoen 

{later a leading trade unionist) of work conditions she en-­

countered in a gohannesburg clothing factory in 1932, does 

not differ very much from the account already quoted of 

conditions in 1911. 

"I left the hoL1se at f i:;1e thirty as I ha.d to walk 
a distance of about four miles (she could not 
afford the tram fare on £1 per week) For a 
month I walked to and from work every day but 
these long journeys became unbearable. The 
work was really slave driving. We started at 
7 am and finished at 6 pm. I could not send 
anything home to my parents, as my total earnings 
just covered my board and lodging."3 

Later, she found other work at £1. lOs a weeJc which she budgeted 

as follows: 

-------------------·-----· 

2. Ibid., p.220. 

3. Quoted in E.S. Sachs: p.46. 



2 (; 
.I 

11 Rent l 7s6d per v1eck, saving up for new clothes 
7s6d per week, 10s a month sent my parents. 
The balance of 2s6d a week had to be sufficient 
for food. Once a week I used to buy a loaf of 
bread for 6d and a pound of butter at ls8d."l 

'11he balance was thus 2d per week - not even enough to join 

the union whose weekly subscription was 6d. 

For white immigrants to the city the shock of adjusting to 

t:he alien conditions of urban life was cushioned to a 1 arge 

extent by vigorous state act.i.on aimed at cornbatting the so-

called 'poor white problem'. Jobs, often protected against 

compeition from black workers, were created for them and 

attempts rne:~de to raise and protect tl1eir living standards. 

For blacks no such mediation was forthcoming. For them 

the transition to urban life was often a violent one. 

The movement of African women ciway from the rural areas to 

the towns had become noticeable by the late 1930's. In 1936 

the majority of African women (52,6%) were still living in 

the 1 Native Areas' but both the reserves and the 'white' 

countryside showed a decrease in the proportion of women living 

in. them compared to 19212 . The percentage of African women 

living in towns had risen by 4% to just under 11% of their 

total 3 ; the urban masculinity rate among Africans had dropped 
4 from 299 to 220 . Thus although African women were still 

a tiny fraction of the urban population, the trend towards 

their increased urbanisation was unmistakeable. 

l~ /Quoted in E. Sachs: op.cit. 

2. Based on figures supplied by the Industrial Leqisl.-..9...:tion 
CQ~ti-gj-_2.~~f 1951, 'I' able 9 I P • 8 • 

3. Based on figures supplied by S. van der Horst, op.cit., 
p.57 and Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-5. 



Already the potentially disruptive effect of their large­

scale townward migration on the reproductive role of the 

reserves had been officially noted and attempts made to curb 

it. Speaking in Parliament in 1937, the Minister of Native 

Affairs, Grobler, referred to the influx of Africans to the 

towns as: 

"one of the things that is undermining the morality 
and family life of the natives •.. It not only 
weakens tribal and parental control, but there is 
a tendency for these young men and women to become 
permanent town dwellers. The parents are left 
behind uncared for, and for the most part they 
never hear again of these natives ... "l 

Before 1930 there were no controls on African women moving 

to the urban areas. They were not included in the terms 

of the 1923 Urban Areas Act, an act which has been described 

as containing the "skeleton" of all subsequent urban areas 

legislation2 . This can be.seen as a sign of the insigni-
' 

ficance of their presence in tbe urban areas at that stage. 

Then, in 1930 and again in 1937, the first legislati_ve 

attempts to stem the tidE.'! of African women enterin9 the urban 

areas were made. In 1930 municipalities were empowered to 

prohibit African women from entering their area without 

their prior permission - though not if the woman's husband 

or father had been working there for a minimum of two years 

and, a damning proviso, accommodation was available. A 

woman's right to live in town was thus seen as dependent on 

her relationship to a resident male - she could have no in~e~ 

pendent claim to living there. From 1937 women wishing to 

trayel to town were required to obtain the permission of the 

~agistrate in their home districts in addition to that of 

the local urban authority. However, since women, unlike men, 

were exerr.pt from the compulsory carrying of passes, the en­

force~ent of both acts was difficult and generally ineffective. 

·---·-------·-----

2. P.. Davenport: 11\frican Town13men: Sonth African Natives 
(Urban Areas) Legislation.through the years•, p.99. 



Female migration to the towns continued to grow. The 

Keiskammahcek Rural Survey estimated that in that one dis­

trict o.f the Ciskei at least, the rate of women migr~:iting 

to towns was increasing f as_ter than that. of men frorn about 
. . . . I 

1936 {though their numbers werG still far less}. 

rrhe impact of tovmship life on the traditional African family 

was generally extremely destructive. Most of the available 

data. refers frJ~the post-war period but it is clear that the 

developments which later sociologists and anthropologists 

would comment on, were noted in the pre-war years. The 

effects ot the migrant labour system and the unequal sex-· 

ratios. in both town and country, the acute poverty, insecurity 
\ 

and 1 ack of political rights of township residents comb:ined 

to undermine the s txL1cture of the family .'".ri thoiJt creating the 

basis on which new and viable alternatives could be built. 

Illegitimacy was ·ori the rise. Marriage was becoming increas--

ingly less stable, less binding. While many of the tradi­

tional restrairtts on female independence were crur~ling, 

their status wzis riddled with contradiction and amb:i.gu:i.ty. 

Even though the decline of the traditional family structure 

m8ant women were often de facto heads of households, the 

law ccntinuEd to define them as minors. Patriarchal values 

were still deeply entrenched within the African community. 

(Some 20 years later, in reply to an opini6n poll conducted 

by prm~~ on the qciestion of equal rights for wo;:nen, a majority 
? 

of its respondents were against such equalit~i- .) ·01omen had 

vc.ry little s.scurity of t.enure on housing compared to men and 

employment opportunities for them outside of domestic service 

Frequently only through ilU~cit trading, in 

1Jrostitution or drink, or by precarious and marginal occupations 

such as hawking food or some other comrnodi ty could a ·woraan 

make a living in the.townships; Again, the experience of Dora 

.Tamana, living in Qneenstown for a while during the 1930's, 

was in no way unusual or particularly extreme. She used to 

scr2pc tcget:he:r. a meagre income by fetching thatching grass 

·------... -· ... --.- ......... ~ ---· .. --.... -_ .. __________ .,. _______ ,_ .. _______________ • ____ ... _ ....... w 

"-c, .; "''r ~rn"" .,,·hor-·v Rur- J- Sur,Je'v \Tol ~ .. :_ . ..:-:.;;~!'.:..:?.-:.:.1:.:-!..~!~-·--~'"::1.:-_ . ...:. __ .:..:_'"~--~ ... -·L-~ ~--~·' .. - • II, p.29. 



from the sun.~ounding· bills to sell· in the locations. One bundle, 

~lich took most of the day to gather and sell, would fetch about 

1/6. Dur :i.ng this time ·three of her·· four children died1 . 

Tb:-: impr~ct: of urbc nir: c:t.ion on African ·v1omen was clearly not 

a stra:.i.ghtforward liberatory one. While old restraints· on 

their position were being eroded, new and ciaunting restrictions 

on their mobility and security were repJ.acing tbsm. 

sures on African women in the towns were enormous. 

The pre·­

The need 

for finding a voice to give expression to their frustrations 

and demands was growing more urgeni: but t.be obstacles pro~ 

venting this from taking a political direction were still 

considerable. Apart from the handicaps ·women.suffered because 

they •,;;;:re wcm:;n, the ge:1eral level of politic al activism and 

organisation amongst Africans generally, at the time, was low. 

For many women the churches or mutual aid Institutions such 
2 as 'stokfels' came to fill the gap . 

In the economic Gphere the pattern of 1921 still repvailed. 

'Ihe lar9est occupational category for .... 1omen was still that 

of housewife or, in the case of women in the reserves, peasant 

farmer. In both cases their primary importance lay in 

th~ reproductive, not productive sphere. Domestic service 

~nd agriculture were ths largest areas of e~ployment for 

black women, industry trailing far behind. · Notable increases 

in female employment were taking place in the field of manu­

.facture, however, wj_ th whi tc women still far ahead of their 

black counterparts. As secondary industry continued to 

expand and diversify, so the demand for female labour expanded as 

weil. In the eight ye.ars between 1924/25 and 1932/3, the 

l. Intervie·,,1, 2/J.0/1977. 

2~ For ~ discussion on African women and the church see 
.M. Hr ;;ind el: .~?1. 2:..ck_~Y'fr".I!}.€.!l_j.n _!2_~:.._ci_:r'.....ch _9_g_9_Qs1_. E.G. M. 
S undkl er: !-.3..2.r!_t<:.~-l~fS2.i?_he!:§ __ ~:~.! .... ..:iou t.]J __ D.f:J:iS"::...C?_ also cont;::. ins 
some ::efcr1:?nce~; to the scope offered women in the in­
depr:;J:dsr1t J;fj'.":iJ.'c1n churches. A 'stokfel' it> z~ fund--raisinq 
}? a 1:- t :i'. 



female labour force iri manufacturing rose from 12% to 17% 

of the total £orce1 • The proportion of white women in this 

total rose from 6% to 12% while the percentage of black women 

en~loyed in industry remai~ed roughly on a par with what 

it had been in the 1920 1 s 2 . 

By the ~;econd half of the 1930's, however, the dominance of 

white \..Omen in the female industrial labour force had reached 

its peak and from about 1936 their importance began to decline. 

Already by 1939/40 their percentage of the total industrial 

labour force had slipped to 10% (from 12% in 1932/3) 3 . 

'£his decline continued during and after the war. As the 

economy expanded, white women were being drawn increasingly 

into clerical and administrative posts .. By 1936 this had 

become the largest single area of employment amongst them. 

In the fifteen years between 1923 and 1938/39 their presence 

in the clerical field doubled from 12% to roughly one quarter 
A 

LJ. of all clerical workers • A~ white women moved out of 

factory work, black women began taking their place on the 

factory floor, a development of major importance in view of 

the politicising potential of productive work on women. 

At that stage, mostly 'Coloured' women vJere involved, less 

hemmed in by restrictions on their mobility and independence 

than l~frican women. By the time of the outbreak of the war 

in 1939,this process had only just begun to get under way. 

'rne war and the tremendous exp ans ion that that generated in 

manufacturing industry gave it an added boost. 

1. S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 



In any political and economic history of South Africa, the 

Second V•i"G:::-ld Ha].: mc:D.:-ks a divide between t:.v'O different pE::ci.ods. 

Economically, it encouraged a shift in the structure of th~ 

South ~frican economy away from its former dependence on the 

mi.ning and ~gricultural sectors, towards a growing dominance 

by secondary industry. The numbers employed in m2nuf2,ctux: ing t 

compe:i:r·ed to thos E of othe~c sectors, rose rapidly and the 

proportion of black to white workers rose significantly as 

wel.1
1

. Politically (and developments here must be related 

to these economic changes), the war ushered in a period of 

growing militancy amongst blacks - the Alexander bus boycott 

of 1943, th~ squatter movements on the Rand, the Mineworkers' 

strike ir1 1946, th;:~ Passive Resi~t.ar1ce CGln1pa.i.grl laur1ched 

by -:.he SAIC also in 1946, and, in 1952, the Defiance Camp0ign 

organised jointly by the ANC and SAIC were all manifestations 

of this intensified political activity. In 1948 the National 

Party won the parliamentary general elections and slowly began 

to lay the foundations of the apartheid state; thereafter 

the~ politic al scene became polarised more and more sharply 

between the white s L1prernacist stc:ite and its black oppc>s i tion, 

centred on the Congress hlliance. Women were sweryi::. up, to 

an increasing extent, in both the economic and political 

currents of change. 

------··-

1. Betw.::~en 1946 a:1d 1951 the total nl1mbers employed in these 
three are2s showed the following !:hifts: 

1946 1951 

1. Agriculture, forestry, etc. 1 912 939 l 508 642 
2. Mini.ng and quan.:-ying 498 326 510 091 
3. Manufacturing 359 745 502 100 

From Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table G-2. Within 
prj.vci.te··-rndu.stry-:lhe-percentage -of blacks ull'.onqst C:U . .L 

production workers rose from 69% in 1939/40 to ~5% in 
i94f3/49, .!JJ.:.tiQD __ st.~1;.·Li~Jics_ fq_~~o _x.e~E.:'.:!_1 TabJ.e G-··9. 



By 1951, the year of the 5th general census, economic oppor-

tunities open to women had become more varied when compared 

to the situation in 1921. The majority of women were still 

occupied with domestic responsibilities - only 23,7% of all 

women (this time the figure includes Africans) were described 

as 'economically active", compared to 91, 9% of the same sample 

f 
]_ 

o_ men • Furthermore, the largest singJ.e group of l~frican 

women were still to be found living in the reserves, though 

they no longer formed a majority of all African women. 

Clearly,women's reproductive role was still paramount. 

Nevertheless, changes in the forms this assumed were beginning 

to take shape; women could no longer be defined so exclu­

sively in terms of their domestic occupations. 

One sign of this - in 1946, after many y~ars of r8presenta­

tion f~om various women's orgahis~tiohs (the National Counci.l 

of Women, Die Vroue Fedt~rasic.::, the University Women's Asso-

, t" w I Ch . t' T u . 2 ) p l' cia ·ion, omen s ris ian emperancc aion , .. ar iarnent 

finally appointed a commission of enquiry into the legal 

"---·· 

1. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table G-2. Since this 
figure includes African women, it is clear that there 
has been some advance in women "economically active" 
since 1921. The two groups to show an increase in 
the. percentage of women in employment v1ere the whites 
(from 19,2% in 1921 to 23,6% in 1951) and Afric~n (from 
12,9% o~ those 10 vears and older in 1936, to 13,5% 
of thos-e 15 years ~nd older in 19 51) . 1 Coloured' 
women remained the largest qroup of "economically active" 

,.,women but their percentage had shown little d-iange, 
being 37,4% in 1921 and 37,5% in 1951. Asian women 
showed an actual decrease, from 12,6% to 7,3% in the 
same period. This seems to have been attributable 
mainly to a decline in those employed in <Jgriculture, 
from 1 806 in 1921 to 773 in 1951. 

2. B. Solomon: Time Reme:nbered, p.18~.:i. 

white organisations. 
These were all 



disabi l.ities suffered by wcrn1en. 

was excluded;) 1 The result, 

(African customary law 

again after much delay and 

prevarication, was the Matrimonial Affairs Act of 1953 which 

relieved married women of the worst disabilities that their 

legal status as minors under the ~uardianship of their hus­

bands had imposed upon them2 . However, and significantly, 

this Act did not touch the status of African women under 

customary la% an area where, as has been already described, 

women were far worse off than they were under civil law. 

This was no accident. Despite the degree to which African 

women were involved in the changes restructuring women's 

-place in society, the state refused to lift the controls 

exercised over them under customary law. Rather, the mo've 

after 1948, was towards greater, not less control. 

dealt with more fully below.) 

('rhis is 

Compared to before the •.var, vmmen \,'ere now entering the 

public sector of employment in increasing numbers. The 

statistics shows that the increc:;se in general employment was 

actually occurring at a more r2pid rate among black wrnnen 

than black men. Within private industry the rate of increase 

of African women was faster than that of. 'Coloured' women, 

while both these categories had outstripped the rate of 

1. For an account of the commission, as well as the long 
struggle involved to get its recommendations enacted, 
~ee B. Solomon, op.cit. Bertha Solomon, one of three 
women members o.f Parliament at the time, played a leading 
role in the lengthy struggle to reform the common law 
provisions with regard to the legal status of married 
women, so much so, that the Matrimonial Affairs Act 
was popularly knm·m as "Bertha's Bill" in the press and 
in Parliament. · 

2. To quote B. Solomon, op.cit., p. 261: "No longer would 
a man be able to claim his wife's earnings as a right. 
No~ sell her tools of trade or seize her damages ... It 
would be possible now for an innocent wife in divorce to 
ask for, and get, alimony at the discretion of the courts. 
'I1he COi.ffts could even grant her guardianship as well as 
custody of her children in a suitable case ... ". 



increase of the labour force as a whole
1 

.. 

De~elopments already noted in th~ pre-war period in the 

composition of the female industrial labour force were more 

clearly marked. The proportion of white women to black in 

the female indL1s trial labour force was ro ntinuing to decline. 

In 1939/40 there were still more than twice as many white 

women as black in private industry. By J.951/52 this pre-

dominance had declined to the point where black women just 

outnumbered white 2 . 

Interestingly, ·the total female labour force in private 

industry remained more or less constant between these two 

periods, at approximately 14%. By the beginning of the 

1950's, the proportionate increase of black women in pri~ate 

industry was still being counteracted by the proportionate 

decrease of white fema1-e workers. Only during_this period, 

did the percentage of women in the total manufacturing labour 

------------------

1. One must stress that here one is talking of the rate of 
increase -- in terms of actual numbers employed, men far 
exceeded women. Thus between 1939/40 and 1944/45 the 
following increases in employment in private industry 
were recorded (the figure in brackets represents the 
percentage of the total industrial labour force) : 

l..9--3 9 I 4<2_ 1944/45 

llfrican men 129 343 (45, 7) 204 643 ( 51, 3) 
African women 1 254 ( '4) 3 154 ( '8) 
'Coloured' men 26 025 ( 9' 2) 35 109 ( 8,8) 
'Coloured' women 11 263 ( 4, 0) 19 910 ( 5, 0) 

,,... 



force begin to rise again, with an accelerating influx of 

lHrican women into industrial employment. 

In the early 1950's the bulk of bJ.ack women in industry be-

longed ov~rwhelmingly to the 'Coloured' group. Although 

African women in industry were increasing at a faster rate 

than 'Coloured', they still formed a minute fraction of the 

manuf<.lcturing labour force at this time. In the period 

~g·3a/~O io-1/s~ J.. ,_,; - .;;::i.e. £..1 the number of 'Coloured' women in private 

industry rose from 11 263 to 34 372, that of African women 

fJ'.'Qffi a mere 1 2 54 to 7 8101 • u~s ian WOffien I numbering Only 

1 474 in ·this category in 1951/52, rem~ined an insignificant 
2 force .) The real take-off for African women entering manu-

facturing only began during the l950's, picking up momentum 

in the 1960 1 s 3 . The compoc:ition of the.female industrial 

labour force had important implications for trade union work 

amongst black women. 'Coloured' women were clearly a more 

important area for organisation than African. c· 01.nce the 
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bulk of the 'Coloured' population lived in the Western Cape, 

this was the major area of :..lnion activity amongst women \·JOrkers, 

though the F.and and Port Eii<~abeth were important centres 

as well. From the point of view of the FSAW, it was in the 
' 

Western Cape where the role of the trade unions as politicising 

agents amongst women was most marked. 

A further feature of the pattern of female employment in 

industry during these years was the continued §ex-stereotyping 

·------------·--
/ 

l.· Ibid. 

2. Ibid. 

3~ S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56, provides figures which 
show ·the dram<:ltic L1crease in African women's .:;hare in 
the total manufacturing labour force after 1950. 
In 1946 and 1951 they accounted for 1%; by 1960 this 
had doubled to 2% and by 1970 had reached 7%, by which 
stage they had reached a par with 'Coloured' women. 



of jobs. The influx of women workers was still directed 

prirna;:-ily into a few areas of manufacturing which corres­

ponded broadly to traditional, domestic occupations for 

women. Here the clothing_ and textiles and, to a lesser 

extent, food industries dominated. In the clothing and 
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textile industry, the total female labour force increased 

from 17 293 in 1937/38 to 43 527 in 1952. The 1952 figures 

represe!"ltE~d a very large slice of the total female work force 

in private industry - roughly 50% of a total of 87 049 

women1 . 

In other spheres of employment, the diversification of jobs 

for women was greatest for white women. The trend already 

-noted, that of their upward job mobility, was continuing -

· incr(::;,asing·ly white women were being drawn into clerical and 

sales posts. By 1960 clerical work was by far the largest 

area of white female employment, while sales work had out­

stripped industry to rank third after the 'professional and 

technical' category. For black women, the largest area of 

employment was still overwhelmingly in the service sect.or, 

primarily in private domestic work, where the difficulties 

of organising, either politically or as workers, were 
. 2 
immense . 

Although women's reproductive role continued to be primary, 

by the 1950's this had undergone some significant structural 

changes. In particular, African women's reproductive function 

within the reserves had come under enormous strain. By 

the 1950's it was clear that the reserves were no longer 

func;tioning as viable subsistence bases for migrant workers. 

In 1949 an ecor.omic and social survey carried out in the 

Keiskammahoek district of the Ciskei, the Keiskammahoek 

Rural Survey, noted that 

1. Census of Indu~trial Establishments, 1937-1938, Table 2 
a11a Industrial Census ,-l95J:--s2-; Soecial Report No. 206, 
Tebl.e5.---7J~he-i952 .f.igure includes footwear workers 
as well. 



"the dependence of the villagers upon the earnings 
of their emigrant workers is so great that it 
would probably be morG acx;urate to say that .. the 
economy of the district rests firstly upon the 
fact that it is a reservoir of labour for the 
mines and industries of the Union and secondly 
upon the

1
subsistence farming of those who remain 

behind." 

Overpopulated, but with an unnatural preponderance of the 

young, the old and women, overstocked, eroded and neglected 

by the state, the reserves were economically exhausted and 

sunk in acute poverty2• 

The survey painted a grim picture of what life was like for 

the 46% of the African female population still living in 

these areas in the early 1950's. 

"By the time a woman has passed the reproductive 
years she has borne, on the average, 7 children 
which means that at any given time, 1 in 5 of 
the youngest and strongest of the female workers 
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---·-·----------

1. 

2. 

KeisJsarmna_b.9ek Rura~ Survey, Vol. II, p. 4-·5. 

The Keisk2mmahoek Rural Survev calculated that in that 
one- distr-ict of the Ciskei·;-p;r square mile, there 
were.approximately 53 children and aged to 28 adult 
workers, of whom only 9 ,,_iere male, Keiskammahoek. Rural 
Survey, Vol. II, p.139. In addition, it estim2ted that 
even in "an exceptionally good year", the district pro­
duced only enough food to supply half the nutritional 
requirements of its inhabitants (op.cit., p.177) . 

./ 

One effect of this .- it estimated the infant mortality 
rate at 453 per 1000 births, while 40% of C:1ll children 
died before the age of 10 (pp.45, 182). This was by 
no means atypical of the reserves in general. A survey 
in the Lovedc:le district in 1940 found that 7Cf>/o of all 
bab.:Les between 7 and J.2 months and 92% of all children 
between 8 and 11 years \-v'ere und.-::rweight:, P. Walshe: 
The Rise of African Nationalism in South Africa, p. 301. 
----------------------------------~------



is pregnant, and as many have suckling infants. 
Before the normal hous~keeping tasks of cooking, 
washing and cleaning even begin, the women have 
usually long·c1istances to go to fetch water in 
buckets from the rivers: wood is collected and 
carried" in large bundles from the forest~ and 
then the mealies must be stamp(:~Q and ground, 
preparatory to their cooking. The trading 
stations are sometimes miles away ..• and the 
women must walk the distances bringing back the 
small quantities of tea, coffee, sugar and gro­
ceries which their available cash enables them 
to afford. The huts in which they live are 
sometimes poorly constructed and always require 
a certain amount of upkeep."l 

'J'he survey calculated that on an average, women and girls 
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spent one quarter of a 56 hour week on 11 the \vas tefully uneconomic 

tasks of fetching water and wood and stamping and gr j_nd.ing 
. ') 

mealies,,,_. For women "burdened with childbearing and house-

hold tasks'', their·work as peasant farmers amounted to the 

"bare minimum" - on an average only about 10°~ ove.r:- the year 

of a woman's time was spent on the cultivation and 11arvesting 
3 of crops • Yet women were, more than ever, the mainstay 

of .the reserve agriculture. The 1953/54 annual report of 

the Department of Native Affairs put the number:- of African 

"small farmers" at 2 073 356,of whom over two thirds (1 428 617) 
4 were '.vornen . 

Des~ite the appearance of unhurried calm and picturesque, 

tradition-bound life that the reserves presented to casual 

travellers passing through, reserve society had become 

increasingly unstable. The migrant 12bour system involved 

a constant turnover of the members of a family resident. in 

the reserves. The family itself was in disarray. Marriage 

was being undermined - many men abandoned their reserve 

families on moving to town, leaving their wives and children 

2. Ibid., p.140-141. 

3. Ibid., p.182. 
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to cope as best they could. Illegitimacy was on the increase. 

'rhe Kei~.:;kammahock survey found roughly one quarter of all 

children born in the district were illegitimate7 nearly half 

the mothers interviewed had borne one or more illegitimate 

children1 . While the rate of female migration was on the 

increase, the preponderance of adult women over men was enor­

mous. In the 25-29 age group in Keiskammahoek in 1946, the 
2 masculinity rate was a mere 36,l . Furthermore, as more 

women moved to town, the burden of childcare on those women 

left behind in the reserves was on the increase as well. 

Migrant women frequently left their children in the care of 

older female relatives; sometimes even older children had to 

be ax· the res pons ibil i ty when both parents were awa~i.1 • In · 

Keiskammahoek in 1936 there were 119,3 children under 9 years 

of age for every hundred women of childbearing age (15 - 44 

years). By 1946, the ratio of children to women in these 

age-groups had increased to 135,1:1003 . 

This, then, was the condition of life for nearly one third 

(31,09%) of all South l1frican women in 1951.. Life was a 

daily struggle for existence at its most basic level. The 

secure framework of tribal society, marriage and the family 

had collapsed but little had arisen to take its place. The 

fund of accumulated frustration, bitterness and despair 

amongst these women was enormous. P.lthough political organi--

sation in the reserves was difficult - they were too isolated, 

backward and dominated ~till by outmoded tribal institutions 

- the potential for spontaneous ou~Jursts of anger, directed 

against particular institutioms~and manifestations of the 

inha..:bitants' oppressed living condit:Lons was there. It only 

needed to be triggered off, as the unrest amongst rural women 

in the Zeerust district in 1957 against passes and later, in 

Natal, in 1959, against cattle-dipping stations revealed4 . 

1. ~s .. J.5kar~mah_?ek R~r aJ-_ _§urv_§'_y, op.cit., p .111. 

2. Ibid. I p. 36. 

3. Ibid., p.40, Table 16. 
' 

4. See below, pp. 239-243, ~56-258. 
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The :nou.nting rate of urbanisatic,n amongr.;t African W) men was 

one indication of the collapse of the pre-capitalist subsis­

tence sc:ctor. By 1951 the percentage of African Y.iOmen 

living in the urban areas had ~ ... ncreased to 21, 57%1 , more than 

three times what it had been in 1921. 'rhe half-hearted 

offic.Lal a~ternpt.r; of the 30 's and 40' s to curb this :Elow to 

the towns hc:d not been particularly s:J.ccessful and the urban 

fc::rnc:le population had been increasing at a more rapid rate 

than the male. By 1951 the average masculinity rate amongst 

the urban African populat~on had dropped to 157,5, although 

the Rand, Durban and Cape Town continued to have a larger 

excess of males over females than the average 2 . 

For the ;tndu~--~ri~.! L~::_gj.5)a.:ti9.11 Co£rni~ion of 1951, the declin­

ing masculinity rate amongst urban Africans was an indication 

of the development of a "n'ormal family structure" amongst 

them3 . Ho',-Jevc:r, a no:r:-mc:l family structure depends on far 

more than <J mere overall improvement in the balance of the 

sex ratio of a population. The available material suggests 

that the urban African family~ like its rural counterpart, 

had become far less stable, not more so. by the 1950's. 

In the late 1950's, a survey of Africans living in East London 

revec:led marriage amongst them to be in "c;n uncerta :i..n and 

insecure· condition" 4 . v~hile it remained the ideal, it was 

becoming far less binding and permanent with the nur~er of 

~ouples living in extra-legal unions on the increase. In 

-----·-·-------· 

1. Calculated from figures supplied by the Populatio_~g~_nsus., 
~951, Vol. 1, Table ll(a), pp.94-95. 

2. In 1946 the average masculinity rate for the·urban areas 
of the Union as a whole was 186, that of the Rand 275, 
Durban 271 and Cape Town 223, Industrial Legjslation 
Commission, 19.Sl, p.14. In 1951,. the rate for greater 
Cape,-:'l'o~:=..;~-wa.s given as 19 3, 7 but in Lang a I one of the 
African locations, it was as high as 486 in 1952/53. 
Wilson and Mafeje: l:.5~§ .. ' pp. 54. 

3. IndL1E~tr·ia1 Le.crislation. Con1rni;:~sior1, 1951, p.13. 
"iTuiT-quot-aU.or~;·-;ee belov\' p :1:;9·:·--

4. Pa m·J: 'J~l1:£._ Seco1::i.d __ ,Qene1:--:.? ti.s>...!2.' p. 130. 

For the 



the towns, illegitimacy was considerably higher than the rate 

already noted for the reserves. In the East London survey, 

mentioned above, more than 46% of the children belonging to 
. . . . l 

the women in the sample were illegitJ.mate . Such a figure 

was· by no means unusually high for the African townships. 

In Duiban the illegitimacy rate- amongst African births between 

1955 and 1961 fluctuated between 59 and 64 per 100 births; 

in Pietermaritzburg in 1960 the comparable figure was 672 • 
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The rise in illegitimacy and increased instability of rna~riages 

was leading to the emergence of a new form of household, the 

matrifoc~l or female-he~ded household. Thus the Ea~t London 

survey already cited, found 2/5 of its sample households to 
3 be headed by women . In their book on ·social conditions in 

Langa, Cape Town (which appeared in .1963), Wilson and Mafeje 

described female heads of households as 11 common 114 A further 

index of the declining importance of men in the urban family 

could be found in its low masculinity rate. In East 

London, this rate for the total population of the sample 

households was onl~ 81; when just the population 15 years 

---------·-·---·-------'-
-·· 

1. Pauw: op.cit., p.137. 

2. Simons, op.cit., p.221, gives the follmdng approximate 
figures for the illegitimacy rate per 100 births in these 
other large towns: 

Kj.ngwilliamstown, 1955-1960 
Pretoria, 1962 
Port Elizabeth, 1960-1963 
Bloemfontein, 1962 
Cape Tovm, 1962 

40 58 
42 
37 - 33 
42 
32 

Because the regi.ster of African births is incomplete, the 
_..fi9ures are not reliable, but, argues Simons, "there is 
no reason to believe that they are an exaggeration. It 
is more likely women would conceal ille9itimate, rat.her 
than legitimate, births". 

3. Pauw; op.cit., p.146. 

4. M. Wilson and A~ Mafeje, op.cit., p.79. 
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(Yet and older was taken into account, it dropped to 68
1

. 

in town, as a whole 1 men greatly outnumbered women.) Families 

showed "a strong tendency to lose the father at a relatively 

early stage 112 • At the same tim~, there was a tendency for 

households to extend in a multi-gener~tional form on the 

matriline - a woman, her daugl1ters (legitimate or illegiti­

mate) and their daughters. 

In this state of flux and uncertainty that surrounded the 

urban family, the position of women was often contradictory, 

their status confused. On the one hand women tended to gain 

in independence and authority. In many cases they were 

playing the strongest part in holding their families together, 

an important factor in explaining why the opposition of 

African women to the pass laws should have been so deeply 

felt and militant. On the other hand, women's new position 

was not sanctioned by society. In the eyes of the law they 

were still subordinate to men, while their right of residence 

in town V-.'as increasingly insecur-e, especially after 1952 

when tighter influx control measures were introduced. Fur·-

thermore, within their own community, patriarch<1l attitudes 

and values were still deeply entrenched. 

" in spite of structural conditions working 
towards a matrifocal family structure, tradi­
tional values relating to patriarchy and patri­
lineaJ. kinship ties are still strongly in evi­
dence, even among urban Bantu. 11 3 

In 1954 the magazine Dru~ put the question "Should women have 

equal rights with men?" to the vote of its readership. Out 

of l59 replies, 101 readers answered no. 

prize for the best letter said: 

1. Pauw, op .. cit., p.150. 

2. Ibid. I p.149. 

3. p aU\:J, op.cit., p.161. 

The winner of the 



"Let us give them courtesy but no rights. They 
should continue to carry no passes for they are 
harmlessly inferior: put on their bonnets every­
where, fo:c it is a shame for a woman to go bare­
headed. 11 1 

For women themselves, their ow:1 perceptions of their position 

were often arr~ivalent. The East London survey already 

mentioned, recorded the following conversation with a 64 

year-old woman, head of a three-generation household, which 

captures something of the contradictions women were experiencing. 

"Q: When a mother lives with her children as 
you do here in town, what is the custom. 
Who is taken as head? 

A: The son, Makhwenkwe, is the head here 

But,lc;ter, 

"Q: Who really rules all the pt?ople in this 
house? 

A: I do, all these things are mine and he 
(Makhwenkwe) is also mine. 11 2 

II 

'rhese ambiguities and ambivalent attitudes would colour the 

FSAW membership's assessment of the position of women as well. 

At the same time, the crisis of the urban family would be an 

area of major concern for it after 1954. 

Both the reserves. and the white farms were contributing to 

the increase in the African female urban population. By 

195~ the threat this posed to women's ~eprodu6tive role in 

both these areas was receiving- the attention of the state. 

Thus the Minister of Native Affairs in 1950: 

1. Drm~, May 1954. f?_:r:·qg1 itself .is a m:i..rror of such attitudes. 
Though it carried many serio~s feature articles and pro­
vides a vaJ. uable r.::cord of the 19 50 's on both a cul tur a 1 
and political level~ its treatment of women is often 
sexist, preoccupied wit~ them as beauty queens and cover 
girls. 

i. Pauw, op.cit., p.71. 



"It is constantly being said tbat the natives in 
the cities deteriorate. The undesirable condi­
tions are largely caused~by the presence of 
women ~ilic in many cases leave their homes con­
trary to the wishes of their fathers or guardians 
and contrary to tribal custom. To my mind there 
are already too many urbanised blacks who have 
turned their backs on the tribal customs and I 
do not intend to assist the process. 11 1 

From this time on, the position of African women became even 

less secure in the urban areas, as the government sought to 

enforce the system of migrant labour and eliminate all 

Africans other than productive workers from the towns. 

This further attack on their security was one of the most 

imp:::n·tant fact.ors in politicising African women in the 1950's. 

Here, very briefly, the reasons behind this shift with 

regard to women and the pass laws will be considered. 

PASS LAWS FOR WOMEN AF'l'ER 1948 - , 

After 1948, with the coming to power of the Nc:itionalist 

government, the system of state control over the African 

population, embodied in the pass laws, came under review. 

In particular, the terms on which Africans were to be allowed 

access to the urban areas were stringently restructured -

and now, fern.ale towndwellers, hitherto larg-ely exempt from 

influx control measures, came under attack as well. In 1952 

two very important pieces of legislation passed through Par­

liament which restructured and refined the whole pass system. 

The Native Laws Amendment Act, inter alia, am~nded the Urban 

Areas Act arid greatly strengthened the existing influx con-
..... 

·::rol measures. Henceforth, it would be an offence for any 

African, women included, to remain for longer than 72 hours 

in any urban are~· without special permission, unless he or 

------------------------------------------------· 
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she fell within a limited range of exempted categories
1 

The 

so-called Natives (libolition of Passes and Co--ordination of 

DocurneTLs) Act, far from abolish:i.~g passes, extended them 

under the new euphemism of. 'reference books 1 to the entire 

African adult population. Despite repeated assurances to the 

contrary, that it was not intended to administer these new 

provisions with regard to women, women were now in line for 

the cornpulsory carrying of passes. 

Some theorists, notably H. Wolpe, have an~lysed these new 

measures (and irideed, the establishment of the apartheid state) 

largely in terms of the collapse of the reserve subsistence 

economies 2 . In the face of this collapse, the governmen~ 
was obliged to extend its coercive powers to uphold the 

crucial cheap migrant labour system, despite the erosion of 

its subsistence base. A critic of this thesis, M. Morris, 

has argued that the function of the pass legislation in 1952 

was rather to control the distribution of the African labour 

force through the different sectors of the economy and ensure 

an adequate supply for the agricultural sector. This, before 

1948, had been largely neglected by the United Party Govern··­

ment3. However, despite the value of his argument with 

regard to l.\frican men, simply to slot the extension of pass 

laws to African women into this general framework is inadequate. 

Women, as ulready discussed above, have occupied a distinc-

tive place in the economy, and .their incorporation within 

1. ,.,In order to be exempted an African had to prove he/she 
had lived in the area continuously since birth, or had 
worked continuously for one employer for a minimum of 
10 years, or had lived there continuously and lawfully 
for a minimum of 15 years prior to the Act, or was the 
wife, unmarried son .or daughter under 18 years of age 
6£ a man who qualified £or urban residence in terms of 
the <;;bove. M. Ho:crell: Leg_i~ l~_tion and Race Rel a tiol).!.~.' 
p. 36. 

2. H. Wolpe, op.cit. 

3. M. Morris, op.cit. 



the pass laws system must be understood in terms of this 1 . 

Women's primary function in the early 1950's was. reproductive, 

rather than productive. This applied to the agricultural 

sector as well - women were not that important a source of 
2 farm labour . Nor, in the v~rious farm labour reports and 

agricultural congresses referred to by Morris, were re~resen­

tatives of the farming community urging action to control the 

exodus of wornen, specifically, from the farms 3 • What they 

were urging was the creatioh of a permanent, in place of the 

temporary and migrant, labour force. Thus, despite the lack 

df references to it, it seems that insofar as the new pass 

laws were designed to check the migration of wanen from the 

white co<:mtry:sidc, it was not the control of them as worke.r s, 

but rather as reproducers of the agricultural workforce, 

that was important.· 

However, the major interest of the state in African women, 

as indicated by official reports, statements and the parlia­

mentary debates, was in the growing permanency of th.:= urban 

African corr®unity that this revealed. 

!.Jegislatiog_S:ommi§_2j._on described the declining masculinity 

rate amongst urban Africans as: 

"a clear indication that the native population 
in urban areas is, to an increasing measure. 
beginning to assume a normal family structure 
which is indisputable proof of a growing ten­
dency towards permanent u.rbanisation. 114 

l. 'I'he whole qLiestion of women's place within the pass laws 
.~ystem and the changes this has undergone, is a fasci­
nating area that has been more or less entirely overlooked_ 
by researchers. It would be very ftuitful an area for 
study, not only for the light it wouJ_d throw on the place 
of women within the political economy of So~th Africa 
but also for insights it '\vould provide into the workings 
of and rationale behind the pass law system itself. Here 
I do no more than suggest an approach. 

2 .. See above p.11. In 1954, according to my calculations, 
b1ack 1,,,;ornen amounted to some 13% of the tot<::1l number of 
farm c~mployees, Ba;-:;ed on figures supplied by Qn:h.2.Il. .. ~3..t~_§_:: 
!J:E.? f~[ __ 2g~~~c~E'3" Table G-3. 

:j,, ~)ee e:spc:'ci;:;lly the Report~ot __ ~.l1e. Nat.iy_e F~rm _[:_~~oi;~r_ __ C9_.Ig,:::: 
rt1Lt:.t~·: ::> l 9 3 ; --1 9 ~; 9 . 



For both economic and political reasons, the government was 

not prepared to tolerate ~his permanent urbanisation. The 

economic reasons related to the ma~ntenance of the migrant 

labour system and the distribution of the labour force to all 

sectors of the economy, not just the urban-industrial (as 

Morris has argued) . The political reasons were to do with 

the aggressive challenge being posed to the state in the 

late 1940's and early 1950's by the national liberation move-

ment in the cities. In these circumstances, the function 

of the reserves was being overhauled. No longer capable of 

acting as a viable subsistence base, their traditiorial tribal 

institutions of a~hority and control in a state of decay, 

they were now being restructured to serve a political control 

function, in addition to their severely attenuated reproduc­

tive function. 
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The Bantu Authorities Act of 1951 began the process of diverting 

African political aspirations to ethnicalJ.y based, decentra-

lised regional authorities in the wrious reserves. Since 

women '"'ere regarded as the basis of: the family and a stable 

community life, their previously relati.vely uncontrolJ.ed 

access to the towns could no longer be allowed. J?urthermore, 

be6ause traditional tribal patriarchy.was no longer exercising 

sufficient control over their mobility, the direct surv.sillance 
1 of the pass laws had beco.me necessary . The imp<1ct of this, 

coming on top of the already hec;vy pressures squee:~ing African 

women, in both town and country, was severe; the reaction 

against the new passes, particularly in the towns, would be 

explosive. 

l. However, at no stage did the government intend to elimi-­
nate women from the t.ov-;nships completely. 'l'he 1952 legis­
lation provided for wives c:nd unmarried daughters of men 
who qualified for perf!"lcHH::nt residence to sL:iy with them. 
In this way, these women were incorr;:io:r.ated within the 
capi tcilis t mode of p:r:od:1cti.on, 2g<.1 ire not as workers· so 
much as reproducers of the already existing urbanised 
work force. 



'fhus by tb.e early 1950 's the position of women· was in u -·-----._.-

of flux compared to the early 20th Century. The economic 

changes that the country had experienced had loosened many 

of the constraints on women's positions that operated in 

Schreiner's day. With their greater economic mobility and 

independence, more women were in a position to organise them­

selves politically than ever before. At the same time, the 

contradictions and pressures they faced in adjusting to these 

new conditions were mounting as well, raising the need for 

further and more radical adjustments in their position. 

Thi.s T .... 1as especially the case for black v1omen. Yet the scope 

for political activity amongst women should not be exaggerated. 

In the early 1950's it was'still severely restricted. Ap~rt 

from the general restrictions operating against black poli­

tical activity, patriarchal ideology, though under pressure 

from various quarters, was deeply entrenched amongst both 

men and women. This tended to counteract the more radica­

lising effects of the changes described above on women's 

perc·2ptions of themselves and on the degree of independence 

and mobility they enjoyed. Furthermore, the bulk of women 

weie still absorbed by domestic concerns, their time, energy 

and skills directed towards this sphere rather than the 

pu6lic-political one. In addition, as the above survey 

must make abundantly clear, women had not been uniformly 

affected by the process of change. In many ways, the gulf 

separating black women from white had increased over the 

years, as witnessed by occupational stratification along 

colour lines and discriminatory legislation (the Women's 

Enfranchisement Act, the Matrimonial Affairs Act) . 

This gulf extended to the political sphere as well. Whil.e 

white women coL1ld / for the most part, look to the white 

state for the protedtion of their in~erests and for reforms 

in areas where they still felt themselves to be discriminated 

against as women, black women stood in a fundamentally 

different relation to the state. For them, reforms in 

their subordinate status as women required radical changes 
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in the very nature of the state itself. (For instance, on the 
~? 

issue of women's suffrage alone, it was impossible for black 

women to demand the vote without coming up ag·ainst the ques­

tion of the unenfranchised state of blacks in general.) 

For this reason, political organisation amongst them did not, 

historically, develop along separate, feminist lines but 

always within the broader framework of black political 

resistance movements. 



THE ROOTS OF THE FSAW. 1910 - 1939 

The :i;:revious chapter has outlined the material basis on which 

the increased participation of women in the political sphere 

during the course cf the 20th Century rested. The di ver.s ity 

of women's exp.:::,rience fou.nd expression in the diversity of 

the political positions found amongst them. The FSAW in 

the 1950 1 s repres•ented one particular direction that women' ~3 

political involvement had taken. Even though it envisaged 

the e::~tablishrnent of a broad movement, open to c:ll v.10men, 
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it ;:.vci.s c'2rtainly not J:epresentative of all women politically. 

The FSJ~W took shape within the context of the national libera-

tion movement. Its membership, prog:!'."amme and even the 

timing of its first appearance was determined largely by 

that m.ovement. Its roots, therefore, must be looked for in 

the history of the national liberation movement. itself. 

It is to this that the next two chapters will turn. 

Five main organisational strands were represented in the 

FSAW in 1954 - the ANC, the SAIC, COD, SACPO and a segment 

of the trade union movement . While COD and Sl~CPO were 

both recent organisations, the other three had long histories, 

stretching as far back as the 1890's in the case of the 

SAIC1 . A further important organisation that before 1950 

contributed to the pool of leaders and ideas from which the 

FSAW would draw, was the Communist Party of South Africa 

(CPSA) • Even though by 1954 it was no longer a legal orga-· 
/ 

nisation, its influence within the Congress Alliance could 

8ti11 be felt2 . Within these different orqanisations the 

·1. The Natal Indian Congress; one of the components of the 
SAIC, was establ.ished by M.K. Gandhi soon after he 
arrived in Natal in 1893. 

2. rrh2 ~~ uppress ion cf Cornmunisrn Act was passed in June 19 50. 
The CPSA dissolved itself, rather than be declared ille­
galr while the Bill was being debated in P <Jt"liament. 
Several of its former white members became involved in 
COD once this was formed in 1952. 



evolution of ide~s and practice on the political role of 

women varied - the tr2dition of wornen 1 s organisation that 

the FSAW inherited in 1954 was a diverse and unevenly deve­

loped one. 

1n the years between Union in 1910 and the Second World War, 

the period dealt with in this chapter, the three areas of 

organisation most important for the subsequent development 

of the FSAW ·v-1ere the }\NC, the CPSA (after 1921) and the trade 

union movement. There was contact and overlap between all 

three organisations, most marked in this early stage between 

the CPSA and various of the trade unions. However, for the 

sake of convenience, but also because the position of women 

varied w:L thin each, this chapter \vill deal with these three 
. 1 

areas separately . 

1. WOMEN AND THE ANC 
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In the 1950's the ANC would be the single most important 

source of membership for the FSAW, through its women's section, 

the ANC Women's League_ (ANCWL) . However, in 1912, when the 

ANC was formed, women were completely peripheral to the orga­

nisation and were not, immediately and automatically, granted 

membership. l-\t that stage, the public sphere of politics 

and political parties was an exclusively male domain. In 

1911, the establis~unent of the women's suffrage body, the 

WEAU1 in Durban had prompted the followin9 response from the 

newspaper, Na_t..°-_l_M~~.:y: 

"We hope the women suffragists have enjoyed their 
picnic in Durban, but we do not think the political 
effect of their visit can have re~arded their en­
deavour, and we cannot pretend that we have any 
regrets for their non-success. 11 2 · 

-----------·-----------'" 
1. It is not possible to provide more than a very brief and 

cursory account of g·eneral developments vJithin these dif­
ferent organisations. For a more detailed history, the 
reader is referred to general histories, e.g. Roux: Tim~ 
l_on~L~r than R~.~1?.e, Simons & Simons: _s:;1 <'!..2.~--a~d Col9_lJ_l..:__in 
South Africa, .Wilson and .Thompson (eds.): The Oxford Historv 
---r.:-·s-·-~:;---""'7-:;=:-:·· ,- v 1 11 o t","' "1''" C'>-,,.,,--,,..Y-::.-.,...L:-1---: • ·r1"' r):, .. ··: ()J: ,_OULD f;,_J.l.Cc-c 1 Q_. . • D _l,C icld,_. 1 .:>t.::'- ~cL S 18. .1lc. \..l.,__,e 

g)~ __ A-:Cu-. ,~-"! n -· r:-jit r o P_?..l is [0 _ _i ~_;?.Q.ll t.h_'.2:.i)~ j:..s:.§.. -------·-



This complacent rejection of the idea that women had any 

l E-'9 itirna te claim to the franchise was shared by the ANC . . 
Its o~.va franchise claim in 1912 was an echo of Cecil Rhodes' 

dictum "equal rights to all civilised men from the Cape to 

the Zambesi" 1 . It was only in the 1940's that it was to come 

out unequivocally :Ln support of universal suffrage, by which 

it meant votes for women too. 

The ANC leaders of 1912 were preoccupied with defending the 

limited rights Africans still enjoyed, particularly in the 

Cape, not with extending them into so radical an area as 

women's rights. Pixley ka Izaka Seme vlho played a leading 

part in the convening of the first conference of the ANC, 

set out its concerns as follows: 

"Chiefs of royal blood and gentlemen of our race ... 
we have discovered that in the land of their birth, 
Africans are treated as hewers of wood and drawers 
of water. The white people of this country have 
formed what is known as the Union of South Africa 
- a union in which we have no voice in the m::iking 
of laws and no part in their administration. We 
have called you therefore to this conference.so 
that we can, together, devise ways and means of 
forming our national union for the purpose of 
creating national unity and. defending our rights 
and privileges. 11 2 

In many ways, there are some striking parallels between the 

early l\NC and WEAU. Both were composed of people who 

were seeking to extend rather than overthrow the existing 

power base in society1 so as to incorporate themselves. The 

leaders of the ANC were drawn from the tiny westernised and 

educated African elite - the lawyers, ministers, teachers. 

Ve~y few women qualified in terms of education or economic 

security, for inclusion within this category. Conservative 

men, reared in a strongly patriarchal tradition, the early 

ANC leaders aspired to full partnership within a parliamentary 

democracy with the whites. They had embraced the system 

2. Walshe, op.cif., p.34. 



of values of the dominant group within: sDciety, the white 

bourgeoisi~. and adopted without questioning its views on 

the subordinate place of women, views which did net confi{c~ 

with their own patriarchal tradition. Right up until the 

1950's and beyond, the AL-JC contir1\:l:=d to see women primarily 

as moLhers and wives, a view that conditioned the outlook 

of its female members a·s well. 

Politics j_n the early 20th Century was a male-defined occupa-

t.ion. However, in 1913, _African women theraselves burst 

onto the public political st.age in a ·widet~prevd campaign in 

the Orange Free State against pass laws for women. This 

campaign provided the momentum for the foundation of the Bantu 

Women's I..teague v.;hich a ff ilia ted to the ANC and «tJa:-3 a prede-

cessor of the later ANC\.YL. Opposition to passes was one 

of the key issues round which r~ fr ican women in the 20th 

Century •.'1ould rally. The anti-pass campaig-n in the Free State 

was an early example of this and one of the earliest expressions 

of discoritent by black v.omen in modern South Africa. As such, 

it came to assume a symbolic importance in later years. 

The pass laws in South Africa1 have been one of the crucial 

mechanisms of state control over the African population. 

However, as already mentioned, until the 1930's women were 

generally exempt from any systematic attempt at pass control. 

-------·----

1. ~n 1946 the 'Fagan Commission' gave the following defi­
nition of a pa;::;s, a document "(a) which is not carried 
by all races but only by people of a particular race, 
and which (b) is connected with restrictions of the free­
dom of movement of the person concerned or (c) must at 
all times be carried by the person concerned on his body, 
~ince the law layR the obligation on him of producing it 
on demand to the oolic(:~ and cErtain other officials and 
the m~re failure ~o prod~ce it is by itself a punishable 
of fence." (N::iti ve La~s Co_:_~~j_.s? ioD.' p. 26) . A "Pass 11

1 

thenris more than a mere travel permit and can refer to 
a variety of different documents for instance, permits 
to live in an urban area, tax receipts. and even certifi-­
c;:ites of exemption from pass law.;;~ 
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The Orange Free State in the early 20th Century was a notable 

excep~ion in this regard. There the ~fuole black population 

was enmeshed in the pass laws net. 

The Free State pass laws dated from before Union. However, 

according to Sol Plaatje, a leading ANC £igure at the time, 

it was only after 1910 that they came to be stringently 

applied against women 1 Local municipalities were given 

wide powers to levy a whole range of permits on all black 

t i 1 1 1 d r 1 Af ' d 1 C 1 d 1 2 ownawe iers, ma e an rema. e, rican an. o.oure .. 

These included "stand permits, residential passes, visitors' 

passes, seeking work passes, employment registration certi­

ficates, permi. ts to reside on employer's premises, work on 

own behalf certificates, dome~tic service books, washerwomen's 
· a t · , 't .. 3 i permits an_ en-ertainmenc permi s . Each of t1ese cost money 

( 5s 21 month to · .. mrk on one's own) ; 

necessary papers led to arrest. 

fail~re to possess the 

In addition, Plaatje also 

states that "no native women in the Province of the Orange 

'Free• State (sic) can reside within a municipality (whether 

with or without her parents or her husband) unless she can 

produce ,a permit showing that she is a servant in the employ 

of a white person, this permit being signed by the Town 
' 4 

Clerk" . 

To answer the question vJhy women should have been included 

within these provisions when elsewhere they were excluded, 

1. S. Plaatje, Native Life in, South Africa, p.92. 

2. ~n all, the 'Coloured' population of the Free State was 
27 054, compared to 175 189 whites and 325 824 Africans. 
'I'he percentage af this figure which would have been 
urbanised is unavailable. In 1921, less than 7 000 
'Coloureds' were urbanised, compared to 6 7 500 Africans. 
'I'he 'Coloured' _urban population was not therefore of 

4. 

great significance numerically. Union Statistics for 
50 Years: Tables A-3, A-5, A-10. 

Inter-Department.2l_~omrn].:_t-_tee, on the Native Pass Laws, 
1920, pp.3-4. 

S. Plaatje, op.cit., p.91. 



requires a separate study of conditions. p.r.evailing in the 

Orange Free State historically, in both the rural and urban 

areas. Obviously, in gen~ral terms, the revenue accruing 

from the issue of all these permits was an attractive prospect 

for the wh3.te municipalities. The pass laws also ensured 

a far-reaching;degree of control over the black labour force 

in the Free State. where shortage of labour was a chronic 

complaint o:E the white farmers. In this connection, of rele-

vance is the fact that in the Orange Free State, compared to 

the other provinces, very little land had been set aside as 

African 'Reserve' areas 1 . The bulk of the rural African 

population were living 1 on white owned land, as squatters, 
2 share-croppers or farm labourers . Furthermore, in the tmvns 

stable black communities with a reasonably balanced sex ratio 

developed from the start. In Blomefontein, for instance, the 

1921 population census showed 9 330 African men and 8 588 

African women residing there - the masculinity rate was a 

mere 109 compared to the Union-wide urban average of 299 3 . 

Thus, in the Free State, African women were, on the whole, 

in a far more direct contact with white society than in other 

parts of the country, a f acto:c which could help to explain -.-
the unusual degree of direct, state control (as opposed to 

indirect, tribal) that had developed over them. 

1. In 1955 the Tomlinson Commission gave the total area of 
the reserves in the OF'.S as 64 289 rnorqen, compared to 
e.g. 4 944 517 morgen in the T~anskei-and 923 974 morgen 
in the Ciskei (Cape), and 1 841 355 morgen in Zululand 
"(Natal), (UG 61/1955, pp. 42--44.) 

2. '11he labour shortage white far_·rners were complaining of, 
was linked· directly to the prevalence of African squatting 
and sharecropping in the Free St~te and thus fuelled 
demands for the abolition ~f such land practices. These 
demands were met by the Na{:ives Land J1ct of 1913, which 
is mentioned below. 

3. )r3__ Census_,_J2?l:_, Pai: t I, UG 15-2 3, Tc:ible VIII, p. 64. 
'I'he masculinity rate was calculated by the 1!1dustr~al 
I..egislat~Qi.' Com~§_s~o_0_, 1951, p.14, Table 16. 



' ---­The bm::den of the pass laws was widely resented, but the\.._----'. 

fact that women were involved as well, drew special condemnation 

from black political organis~tions. They stressed that nowhere 

else were women subject to such regulations. One of the 

strongest arguments used 1 was that the risk passes imposed on 

women, of arbitrary arrest and imprisonment, directly threa­

tened the well being of the family. If mothers were taken 

off to goal for falling foul of the pass laws, children would 

be neglected and the family suffer. This was an~argument 

that would recurr constantly, througholl t the history of 

African opposition to passes for women - women's domestic 

.role of wife and mother merited special treatment. At the 

same .time, passes were also seen as endangering and insult-

ing women's virtue. For. women, a system "which makes it 

lawful for any class of man coming under the title of police-
. 1 

men to interfere with them and demand a pass from them"·, 

was particularly evil. Two cases of rape, in both of which 

an official {;:in African constable and a white location super­

intendent respectively), stopped a young girl on the pretext 

of checking her pass, received much publicity at the time 

and underscored these sentiments 2 . 

In addition to the strongly felt resentment against passes 

for women, the African population in the Orange Free State 

was also deeply roused at the time because of the impending 

Native Land Bill. This Bill, in terms of which land owner­

ship by Africans. was to be confined to proclaimed 'reserves' 

(eventually to amount to no more than 13% 0£ the total land 

area in the country) and African squatting and sharecropping 

on white owned lands outlawed, posed a particularly grave 
/ 

--- -------·· 
1. 'Petition of the OFS Native and Coloured· women', printed 

in ]2.:]?_:!2:. 1 21/3/14. The petition was addressed to the 
Governor Gf;neral, Viscount Gladstone. 

2. 'l'he 'Petit ion of the OFS Na ti ve and 'Coloured Women' 
(A.P.O .. 21/3/14) referred to these two cases. The 
I l~ t:-~J.~~~~E tr~~}J t.siJ_g9.!1_1m i t_!:_~_l?_ .2-.0..._ the Ji.~.t iv e P as s Laws of 
1920 (p.14) also mentioned the danger of sexual abuses 
of this nature in applying the pass laws to women. 

• 



economic threat to the .:~fr:i.can population in the Free State, 

where the amount of African-owned land was negliqible and 

squatting on white farms extensive. F,J.arrn and unrest con...:. 

cerning the Land Bill intensified the mood of resistance 

engendered by the pass laws. 

Lobbying against the pass laws was fairly intensive in the 

first years after Union. Both major black political organi­

sations of the time, the African People's Organisation (AP0) 1 

and the ANC (after its foundation in 191~ took up the issue 

in deputations, press statements and petitions to the Govern-

ment. Then, from 1912, women themselves started taking 

an active role in the campaign, with the establishment of 

an organisation called the 'Native and Coloured Women's Asso--

ciation'. In September 1913 the newspaper the APO .. ref er.red 

to this Association collecting funds for women convicted of 

pass offences
2

. It seems likely that it was already in 
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existence during 1912 c::in:J involved in organising the petitions 

and depL1tations that. began to appear from· vJOmen in that year. 

Unfortunately - but revealingly - it is difficult to know 

who the members of this Association were. It seems to have had 

close links with both the ANC and APO, judging from the cover·-

age it received in the Ji.:..~& newspaper. In the reports, 

however, the members of the Association are face less. 'r11e 

A.P~ refers to the"ladies" without giving their names, a 

hint of the male prejudices and blinkers that operated against 

women in politics. What is interesting is that the orga--

nisation involved both African and 'Coloured' women. It 

sho~ed clearly that ~lere common problems existed, so-called 

r·acial barriers need not be an issue in organising a common 

defence against them 1 arnongst women. 

1. The .~PO was founded in 1902. I ts membership was prima-
rily 'Coloured' and its leader Dr. Abdurahman, a member 
of the Cape Provincial Council~ Walshe, op.cit., p.16. 

2. ~_:Y.....:_~·· 23/9/13. 
of the APO. 

This newspaper was the official organ 



From early on, the male-dominated APO and ANC showed a degree 

of aniliivalence towards the women activists. \\1hile strongly 

supporting the campaign 1 they yet adopted a critical tone at 

signs of too great an indep(:::ndence on the part of the women. 

In March 1912, apparently dissatisfied with the response 

given by the Minister of Native Affairs to a Congress depu­

tation, a group of women travelled to Cape Town to seek re-

dress themselves. The APO' s net1spaper commented: 

"VV'e think . • . the deputation might have awaited· 
the Native Congress. It is also regrettable 
that the coloured women of the Orange Free 
State did not consult the Executive of the 
APO Women's Guild. We feel sure that no 
deputation of Coloured men of the APO would 
have·come to Cape Town without first 
acquainting the Executive with the object 
of its micrnion. 11 1 

In the 1950's there would be signs of a similar tension in 

the relationship between the FSAW and the ANC. 

'rhe central government appeared cautiously sympathetic to 

th~ view that women should be leniently treated, if not 

actually exempted. But it was reluctant to damage its 

already fragile political base in the Free State by inter­

vening decisively, and matters were allowed to drift. The 

flashpoint came in mid-1913. Some Bloemfontein women, 

presen~ing a petition to the rna~or, were arrested for not 

having passes -· and the simmering opposition boiled over into 

open defiance~ 

"Friday morning, the 6th June,. should and 
will never be £orgotten in South Africa. 
On that day, the Native women declared 
their womanhood. Six hundred daughters 
of South /-)frica taught the a.r.rogant whites 
a lesson that will never be forgotten. 
Headed by the bravest of them, they marched 
to the m;:igistratc, husi::led the police 
out of th~ir way and kept shouting and 

------·-------····---~-----···-·------·---------------~ 

1. ~:> .9_. 1 6/4/L?.. 
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cheeri.ng m1til His W:>rship en112rged f:com his 
office and addressed them, thence they pro­
ceeded to the 'l'own Hall. 'J~he women had 
now assumed a threatening attitude. The 
police endeavoured to keep them off the 
steps ... the gathering got out of control. 
Sticks could be seen flourishing overhead 
and some came down with no gentle thwacks 
across the skulls of the police., v-7ho were 
bold enough to stern the onrush -·· "We have 
done with pleading, we now demand", declared 
the women."l 

This incident was the beginning of a widespread campaiqn of 

passive resistance, involving hundreds of women, which spread 

to all the major Free State towns. In Bloemfontein, 34 

women convicted as a result of this demonstration forfeited 
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the option of a fine "as a fil(-:ans of bringing thr~ ir grievances 

before the notice of the public 112 • Their example was followed 

in other centres and there are reports of gaols being too 

full to handle a11 the prisoners 3 In Kroonstad, Winburg 

and Senekal, women defied the pass laws and came forward 

for arrest. This period of unrest coincided with the period 

when the Native Land Act was being- c:nforced - the Bloemfon­

tein anti-pass demonstration took place a week before the 
4 

Land Act was passed. The Free State was thus in a state of 

ferment generally, one which directly affected women and 
. . . . 5 must undoubtedly have added to their spirit of defiance . 

--------------
1. A.P.0.,28/6/13. The report continued - "In the meantime, 

we; the men, who are supposed to be made of sterner stuff, 
may well hide our faces for shame and ponder in some 
secluded spot over the heroic stand made by Africa's 
·daughters." 

2. A.P.0.
1
23/9/13. 

~- S. Plaatje, op.cit., pp.94-97. 

4. The Native: Land Act waR passed by Parliament on 20th 
J-une, 1913. 

5. S. Plaatje, op.cit., documents the misery and acute hard­
ship experienced by evicted squatters and s~recroppers, 
engaged in a fruitless search, in mid-winter, for 
alternative places to live. 



l 
During the war 1 t.he campaign subsided bL1t it flared up again 

at its conclusion, spreading to the Rand where it was linked to 

the generci1 anti~pasF< campaign iea by the ANC at the time1 • 

As late as 19201 62 women in Senekal were reported to have 

refused residential permits and gone to gaol rather than pay 

,_, £'> -+=·~ ne 2 
u . L. .l- J._ • 

According to Walshe, it was under these circumstances that 

the Dantu Women's Lec:;gue was formed - "by the second half of 

1913 this Free State unrest (against the passes - CW:.) was. 

widespread nnd led directly to the formation of the B3ntu 
3 Women's League" , Under its president, Charlotte Maxeke, 

it took up the question of the pass laws. In 1918 Maxeke 

led a deputation of worr:en from the League to the Prime Minister, 
4 

Botha,to present the women's case . It appears to have been 

we:il received. No actual legislation was passed, but it 

seems the SAP government did appeal to the Free State autho­

rities to relax their enforcement of the pass laws with 

regard to women, and the unrest subsided. Faced with a number 

of thn~ats to its existence, chiefly from white labour, the 

government was certainly unwilling to provide a diffused, still 

fairly muted black opposition with so emotive a rallying point 

as "the sanctity of women". Exemption of women from the pass 

laws did not seriously threaten control over the African 

labour force, of v'1hich women constituted a minute percentage. 

The Free State demonstrations had in fact intioduced a new 

and uncertain d].mension for the State with regard to the pass 

the memory of the unrest was to temper 

·approach to black women. 

·---·-·-------·---
1. See E. Roux: !_im~Longer than Rop_E;_, pp .11 7-21, for a 

description of this campaign. 

3. Walshe, op.cit., p.80. 

4. Walshe, op.cit~, p.81. 

• .L. 
l.1...S 



This anti--pass campaign rc-::pre:,;ents the first large scale 

entry of black women, operating in terms of the modern (non-.. 
tribal) political structure in South Africa, into the poli-

tical arQna. The issue rou.nd which thE~Y rallied to form 

the Bantu Women's I.eague, that of passes, \vas to remain a 

central area of concern. From the beginning, then, African 

women's political outlook was shaped in terms of their com­

munity of interest with African men. While their opposition 

to passes focused strongly on the particular evils they saw 

as inherent in applying the pass laws to women, these l~ws 

provided an area of common experience for both men and women 

that was exclusive to the African group1 . ~ihat was at 

stake in 1913/14 was not the emancipation of women as such, 

but rather the U1reat tha pass laws posed to the stability 

and coherence of the family. Nevertheless, the anti-pass 

campaign dented stereotypes about African women's passive, 

b . . 2 d t d ... t ,.t. 1 su missive nature an nur-ure• an inc1p1en po~i-ica con-

sciousness amongst a section of them. 

The affiliation of the Bantu Worn0n's League to the ANC took 

this a step further. However, in terms of the constitution 
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drawn up by the ANC in 1919, women were not to be full members 

but were accorded the status of "auxiliary membership" only, 

without voting rights 3 . 

1. The inclusion of the 'Coloured' people in the Free 
State pass laws was an exception that did not long 
9ontinue. 

2. A white suffragist, LK .. Cro~-;s, writing about the women's 
movement in South Africa and elsewhere, for instance, 
:registered surprise at the "rather armsing" cinti-·pass 
demonstrations of the Free State women which showed that 
even they were joining in the world-wide movement to 
emancipate women. Her patronising account of the demon­
strations was revealing of the wide gulf across which 
she and other white suffragists viewed African women. 
See T .I-I. Lewis (ed.) ~ Wom~l1_9 f Sou th }'ifrica, p. 307. 

3. Walshe, op.cit., p.20G. 

f 
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Walshe has described the fu~ction of the Women's League during 

this period 08 "pro·:riding shelter ano entertainment for dele·-
' ( f. )l h 't f. -F gates' to con: er enc es, . T e communi -.y o - interests o~ 

African men and worr,en did not extend to the kitchen. There 

was, at that stage, little at.tempt to broaden established 

views on women 1 s role on the part. of either the men or the 

women of the ANC. 

Unfortunately, very little material on the subsequent deve­

lopme~t of t.he Bantu Women's Leag·ue is available. One catches 

a tantalising glimpse of it at Potchefstroom, in 1928. There, 

a system of residential permits for Africans, enforced by the 

local municipalit~had sparked off a wave of unrest at that 

time. Women were deeply involved in this, demonstrating 

once again the power of any pass-related issue in mobilising 

· h t • · 2 'rh e t • 1- 1 1 Liem .o ac .:ion • . momen ·urn seems co r1ave come arge. y 

from loccil sources but the AFIC did send a female member, 

Mrs. Bhola, to at least one women's meeting held in Potchefstroom 

location. She travelled to the meeting in company with 

two women :from the CPS.Ii, Rebecca Bunting- and Mary Wolton, 

indicating that contact between women within these two orga-­

nisations had been established by that time 3 • 

Apart from this one fragmentary reference, the c:ivail2ble 

records are silent on women in the ANC at this time. it 

would ap1::iear that with the partial. success of the anti-pass 

campaign and its removal as a rallying point, the League 

went into a decline. There was not, as yet, a sufficient 

basis on which it could build itself amongst women in the 

towns. In addition, the subordinate status of women within 

1. Walshe, op.cit., p.206. 

2. This is another topic that, as far as I know, has not been 
~ese2rched. For the reference to it, I am grateful for 
access to an interview with Josie Palmer, conducted by 
lr. Wells (Sou th A fr ican Ins ti tu te of Race Rel at ions, 
Johannesburg, 1977). On Palmerj and her political ac­
tivities, see below p.83. 

3. See below, p. g~ , fa~ a f~ller discussion on their meet­
ing. The reference to the meeting comes from Roux: 
§_·-~-~ Bun_t.i.r:i..s_, p. 103. 



the ANC, as well as the stagnation of the parent body itself 

during the 1920's and 1930's, would have contributed to its 

slump as wr~ll. 1 . 

By 1935 the League was still in existence. It was the only 

women'u body that was specifically invited to the All African 

Convention (AAC) held in that year 2 At this conference, 

Charlotte Maxeke was one of the speakers. However, the 

Leagt.J.e was obviously in a weak state and during the course 

of the Convention, the following resolution was passed by a 

group of the women delegates: 

"that the time ha;:-s come for the establishment of 
an African Council of Women on lines similar to 
those of the National Councils of other races, 
in order that we may be able to_ do our share in 
the advancement of our race. 113 

This was later agreed to by the convention as a whole and 

thus the Na t.ional Council of l-ifr ican Women (NCAW), whose 

intended functions would seem to have superceded those of 
. . 4 

the Bantu Women's League, came into being . Charlotte 

. -~ ... -· ______ , ______ _ 

l. On the ANC at this time, see Walshe, op.cit., Chapter v 
,I,~ • • 

2. On the AAC, see Walshe, op.cit., Chapter 6 . It was 
called to register a broad-based African opposi-
tion to the "Hertzog Bills" then before Parliament. 
These, inter alia, would remove the cmnmon roll vot-
ing rights still enjoyed by a minority of 'qualified' 
Africans in the Cape and consolidate the Native Reserve 
Territories. Subsequently, friction developed between 
the AAC and the ANC as to which was truly representative 
~f the African people. The AAC then linked up with 
radical 'Coloured' groups in the Cape to form the Non·­
European Unity Movement which was critical of both the 
ANC and later the Congress Alliance. 

3. Karis and Cart~r, op.cit.,. Vol. 2, Document 9, p".39. 

4. According to an undated typescript, 'National Couµcil of 
African Women' amongst the Rhe:inhall t-Jones paper:~, the foun··· 
dations of the NCAW were laid in 1933 by a group of African 
v.10men in Kimberley, anxious to form an organisation "to 
care for Non-European Welfar~··. Other centres initiated 
similcff coLlncils "quite independently". It would seem 1 
then, that at the AAC in 1935 these amalgamated to establish 
a National Council. 



1'J3xekA became the first national president of the NCA\·"71 and 

th e:i::eafte:r tbe Bantu Women 1 s League appears to have been 

totally eclipsed. 

6 .. , ' 

The NCAW itself does not appear to have lived up to the ex­

pectations vested in it. Like its European counterpart, the 

Natiorwl Council of Women (NCW), with which it developed links,, 

it did not regard itself as primarily a political organisa-

tion, but rather one involved in "non-European welfare" 2 . 

Its. support was derived from the tiny group bf African pro­

fessional women (teachers and nurses for the most part), not from 

the masses of working class and peasant women. From ar, 

early st.age, it came under the influence of white liberals 

in t.he ,Joint Councils Movement, with Mrs. Rheinhall t·-·Jones, 

wife of the first director of the South African Institute of 

Race Relations, playing a particularly dominant role in its 
~ 

affairs-'. This earned it the criticism of more radical 

black organisations. In 1940, the then National President, 

Mr.".',., M.T. Soga, rG:ferred to "t.he belief amon9st Africans that 

the NCl\W ir3 being run by white people" in a letter \·Jr:itten 

to Mrs. Hheinhall t·-Joncs. She added," I hope that you d:i.d 

not strength(:m that belief 114 • The CPSA, too, was critical of 
h 

it for failing to organise African women effectively~. By 

the Second World War, the organisation of African wome11, both 

within and without the ANC,was in a poor state. 

------·· -----·------ ·-----·----~·-·---· 

1. • Nai:. ion al Coi_mc il of African Women• , op.cit. 

2. Ibid. 

3 ~ .-This becomes man if es tly clear f:r.orn the correspoPdence in 
t.ht='! NCAW files, in the Rheinhall t-Jones Papers. The J·oint 
Councils movement, in which both Mr. & Mrs. Rheinhallt­
J-ones were prominent, was set Llp in 1921 by white liberals 
sympathetic to the political aspirations of moderate black 
bodies like the l;NC and wishing to initiate dialogue between 
black <:ind white and thus improve race relations. 

4. Cor:cesponaencc, 1/4/40, NCAW File, 1940, Rheinhallt-Jones 
Papers. 

5. See below p, s··1-
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Charlotte Maxeke ______ .,. _________ _ 
Charlotte Maxeke (born Manye), president ~f the Bantu Women's 

League and later of the NCAW, was certainly the most prominent 

woman in the ANC :rn the pr2-World War II period1 At the All 

African Convention of 1935 she was int~oduced to the ~2legates 

by Dr. Xuma of the ANC as "the mother of African freedom in 

this country 112 • Since something is known of her life, while 

the Women's League itself is so poorly documented, it is 

useful to look at it in greater detail, as a way of throwing 

light on the make-up of the League 3 • 

According to the ~fr_i-_Eaf! .. Yearly Req).>i..5:..er:.. of 1931, she was 

born in 1874 near Beaufort West and educated at Uitenhage and 

Port Elizabeth. Little is known of her parents and schooling 

except that she was brought up within a Christian framework 

and educated.in mission schools. As with many of the leaders 

of the early ANC, Christianity remained a dominant and moderat-

ing influence throughout her life. Later she moved with 

her parents to Kimber .lf.~Y and there was offered an opportuni t.y 

that for a black South African woman at the end of the 19th 
.. 

Century was virtually unheard of - to join an African choir 

and tour England. As a member of ·chis same choir, she 10ter 

toured Canada and the United States as well. In the Stat(~S 

she was offered a scholarship to attend a segregated Negro 

college in Ohio, Wilberforce University, and thus joined that 

tiny group of Africa~ students (estimated by Walshe at bet.ween 
4 100 and 400 at the beginning of the 20th Century L able to 

------------
l~ --The only other woman who appears to have :been at all pro­

minent in the ANC at the time was Mrs. Bhola, who has 
been mentioned in connection with the 1928 meeting at 
Potchefstroom. Simons and Simons, op.cit., p.400, describe 
her as the first woman to stand trial on a "hostility" 
charge - incitement of "raci<:ll hostility" in t.erms of the 
Native Administration Act of 1927 - a~d an organiser in the 
women's section of the ANC (presumably the Bantu Women's 
J:Oeague) • 

2. Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 2, Document 9. 

3. Biographical m~terial is sketchy. This account draws mostly 
on G. Gollock: _!29_~~ghtr;:-.:J.::'2_~LB_f:i;:_~s:-~ and T. Skotci .~ T1}.§!__i1f1~~:ce:in 
?~:::9rJ:..{_ Re_sLl~.~~· M21xekc lwrself helped in the com:::,,il ing 
of this Register. 

4. Walshe, op.cit .. n.8. 



cc·ntinue their higher edt1cation abroad. In the US. she 

wo 1J.ld have come into cont.act with the ideas of the prominent 

American Negro leader1 Booker T. Washington, whose influence 

on black thinking in South Africa was considerable1 . 

At the same stage,she had joined the African Methodist Epis­

copal (AME) church, the earliest and one of the largest of 

the African separatist churches 2 . In 1901 she returned to 

South Africa with a B.Sc. degree to begin "active pioneer 

work 113
F within that church. She subsequently married the 

Rev. M.M. Maxeke, an AME minister and another graduate of 

Wilberforce. Thn::ugh him she had links with the ANC from 

its beginnings, for he was involved in it from 1912. These 
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links were strengthened for her, personally, through the 

anti·-pass campaign and the establishment of the Bantu Women's 

League. Later, she also developed contacts with the Indus­

trial· and Commercial 1florkers' Union {ICU) of Clements K<:1dal.ie, 

a short-lived, but major channel of African political aspira-
4 

tions in the l920's . 

---------·----·-----

1., See Walshe, op.cit., p.12. He describes Washington's 
political philosophy in these terms·; "essentially an 
optimist, Washington expected justice without Negro 
political assertion, but rather through economic self­
improvement and the goodwill of his Southern neighbours 

2. See Sundkler: Bantu Prophets in South Africa for a 
dis cuss ion on the .. political implications o'f the separatist 
churches and their relationship to African nationalist 
sentiment~. 

3. gollock, op.cit., p.138. 

4. Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 4, mention this in their 
biographical sketch of Maxeke. See below, p.qs for 
a reference to the ICU attempting to establish a female 
branch in Cape Town, 1920. The ICU was founded by 
Kadalie in 1919~ It rapidly developed iqto a general 
union for black workers and acquired a mass character 
that challenged the ANC's claim to lead and represent 
African opinion. It collaps~d in the late 1920's be-
cause of poor managt~rnent cind internal disagreements. 
See e.g.r Roux, op.cit. 

II 



Thr:.: M~,xeke 's ·work centred on the church and social and edu-

cational work con:riected to that.. They lived in a number of 

different places before settling. finally in Johannesburg. 

70 

Here Charlotte Maxeke became ''a leader in church work and social 

service" and President of a missionary as.socic:ition. 1 With 

the death of her husband (the date is not known) she was 

thrown on her own resources. At a time when hardly any black 

women had entered the professions, she first set up an employ­

ment bureau and was later appointed a probation officer, 

attachea to the courts, by the Johannesburg municipality. 

E. Rosenthal describes her as the first African social worker 

i:1 South lifrica2 

By the 1920' s her reputation had travelled beyond the confines 

of the ANC. In 1921, the Women's I<cform Club, a wi:"1ite 

women's suffrage group in Pretoria, invited her to speak at a 

public meeting called to coinc.ide with the annual conference 

of the WEAU which the Reform Club was hosting. It would 

seem that she was the first and the last African woman thus 
. , ~ } th ./:" f' . t 3 singLea out JY e SU£-ragis-s . 

Her topic was on conditions of life for African women in the 

towns, a subject on v.1hich her probation ·work made her an 

authority. Significantly, despite the fact that l
. J­

. L- was a 

meeting convened by a women's suffrage organisation, no 

reference to the vote was made by either the suffragists or 

.Maxeke herself. The idea of the enfranchisement of African 

women was an outrageous one for the white Establishment at 

·which the WE.AU• s campaign was directed and with which it id en-

tifi9d . Educate:d black and white women might meet in the 

. ai-ea of social reforms, ·with :.ts emphasis on charity and 

soup kitchens; political rights were of another order. A 

report on the meeting noted the indifferenc<~ with which 

--------·-·--- ---------·--·---------------· 

1. Gollock, op.cit., p.138. 

2. E. Rosenthal, :?.2..\:'!.the~n l\f:d.s!Il.. D_.:i£t~r.:mr-g-_y _ _gf_Nat.iona:\:_ 
Biocrr ar:1hv • ... ...---~--· . .-..:.~ .. 
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Maxeke 1 s speech -v.ias greeted by all the white reporters present 

- despite the fact that sh~~ spoke "fluently, clearly and with 

dignity" and represented those "most nearly concerned", they 

all. sat back and stopped t.ak.ing note~1 as soon as she began 
l to speak 

Subsequent references to ~axeke are scanty. During the 1920's 

she became involvr:;d in the LToint Council~> Movement2 ~ '"1here 
--

she would have come into contact with Mrs. Rhe.inhallt-Jones< 

How significant a movement she considered it to be, is unfor-

tunately not known. Nevertheless their approach recomillended 

its i::l f to her s uff icien t.ly for her to propose the set ting up 

of similarly structured ",Joint Service Councils 11 among~3t 
3 whit.e and African women in 1930·. Here, too, the meeting 

ground b<::tween white and black was in the social rather than 

political sphere - the focus of these councils was to be on 

solvinq the problems faced by young black domestic workers 

in town. 

In 192B Maxeke repre;:;ented the /-\ME chu:;.~ch at a General 

Conference held in America. By 1930 she seems to have 

retired from her job, but was s t:i:i..l in demand as a speaker. 

In that year she addressed a cc:inference of the 1 European 

and Bantu C~ristian Students Association' held at Fort Hare 

on a similar topic to the one in 1921 - "Social conditions 

among Bantu women and girls 114 • In 1935, as already mentioned, 

she was a speaker at the All African Convention in Bloem-­

fontein. Presumably she playro a leading role in the drafting 

of the ·resolution which led to the establishment of the NCAW 

---------------·--------------· -------
1. Women's Outlook, August 1921. 

2. See above, p. bl. 

3. S~e her speech to the 'European and Bantu Christian 
Student's Association', Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 
l, Document Slc. Whether anything materialised out of 
this suggestion is not known. No further references 
to it have been encountered. 

4. Ka~is and Carter, op.cit., Vol. l, Document Slc. 



of which f~he was ~.:ubs equently elected P:ces ident. She was 

then 61 years old. Four years later, in 1939, she died 1 . 

While the biographical mat~rial is sketchy, it is clear that 

Maxeke's life experience was f~r removed from that of the 

averag·c black woman at the time, as described in Chapter One. 

Her career ~1v>as remarkably similar to that of contemporary 

male leaders in the ANC. From an early stage she was exposed 

to the same ir1fluences that had helped shape their political 

aspirations - Christianity, negro aspirations in the USA, the 

Joint Councils Movement in South Africa. Furthermore, her 

ed•J.cation and her work qualified her for membership of that 

tiny fraction of the African population described variously as 

the peti t bourgeoisie, middle class or elite. Thus, 

while the momentum for the establishment of the Bantu Women's 

League had come from that broad swelling of popular agitation 
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in the Free State anti-pass campaigns, its leaders in this 

period, as in the ANC itself, came from this tiny and relatively 

privileged fragment of the population. 

Yet at the sarne time, because she was a woman, .Maxeke did not 

enjoy an equal status within the ANC leadership hierarchy 

with the men. She did not, for instance, have the vote. 

How her ideas might have developed on this point is unfor-

tunately now known. However, even though her own life did 

represent a radical break from the conventional pattern of 

women's lives, she did not reject convention out of hand 

either. In her speech to the Women's Reform Club in 1921',­

she referred to 'che 11 unhappy consequences" of the bre2kdown 

of the old system of parental control •i under which native 
2 women had had all the virtues of noble women" . She did 

not question the assumption that women's primary function was 

---------------------------------------·· 

1. Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 4, biographical sketch of 
Maxeke. E. Rosenthal's estimate of the year of her death as 
1930, in his §..~ern Afric_?-1?- Di~tiC?_F~y __ Q.f.,_~atJ:.Ql:li!J: .. 
JSig..s...raphy, is incorrect. · 

2. ~ome~1_~.§_Qut]ook, August, 1921. 



was a domestic one. Speaking lo the Students 1 Christian 

Association in 1930 she described the home as th~ centre of 

family lif.::~ and women as its 11 keystone 111 UndeJ:- existing 

conditions in the townships, the traditional African family 

was being destroyed. Maxeke 1 s chief concern was how ~o 

pr~serve it, not how to restructure it to allow greater 

autonomy to women. 

Maxeke's work in Johannesburg brought her into daily contact 

with the reality of the destruction of family life. The 

devastating 2ffects of the migran~ labour.system were parti­

cularly markad on the Witwatersrand where Maxeke worked. 

That area had the highest masculinity rate amongst Africz:ms 
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in the country2 and slums, crime, prostitution and illegitimacy 

flourished under such conditions. These conditions reinforced 

Maxeke 's rnidd le cl ass v alucs of the stab le m1c:Lear family 1 

in which women plciyed a centr3l role, the source of its 

physical and spiritual wellbeing. Sc~ch values represented 

the standard by which the disruption and decay of African 

family life could be measured, the al ti::.:rnative at which poli-· 

tica~ and social reformers could aim. 

This theme, of the sanctity of the family and the special 

role of women. within it, remained a dominant one ·within the 

ANC~"if:"';_, and was strongJ.y established in the FSliW in the 1~950 's 

as well. It was, as has been seen, a major strahd in the 

arguments condemning pass l a',.v'S for 1rmmen. Those criticisms 

and re-evaluations of the prim<:icy of women's domestic role 

which surfaced occasionally within the FSAW, came from other 

s9m?ces than the ANC. 

· Maxeke was also clear on the common struggle to be waged by 

African men and women together, c.~g«:i inst the dis abilities 

-------· 
1. Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 1, Document Slc. 

2. In 1921 there were 863 males per 100 females on the Rand 
comp<:i:ced to a Union-wide urban averaqe of 299. Indu.s·-
~1-:_~-~l:. ___ Leg_is.1.<?..ti:..<2!.l __ S9..I.:01_i~s_~:g_l]_, J. 9 51, p .1.4, 'rable 1-6~---



they suffered, although her association with the Joint Coun­

cils Movement indicates that she was corru:nitted to a multi-. 
racial society. In a speech to the AAC in 1935 she stressed 

the former point. The convention, she said, represented not 

only the various parts of the country, but also the two 

sexes - and unity, she affirmed, was strength. 

"'I'he Non~Europeans, while thankin9 their European 
friends for their s~pport, had to go ahead 
themselves. The Natives were not a peculiar 
people who had to be carried on the backs of 
others forever. 

1
They had to be helped to 

help t.hemsel ves." 

Yet the basis on which women and men were to work tog·ether 

was not, at this stage, even on paper, one of equality. The 

Bantu Women's League was still a mere adjunct to the ANC, its 

members auxiliary members only. 

The scope for African women in politics in the pre-war pe~iod 

was thus very circumscribed. By the outbreak of the Second 

World War, however, some important lines of thoughlhad been 

established, which woL1ld guide the subsequent development of 

women's participation within the ANC. The emphasis was on 

women working alongside their men, to overthrow those struc­

tures that oppressed them as blacks; women were not seeking 

to change established patterns of relationships with men and 

their families. Yet there were signs, too, of some conscious-

ness that women had particular interests and difficulties 

which necessitated their organising as a distinct group from 

the men. This consciousness had led to the establishment 

of separate women's organisations within the broader movement. 

During the war it would find expression in the setting up of 

the ANC Women's League • 

.......... ; . ,/• 

---·---~-

1. I<~~ris and Carter, op~ cit .. , \Tol. 2, ])()Curnen·t 9. 



2. WOMEN AND 'THE EM~LY C-JM.i_Vi,UNI:3T PAH.'l'Y 

The Cornmunist Party bf South Africa (CPSA) had a tiny member­

ship in the 20's and 30's 1 . S.W. Johns has estimated it as 

300 in 1921, its inaugural date, rising to nearly 3 000 by 
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the end of 1928 and then ckopj?ing drastically m the early 

1930's as a result of internal dissension and turmoil 2 . 

Beginning with an all-white membership, it expanded into having 

a predominantly black membership, although the whites within 

it. retained an importance_ beyond their numbers. Despite 

its smalJ.ness and the unfamiliar radicalism of its ideas, 

it yet exerted considerable influence on black opposition 

pol i tic.<:1. 

In the pre-World War Two period, the CPSA's relationships 

with the two lec:ding political organisations among l\fricans, 

the ICU and the ANC,were far from amiable. Its radical 

class analysis conflicted with the more moderate, assimila­

tionist r;pproach of both boc1ies, even tho ugh its non-racial 

stand recommended it to i\fricans smarting under a system of 

racially oppressive laws. Thus in 1926, the ICU expelled 

all its communist mc~IDJ)ers, ~cc using them of preaching a 

':doctrine of murder'' and inciting "snbject races like the 

Natives to act uncons ti tu ti on ally" 3 . Within the ANC, the 

CPSA was to enjoy favour during tl1e presidency of Josiah 

Gurnede (1927;:_1930) and several leading Party members were 

front-rank Congress members too, e.g. Moses Kotane, J.B. 

Marks and Edwin Mofutsanyanc. However, after 1928, the pro-

gramme J.c ado:pted (under pressure from the Communist Inter­

national) of an "independent South African native republic 

, 
J.. • 

2. 

_______ , __ _ 
For a detailed history of the Communist Party between 
1921. and 1932, ·see the thesis by S.W. Johns: M~rxi~­
Leninism in a Multiracial E:-ivironmc.~:it. Walshe, op.cit:, 
g i \;e~i--consI der able--- at tent i oi1 t o-tl-;-e-re la tions between 
the CPSA and the ANC and ICU and the influence of the 
Commun:Lst Party on African politL:::;:il aspirations. 

Johns, op.cit. pp.245, 399, 577. 



as a stage to1,\1arc1s a workers' and peasants,' 
, 

L '! ..L governmen-L. 

7G 

conflicted with the more cautious approach of the ANC. Accord-
- . 

ing to Walshe, fo.r the ANC "freedom, which meant equality of 

opportunity and not African domination ... was to be achieved 

by consultation and the growth of a more enlightened public 

opinion rather than by African political assertion and mass 
'"I 

actiOD uL, • 

The fortunes of the CPSA went into a serious decline during 

the 1930's as the party split over the ."Native Republic" 

programme. It was only towards the er1d of the decade, with 

its emphasis on a "United Front against F'ascism" and c:i conse­

quently more moderate approach t6 South African politics, 

that it began to revive and relations with ti1e ANC improve 

-· al though tens ion bebveEm communist supporters and Cong:r·ess 

members was to remain a feature of black opposition politics 

right up to, and including, the period of the Congr2ss l\lliance 

in t.he J..950 's. 

h11:1ile there are no figures a·,railable for the extent of its 

female membership, it is certain that this w0s far sinc:iller 

than its male membership. Yet in the area of wome~'s 

emancipation, the CPSA brought new perspectives to the inci-

pient national liberation movement of this time. It also 

produced important leaders~- Ray Alexc:nde:r, ,Josie Palmer, Hilda 

B<:!rnstein, all of whom playGd leading roles in the es t.abl ish-­

ment of the FSAW, were party merobers. 

The emancipation of women and their full participation in 

all }3phe.i:-es of public life has alway~; been a feature of 

official Communist doctrine. In 1922 a c irci.11 ar from the 

Exc~cutive Committee of the Commu:1ist International to all· 

executives of National Communist Parties, set this out clearly. 

It stressed the importance of "comrrmnist work" among proleta;:·ian 

l. 

'I 
~- . 

op.cit., p. l 77, quoti.n•J from The Sont.h A f:cican 
30/11/28. 

Walshe, op.cit., p.178. 



·women, arg-L1ing that if womt;n were not drawn into the workers' 

struggle, a serious breach in proletarian unity would result. 

Men and women workers had common iriterests against the bour­

geoisie: proletarian peasant and petty bourgeois women 

represented "sou:cces of fresh, untcipped fighting power 11
• 

Cornmunist Parties were urged to put all their energy into 

the more systematic training of women "comrades 11 
- '"l'he 

Communist work among women is half the bc.ttle 111 • 

The Communist perspective v-,;as that it is capitalism that 

oppresses women. Women workers therefore have a common 

interest with men in fighting for the establishment of a 

socialist state. Conventio:-is and practices that prevented 

women from joining the fight had thus to be abolished. 
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Locating the source of ·;.\'Omen's inferior s t.2 tus to men in thei;:· 

exclusion frorn the p:r.odncticm process in society, the Com­

munist International rejected (with practice frequently falling 

far behind theory) the bourgeois argument that wo~en's 

reproductive capacity proved the truth of the cliche "women's 

place is in the home". 

Here there were new perspectives to broaden the conventional 

view of women's political role as understood by the Bantu 

Women's League. While the community of interests between 

men and women was stressed (and working class women's sexual 

exploitation by working class men underplayed), this community 

was delineated not on racial but on class terms.. This per­

spective deflated the importance of ~r.ace' and held out the 

prospect of a broader, non-racial alliance amongst opponents 

of tj:le State. Furthermore, vJOmen "I.Jere to be regarded as a 

central part of the political struggle to be waged and the 

fact that they suffered special disabilities, requiring special 

attention, was recognised. However, while the slogan "no 

discriminat. ion on the grounds of race or sex" was endorsed 

by the CPSA from the beginning, the reference to sex reflected 

---·---·-··--------------------·------· 
-, 
·'- . R . d . eprj.nte . :t.n 
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a theoretical agreement rather than a practical commitment, 
. 1 - . . t l particu. arly in l-S ear y years. 

V:!hen th2 CPSA vns formed jn 1921, ~-t brought together the several 

tiny groups and sod.21list and left.wing thinkers which had been 

estabiished in the main urban centres by the end of the 19th 

Century. Marxism was brought to South Africa by those among 

the influx of European immigrant!::~ responding to local mining 

and industrial developments, who had been in touch with left-

wing labour movements in their home countries. In South 

lifrica they :faced a very different labour situation from the 

one they had left in Europe - a racially unhomogeneous working 

class in which tl1l~ vast: mass of wo:ckeJ::-s '-":ere black, most of 

them still rooted in a foreign, tribal culture and divided 

from white workers by all sorts of bar:c :Lers, politic al, 

economic, legal and social. It was t.he relationship beb.~1een 

the CPSA and the great mass of workers, the black proletariat, 

that was to dominate the coun:;e of the party's development. 

In the 1920 's women we1:e not m2rnbers of the non-domestic 

labour force in any significant ~umbers. At the same time, 

the early ma:L2 leaders of the CPSA. upheld conventional vie'>·vs 

on the institutions of the family and marriage and the sexual 

division of labour within them. Among the workers they 

·were attempting to organise as well, patriarchal at.ti tudes 

were deGply entrenched. For these reasons, the question 

women's emancipation was completely overshado1,1ed by other 

party work. 

Thus although individual women were active within leftwing 

orga~isations in South Africa from the start, it was on an 

individual basis at first. As in the Bantu Women's League, 

the early activists were members cf the privileged middle 

class. 'l'hey were also white. Before the CPSA was founded, 

the flamboyant Mary Fit.zgerc:ild, nicknamed 'Eickhandle Mary' 

for her use of the pickhandle against strike breakers, was 



probably the most prominent woman in socialist circles 1 . 

During the 1920's Rebecca Bu~ting, Fanny Kl.enerman (who 

was married to C.F. Glass) and later Mary Walton, partici­

pated actively in party work. 
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Significantly, they were all wives of leading men within the 

party and it was in this context that their contribution tended 

to be seen. For instance, Johns refers to Mary Welton as 

one of the most significant recruits to the CPSA in the late 

1920'R, along with her husband, Douglas Wolton, and a "fiery 

orator 112 • Yet it was her husband who was elected to the 

posts <3S Party secretary and newspaper editor, while her 
') 

role was supportive - "Throughout ht'.3 was backed by his wife".). 

The CPSA views en women as expressed in its newspapers and 

s ta t.ements made by party members, were frequently :i.ncons is-

tent. On the one hand, it subscribed to the official view-

point as already set out. The "heroic C1chievernents" of 

nussian women in breaking with the f13St aft.er 1917 received 

fair amount of and much praise 
4 Both leftwing a coverage 

... -~----------·--~----------------·---.~--------··~---------- .. -· 
1 
J_ • Mary Fitzgerald (1880's - 1960) was described by Walker 

ond Weinb.r«:m: _200C2__9as ual tics, p. 291, as a "typical Irish 
beauty",· "a rousing speaker" and someone who "kne\\' no fea:c 
and took the lec:.d in many struggles". In t,he ear:ly years 
of the century she was actively involved iri the 1913 miners' 
strike; she was particularly involved in socialist organi­
sations on the Rand. After the war she moved away from 
her earlier radicalism towards a moderate trade unionist 
stance, becoming an offi.cial government delegate to the 
ILO Conference in Geneva in 1921 with her husband, Archie 
Cr.Jwfo.t.~d. She was elected to the Johc'mnesbl1rg City Council 
that. year c;nd DQcame deputy·-mayor . 

./ 

2; Johns, op.cit., p.400. 

3. 

4. 

Ibid. 

For in~::tance, the folJ.owinq extract from an article 
Bertrand Russ e11 on 'Communist idc~als' (reprinted in 
national H-i/lJ./21): "The Dosition of women and the ... _ ... ~ __ ,____ J,. 

by 
Inter-----
rel.a·-

tions of men and women seemed to me to be more free, more .. 
decent, more self-respecting in Russia than in any other 
country I know. Incidentally, prostitution has been aJ.-
most e:1 ti.roly aboli'.::;hed wherever the Bolshevists rule". 
This u-~eme was constantly re-echoed by the nu~nbers of 
South Africans who visited the USSR in the 20's and 30's 
in lett2rs, articles and speeches on their visits. 
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a number of serioL1s articles dealing \vith the problems of 

women's emancipation and the need to inv·olve ·,·Jomen more 

activelyo In 1922 ~r~ te :r:.n3tion aJ. carried a pioneering 

piece, on article called 'Words to 'i:Vomen', which wc:is the first 

article of its kind written by a Sm1th African woman, _.Alice 
. . . 1 

Harrison, and addressed specifically to women- This urged 

women to join the workers' movement - "The time for sitting 

at borne and waiting is past". 

In keeping with its support for women's emancipation, the 

CPS.A also began t.c commemorate International Women's Day 

(March 8th) fairly regularly from the 1930 1 s 2 . In 1936 Mrs. 

Denys Reitz, the first woman elected to Parliament, was taken 

to task by !Jmseb~~~-~- for suggesting thct women's domesti.c 
i , 

role should be paramount for them-. A few years later 

criticism of this viewpoint ~merged in an even more r<Jdical 

form. In response to an article carried by the leftwing 

newspaper, the G~!"dJ:.9_!,!_, on whether or not women should be paid 

for hollsework, a correspondent argued that "socialism \.,,•ill 

be_ a very poor and lopsided affair if it does not involve 

pretty drastic ch.::mges in domestic 1ife" 4 • Wages for wives 

would be a poor solution, howev.er, as that w2s "simply 

subsidising incompetence". Domestic work should rather be 

1. _::I:nt§_!":.!?__ational_, 10/11/22. This appe::ired in the same edi-
t.ion 2s the one carrying the Communist International cir­
cular on women already referred to. Presumably it was a 
response to that. Alice. Harrison was the wife of W. 
Harrison, a prominent figure in Cape Town Socialist 
circles for many years. 

2. International Women's Day was established nn the interna­
tional comi:nunir~t calendar as a day designed to focus 
attention on the progress made and the problems f accd 
in the emancipation of women. 

'Women's PL:ice in the Kitchen?' 

4o This letter from "Housewife" appeared in the Guardian, 
19/5/39. The GuarrJic.rn was est;:;iblished in 1937under 
the editorship of--B0°7tty Sacks, later a CPSli member. 



corrwun~lised, to f~ee housewives from its drudgery and allow 

thera to earn their living at 'dork in which they could· take 

pride. 

"The real fact is that ordinary domestic life 
fails to satisfy the material, mental and emo­
tional needs of the hoLJ.sewife", 1 

Yet on the other hand, and despite such progressive sentiments, 

many of the CPSA's references to women throughout this period 

revealed an unquestioning acceptance of stereotypr::d c:n d ., 
sexist attitudes to womer{-. 'I'hus, in 1919 women partic:ipat-· 

ing in the Mayday c<::lebr at ions had "ass e1:-ted v-,1orking cl ass 

dictatorship by arranging which tea rooms were needed open for 

the day 113 Black women in 1928 were even further removed from 

direct and active participation j_n i.:he Mayday c'elcc:brations of th21t. 

year. According to Douglas Woltcn: 

"Bantu hous·2\viV•'?S rushed from cooking t}·1e 
evening meal to the doors to sae their men­
foll< celebrCJt:Ln.g tJ.1·2 first of i'1ay jnst lik:R 
the white workers had alv.1ays done. ,, 4 

Their exclusion from the celebrations was not even remarked 

upon. Such inconsistency was not confined to the men only. 

In 1931 the Women's Departn:ent of the CPSA (which is described 

below) i.ssued the following call to women on the occasion of 

International Women's Day: 

--~---·-·-·-------·· 

l .· G~r_dian, 19/5/39. op.cit. 

2. Under 'sexist' I include vi.ews of wo~en as inherently 
(and biologically) silly, frivolous, unintellectual, 

4. 

etc. An example from the·pages of International 
would be the fo}_lowing joke, printed c;·n-:r117 /.2-2~--- Whcm 
asked how she had voted, a girl re1::flied, "In my brown 
suit and squirrel toque". 

Welton: p.73. 



"Women organise~ Don't let your menfoJ.k 
keep you back. To win their freedom, they 
need your help. 11 l 

During the 1930's more attention came to be focussed on the 

position of women as workers, yet the regular 'Women's P2ge' 

feature of the Gu9_rdia!!_ continued to be filled mainly with 

recipes, advice on nutrition and childcare, fashion and 

beauty hints. Thns prevailing views on women's apolitical, 

domestic nature were tacitly endorsed. 

However, despite its inconsictencies, the CPSA did take a 

lead in expanding its political work to include women as 

·well. The extent and depth of its attention given to the 

organising of women increased even thouqh this remained very 

1:1uch 3 subsidiary issue. By the late L920's, the first 
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app:r:·oaches to black women v:ere being made, with the recr1.2i t­

ment of the first black female me~Jers into the party. The 

n.00-racia:! ism inherent in the CPSA 's class anc:ilysis thus began 

to pc~netrat:e into tJvO! sphere of v;o:nen's political conscious--

ness. Roux, in his biography of CPSA leader, S.P. Bunting, 

refers to a meeting organised by the CPSA outside Vereeni­

ging location in 192B, at: which severcil hundred new members, 

i:inclm1ing numbers of women", joined t.he party2 . His special 

mention of the women makes it apparent ~hat this was an 

unusual, noteworthy occurrence. 

That same year, 1928, saw the poorly documented meeting of 

women at Potchefs troom, already mentioned, ·which Loth the 

CPSA and .?\NC women attended. This was possibly the earliest 

meet.ing ""·here bl 21ck and white women came together vd thin a 

com1non, explicitly political framework. Th~ reference is 

frustratingly sketchy, appearing in a letter from S.P. 

Bunt:ing to E. Roux, written at the time. This mentions that 

---·-·--·---··-------------·---~ .. -~------·----

2" Roux: S. P ._~_\dg_~_i12.9:.• p. 79. J\ccording to Simons and 
Simons, op.cit., p.399, 63 women joined at this meeting. 



"Becky (P.ebecca BL1r;th1g / his wife) \v(:?:it to Potchefstroom to 

a women 1 s meeting with Molly (Mary Walton) and coloured 

Mrs. Bhola, a new chum from the African National 1 Congress" . 

Although Bunting does not mention the purpose of the meeting, 

it seems more than likely that it was connected to the 

unrest then centred on the local permit system in Potchef­

stroom. 

The permit question in Potchefstroom was clearly of deep 
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~oncern to women. There appears to h~ve been two main issues 

at stake firstly, the cost of the per~its and secondly, 

the fact that children over tho age of 18 were required to 

take out permits in order to be able to continue living with 
2 their parents . In ident.iEying i t::::elf with the local cam·-

paign, the CPSA was making an important start in popularising 

itself amongst black women. 

only suffrage campaiqn was nearing· .its cmnpletion. £Jere, 

in marked contrast to the s0ffrage campaign, an attempt was 

being made to reach out to won1en across racial barriers and 

deal with issues of vital popular concern. In· this at··· 

teript, the antecedents of the FSAW's own multiracial and 

populist political philosophy can already be seen. 

At this time, and undoubtedly through these contacts, the first 

black woman to play any significant role within the CPSA 

was recruited. This was Josie Palmer, a Potchefstroom 

resident who was deeply involved in the anti-permit campaign 3 

She was to play an ir~ortant part in the events leading up to 

the establishment of the FSAW. 'l'hroL1gh her, the CPSA ·was 

/ -·-------------
1. Roux, op.cit., p.103. 

2. Thi~:; is based on the information supplied by J. Palmer 
in the J. Wells interview, op.cit. 

3. Roux, op.ci.t., p.86, has described her as "the only i-1fric2n 
woman who played any part in the Cor11munist movement: at 
this time". According to Palmer herself, she ·was not, 
strictly speaking, African, but 'Coloured'. (J. Wells inter­
view, op.cit.) . This is a pecul. iarly E:m:d:h A fr icc-m dis tine tic::; 
- and obsession. Vv"hat. is rcl2vant is t1-1at she lived in 
African c:reas and always identified he:c:;e1f strongly with 
issues affectina blacks, Afri.can or 'Coloured'. In early 
nev.1spaper r:-epr'rt~s 11cr name is freq1.1cntly spelled in an 
l', f:c icard.s<::;:" vc:,·'.:: j_on, Mi:::ima., not '? ::il:r1er. 



abl~ to disseminate more radical ideas on the part women 

should be playing in bluck opposition politics, amongst black 

women. 

The early 1930's saw a sudden flurry of activity amongst 

·women within the CPSA wl1ich coincided with the recruitment of 

new, energetic women members. Apart from Josie Palmer and 

Mary. Wolton, another extremely important woman who joined the 

party at this time was Ray Alexander. She arrived in South 

from Latvia in 1929 and became acti 'JG in leftwing tr ::;;de 

unionism almost f.?:"om the moment that she first set foot in 

South Africa. It would be difficult to overestimate the 

extremely large part Alexander played in preparing the ground 

for the establishment of the FSJ.i,W over the next 2 5 years. 

Both within the CPSA and in various trade union organisations, 

she actively promoted issues concerning women - their need to 

orgar.ir;e, their poor. working conditions, the diffict:tl ties .tc:c 

\vornen who combined two jobs, one w:;. thin the home and one 

within the shop or factory 1 The greater degree of atten­

tion paid to women workers by the CPSA from this time was in 

laige part her responsibility. 

By February 1931 the incrAased particip~tion of women within 

the CPSA had led to tlle establishment of a Women's Department 

within the party. Its earliest statements showed an unself-

conscious acceptance of women's supportive, rather than directly 

involved political role - it was this group that urged women 

to organise so that their men could win their freedom, at the 

1931 International Wom2n's Day Celebrations. BL1t it soon 

showed signs of bc.;ginning to explore the wider possibilities 

1. J)t1ri.ng the 1930's Urnsebenzi arH5. its successor, th.e Gt:l.§.f_cli.a~l, 
printed sever.a], art{cles by her on these subjects, for 
instance 'Working Women and War' (Umsebenzi, 22/8/36) 
and 'The Mother's M<~:ans Test, InadequateCo.n£inement 
bllowances' (Guardian, 14/4/38). A number of other 
unsigned <:1rti·(-;-f8's in this vf~in were prot1ably \·.?ritten by 
her too. .<\ t the 6th Congress of the CP.SI-1, in Septernber, 
19 36, she spoke on the: great .increase in the numbE::rs of 
women employed in the clothing, textile and leather indus­
tries, where hardly any trade unions were operating. She 
appeallcd tc the C~ngr~ss on the need for o~ganisatianal 
and edL1c.:-itional work among 1.vomr::n (Ur:.:seb_~[lY.;i, 19/9/36) . 



in the organi~ati.on of women as well. Tu June 1931 Umsebenzi 
--~-~--- ·--

carried an announcement that it vJouJ.d be convening a Women's 

National Conference shortly and preliminary meetings to 

elect delegates shOL1ld,·be organised by local \"'/omen's Depart--

men ts. At these meeting·s, "all questions affecting women 
1 

should be discussed ... and linked up with the men's struggles••-. 

In August the aims of t11e proposed conference were set out 

more fully: 

'"rhis conference ts being called in order to 
unify and consolidate the sectional struggle 
of women ... and in order to bring into exis­
tence a permanent organisation of struggle for 
the working women of Sou th A:E;..·ica. "2 

1rhe immediate issue prorPpting th is conference v.7as ar1 attempt 

to enforce curfew regulations on the Wit0atersrand for 

African vmfnen. _Ums~12._~D.?i had reported this as pending on 

June 12th 1931, and vigorous protest, harking back to the 

an ti-p<:1ss campaign in the FrE:e State, follow<ad within the 

African community. 

as a lever for raising the level of resistance to the state 

on a number of other :i.s~rnes and ext2nding the base of i::his 

resistance to include women as well. In this vein, 'Umseber.::T:_i' 

urged African women th;:d:. they "must not content the;nselves 

with struggle against this i.ncidant of persecution, but ... 

must fight agai::J.st the whole system of Imperialist oppression, 

for a Native Republic, in defence of the Soviet Union ... 113 

The Women's Department described the forcoming conference as 

a 11 fitting answer" to att<::mpts by Pi:r:mv (Minister of Justice) 

"to force the women of Africa into the position of serfs by 

the .,,imposition of passe$". 4 

2 Ib ·a ~11° 1 ~1 .. • :L I ~ 0/ .5 • 

3. Quoted by Johhs, op.cit., p.556. 

4. Umsi:.~benzi, 21/8/31. Ths month before this report appea:ced, 
garrr:(c:nt-\:1.orkers on the fl.CJnd hcid cc)me out on s trik.e. - Th:Ls 
strike, one of the longest and J.~rgest by women workers yet 
witn8ssed, received consid8rable publicity and no doub~ co~­
tribut:2d to the fecoling a] ready present that women v.Jere rj_p<:::: 
for organising into a national body. 



It does not appear that tha conf'2rence ever took ·place. The 
• • .l.. • I 1 . . .,l. original da~e in Sep~emcer was postponca and thereafter no 

further references to it appear in the pages of Umsebenzi~ 

Several reasons can be advanced for this., At that time, The 

C:PSA was in a state of conf.usion over the.expulsion of Bunting 

an.d. his .. supporters 2 . . Furthermore, t.he. degree of. actu.al. sup­

port the party generated among women was too small to sustain 

so ambitious a project as a national organisation of working 

women .. In this proposal one can see the germ of an idea 

which later would re-emerge and lead to the establishmen.t of 

the FSAW. In the early ·1930'si however, given the position 

of most women at the time, the proposal was premature. 

The attempt to convene this conference marks a highpoint in 

practical efforts to organise the women ~s a group within 

the CPSA before the war. Thereafter such C3ttempt.s subsided, 

although the need for such activity continued to be propagated 

by women members. In 1935 an article in Umsebenzi com-

plained that the party was neglecting its work among women, 

and "must endeavour in the course of the next year to set up 
• 1 • t • - d • • th 1 II 

3 specia organisa ions for rawing women into e strugg e . 

This call was repeated by Ray Alexander at the 1936 Congress 
4 of the party and again, in 1937, by Josie Palmer. Palmer 

followed up her call for women to "join the struggle against 

1. Umseb~nzi, 18/9/31. 

2. S.P. Bunting was expelled in 1931, along with a number 
of other C.i?SA members accused of being "right wing, 
,.social democratic and vacillating elements" by a new 

1 Bolshevik' leadership unde.r- the Wol tons. The effect 
of this on the party and its black SlfPOrt was damaging. 
On this, see Roux: Jj:Ele~- Long.§.£__1=_1}an Rope and S .P. 
Bunti.!)g_. 

3. Umsebenzi, 16/5/35. 

4. See above, 8L/ footnote i, 
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she dealt with the m2ed for African vJOmen specifically to 
. 2 organ1.se . In this article, Pal~er criticised the NCAW 

that had been set up by the AAC two years previously, as an 

ineffective body - it had fallen into the wrong hands, its 

leaders had "bt1ried it". 

In addition to attention paid to African "''omen, women in the 

CPSll were making some over tuxes to 'Coloured' 'i·vomen as well. 

They were helped in this by the ferment produced within 

'Coloured' politics in the Cape by the passage of the whites-

only Women's Enfranchisement Act of 1930. This Act drastically 

reduced the effectiveness of the 'Coloured' vote within 

1 . . 1 "'t' 3 d l d ~· l' . Par iarnentary electora_ po~i ics an ~a a raaica ising 

impact on 'Coloured' people's thinking. 'l'heir ambiguous 

status, h2lfway between that of the privileged whites and 

grossly explo.i b"d l1f1: :i.cans, •,Jas being mo:·e clearly defined in 

term::> cf their common "non·-whi teness" with the latter group; 

thaugh recognit5.on of this was still confined largely to a 

small group of intelJ.ectuals. 

One of the most important contacts the CPSA developed amongst 

'Coloured' women active in politics at the time was Cissy 

Gool, the daughter of the veteran Dr. Abdurahman (of the APO) 

and a Cape 1'own City Councillor after 19384 The pass29e of 

the discrimir.atory Women's Enfranchisement Act hc:id certainly 

3. In 1929 Black voters in the Cape accounted for 19 ,. 9% of 
the total voterr;; roll. In 1931, ·after the franchise laws 
had been amended to grant universal suffrage to whites, 
male and female, they dropped to only 10,9% of the roll .. 
See Walker~ '.~}1e_ W0Q.en:.' s Suffr~e _Mo_ye!!.l_~n_t if-22-Y. th 
?2_.fr:~.£9_, Appendix B, p.124. 

4. Roux, Time I'.Sfnc:~:;-er than Rope, p. 357. 



had a radicalising effect on her. At a protest meeting held 

in t.he Cap2 '11 0'dn City Hall to voice opposition to t.he Act she 

in the less aecurity-conscious language 

"I am afraid that I ~un slowly going Hed"
1 

of the 

Subsequently 

she came to play a prominent part in radical black circle-:s 

in the Cape during the 1930's and 1940's. As president of 

an organisati.on called the National Liberation League (NLL) , 

Cissy Gool worked closely v:i th 1che CPSA in Cape rrown 2 . In 

the late 1930's she cooperated with attempts by the CPSA to 

launch a 'Non European United F'ront' which envisaged drawing 

in the NLL, CPSA and the ANC in a broad programme of political 
. 3 action in the form of demonstrations, boycotts and strikes . 

Although work amongst women specifically was by no means Cissy 

Gaol's major preoccupation, she did initiate several Dttempts 

at orga n~s at ion by 'CoJ.ou:L-ed' \vomen, none of which appear to 

have survived very long. Thus, in 1938 she presided at a 

meeting to establish a 'League for the Enfranchisement of 
4 Non-Europsan Wrnt1en' • In 1938, with 'Coloured' men .still 

enfranchised, women's suffrage could appeal to the tiny 

section of 'Coloured' v,1ornen who, if :i.t were not for their sex, 

1. Empire Group of South Africa: Franchise Rights and 
Wronqs gives a description of tETs-·me-eti1~g-·-and- Cissy 
Gool 1s speech. 

2. The NLL was established in 1937. F.oux, op.cit., p.157, 
describes it as "largely comnmnist--:i.nspired", o "ref lee-· 
tion of the growth of radical ideas ... ". 

3. This formed part of the CPSA's 'United Frcnt' against 
Fascism in the face of the rise of Nazism, both in South 
~frica and Europe, and the threat of the Second World 
War. See below, p. ll'L 

4. G~?_Ed:l:__an, 26/8/38. .'f:J, speech made by one of the partici-
pants, Hawa Ahmed, is reproduced in van der Ross: A 
pol ..:.l. tic al __ .§.r~d s. oc ~.A.L His to;t::.,y _ _g.L.-Sh . .§. __ c a oe ._g_q]-o _l?J" e_g_c§QI:J e., 
Vol. 3, Document 36. At aboot the same time, Cissy Gaol 
was also busy setting up a more local women's orgauisation, 
the 'Salt River und 0})se!:'vato:cy Ladies vTcl f ;:ire O:cganis a­
tion ' 1 to protest c; proposed Eesidentia1 f-;egregation 
o:dir1~nce in Ca?e. 1'ow1:1 .(~c;a~~Q.?.:al2_~ 21/8/38) .· 'i··!11at became 
or this has vanisned in~o ooscurity as well. 



v;ould othe:cwise have qualified for the vote in the Cape. 

Women's suffroge· was not an issue with broad appeal to black 

v}omen, however, and little more .. ~as heard of the League. 
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CPSA work amongst black women in Cape Town became more pro­

nounced with the es~blishment of a 'Consumer Vigilance Council' 

in 1939. This Council, dealing with rising food costs, was 

first formed to protest the prosecution of a local baker for 

1 , . b , ., 1 h ff. . 1 . l I ' . se. ~ing reaa nekow t e o icia price t s reception was 

more promising that that afforded the suffrage League. 

Rising fo'od costs was an iss~1e with a .. broad appeal, as shown 
-{ 

by the wide range of organisations represented on the Council, 

including the NCW, NLL, South African Trades and Labour 

Council, South African Railway and Harbour Workers' Union. 

Chemical and Allied Workers' Union, South African Socialist 

Party and the CPSA 2 . Although the Council was not an ex­

clusively female body, the issues it took ~1p were of primary 

concern to wom2n, especially housewives, and women, including 

Ray Alexander and Cissy Gaol, were actively associated with 

1.. t 
3 • D · · h "'a- r , t.h i' s a r L.1"" · · · o t f 1 · · . uring ~ e ~ - ea, Lie rising cs o 1v1ng, 

wo~ld become a particularly fruitful one for the CPSA round 

which to organise black women of Cape 'l'own. 

'11hroughou.t the 1930 's the overriding concern of the CPSA 

in organising women, whether against passes, rising food costs 

or discriminatory legislation, was to mobilise them for a 

common struggle with mer1 against the white supreinacist state. 

While Communists might debate the tactical precedence that 

they should grant the b;Lack nationalist .struggle over the 

strgggle for a socialist society - was it to be a two stage 
,. '. 

1. .guE_rdian, 31/1/39. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Pi d0puteition it: o.;::-ganised to see the Mayor, about the p::-:·o-· 
secuti.on of the baker1 consisted of the followinq individual~.::= 
Mrs. Chapman Handley, Mrs. N. Abdurahman, Cissy Gaol, Ray 
Alexander, B. Honm~n, BiJ.l Andrews, J.C. Cunningham, H. 
Snitcher, j~ Morley-Turner, J.A. La Guma, E. Weinberg, and 
S. JZa1rn. (S::'.ll.<::rdian, 31/1/39). 

/' 



or one-stage route to 2 Workers' and Peasants' Republic? 1 

- the view that women's stn199le for <:)mancipation from sex­

based discrimination was subordinate to the broader general 

st:n1ggle ·was never in doubt within corr1JT1unist circles.! m· • 
J.h.1.S 

perspective would be an influential one within the 

liberation movemant. 

national 
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Nevertheless, it was within the CPSA that the idea of a broad­

based political organisation of women was most successfully 

nurtured during the 1930's. Individual women assumed a 

far more prominent part in it than in any other political 

body and several important female poli.ticul J. eaders of the 

1940's and 1950's emerged publicly at this time. 7-ll though 

the nurnber of women actually involved within it was very 

small, the influence of the CPSA was more extensive than 

numbers might imply. Through the leftwing press, it managed 

to disseminate its ideas more widely, amongst other black 

political org~nisations and within the trade union movement 

where it was actively involved. Some of these ideas endorsed 

established conventions on women's domestic, apolitical role 

uncritically, as we have seen. Yet, for all its contradic-

tions, the CPSA was encouraging new ways of thinking about 

their positio11 amongst wor~en, particularly by focussing atten­

tion on th,~ pos i.tion of working women and trying to establish 

contact between women of different colour groups. 

"Toiling native \~omen, ·white working women, 
realise your interests, wake up to fight for 
better conditions side by side with your hus­
bands, fathers and brothers: only by a united 
front can you get rid of all the exploitation 
which you suffer under capitalism and where you 
as women are the grc~atest sufferers. 112 

In the l930's these were subversive words indeed. 

1. This was at stake in the split within the CPSA over the 
'Native Republic' programme of 1928. On this see 
Leg ass ick: Cl.§~!29 N_2ti_sm~lis£ll ir~~ou!:_~_l-'ifr ican 
Protest. -----

< 
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3. WOMEN M~D 'I'HE 1J:RADE UNI OHS 

The trade unions were an important area of org-anis ation for 

women from the point of view of the FSAW. To illustrate 

tl1is, one need look c)nl~y a·t the list of sponsors '""111icl1 appeared 

at the bottom of the invitati0n to delegates to attend its 
. . f 1 inaugural con.erence Many of these women had come to 

prominente and received their early political training in 

trade union work. Ray Alexander, who has been mentioned 

already, is the most outstanding example. During the 1930 1 s 

and 40 's sh(= \•las extremely active in unionising previously 

unorganised industries (shopworkers, chemical, sweet, laundry, 
• , • • ] - r. ] t 1 f d d . . -- . 2\ t1.n, s,1oc~ repaLr and, ir.. .. '.:JI±., ·11e oo an canning inciust~~Les ;. 

In orga;; is ing the'! FS.~h'' s inaugural conference, she drew on 

contacts thus }?uil t up ·,vitll women workers throughout the 

country, over many years. Other trade unionists on the 

list of sponsors included Nancy Dick <rnd Hetty McLeod in Cape Town 

Betty du Toit, Lucy ~11oi.::tbeb and Hetty du Preez in Johannesburg, 

France~ Baard, Gus Coe and Lily Diederichs in Port Elizabetb
3

. 

The importance of the trade unions fo.r: the FS.AW operated at 

two levels, leadership anu general members:hip. On •~.he levder--

ship lP-vel, the trade unions were an important. recruiting and 

training ground for potential \..Omen leaders denied access 

to other means of political expression (for instance, the 

vote) . The career of Liz Abrahams of the Food and Canning 

Workers• Union illustrates this 4 . Having 9one to school 

to Standard 4, she started work in a fruit canning factory 

in Paarl at the age of 14. At first her outlook was apolitical 

- she has described how she pref erred to spend her lunch times 

1. See Appendix A for a full list of sponsors. 

2. See R. Close: New Life for an account of this. 

3. 1 Conference to promote Women's Rights', 16/3/54, F'SAW l\I. 

4. The following is based on interviews with Ms Abrahams. 



knitting rathe:::- than attending union meetings. The banning 

of the Union 1 s President 1 Frank M~rquard 1 in 1955 made her 

rem nsider the :cole of the union. She became active in 

union affairs at a factory level and thereafter rose quickly 

to rrominence within the union, til.l in 1956 she was elected 

national General Secretary. Through the union she came into 

contact with a wide circle of people opposed to the political 

status quo in South Africa. She was thus drawn into other 
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spheres of political work and subsequently became an executive 

member of SACPO and of the FSAW's Cape Regional Committee, 

both bodies linked to the Congress Alliance. 

AI: the level of the general membership, t:c0d2 unionism intro­

duced a wider circle of v.1omen to ne\..., .. techniques and concepts 

of organisation and encouraged a mo:ce critical attitude tmvarc1s 

their experience as workers within society. For most vJomen 

workers, <Jenerr.illy poorly educated, without political rights, 

the trade unions were the one area v.rhere they couid come 

into con tact wi tb. ideas and issue~ stretching beyond their nar~:-ow 

experience within the home or factory. Certainly the more 

radical unions, which were prominent in the efforts to orga­

nise black workers in South Africa, included political edu-

cation of their mi::m'.bers in their progrc:.mmes. This was the 

case in the Food and Canning Workers Ur>.ion which, with its 

predominantly female membership, affiliated to the FSf.\W after 

1954. 

In the trade union movement, many women came into contact for 

the first. time with new ideas abmit. black-white relationships. 

'l'hes.-e challenged the domine:mt ideoloqy of v,;hite supremacy 

and its corollary, racial exclu.sivism. The non-racialism 

which the CPSA was espousing, received much wider dissemination 

through those trade unions which stressed the-= need for wor]s-.ers 

to stand together, regardless of race (and, lessprominently, 

of sex), against exploitative bos~:;es. 'l'n:Ls fundamental 

principle of trade unionism was bitterl.y disputed in South 

Africa and led to deep divisions within the movement. Yet 



non-racial ide.as did take tentative root 2imong irrq?ortant 

sections cf the working class in the pre-World War II period. 

In t.he 1':!40' s when trade !.rnionism among Africans v..ias making 

considerable headway, this proved an important ideological 

influence. 
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Wom?.n workers were not exempt: from the fierce disputes dividing 

the trade union movement. Yet the potential for non-racial 

cooperation 1 based on perceived common interests, was probably 

larger in this sph9re than in other areas regarded as more 

purely 'political', for instance, that of the suffrage. 

The hi.story of the Garment Workers Union ( T r. "' :-- s·· v· -·, a ·1 ) , ...... r.1..J..._ C,.. -

illustrates the slow, uneven spread of ideas of worker soli­

<~arily amongst c;n important section of the white fernr:ile 

industrial labour force at this time
1

. 

The notion of working class solidarity regardless of race 

or sex ~lso reinforced these ideas already noted in the Bantu 

Women 1 s Leag1J.e and the Communist Party, o.f the common st:r:D.ggle 

to be waged by men and women, in this case, working men and 

women. In the early yearr:i, when the numbers of women in 

industry were very small, some attempts were made to unionise 

women into a general union, on the basis of their sex. 'I'iH.:s e 

did not take root. Women were drawn into the tr~d2 unions 

within the existing frame·w·ork of industry-bas2d unions em-­

bracing al 1 employees with in a particular .ind us try, foz· 

instance, leather or steel. Because of sex-stereotyping 

of industries, however, women tended to be concentrated in 

tho::;e few industries whose line of production confo:rmed most 

near}y to work previously done by women privately, in the home, 

notably the clothing and food industries. 'I'he unions es ta--

blished in these areas therefore developed a predominantly 

female membership and, to some extent, leadership. As a 

rest7lt they did tcike a more <Jctive interest in issues rel2ting 

particularly to fernal(~ \vork conditions (for example, preg-

nancy leave anC:i compulsorv C)Ve:r:time) . 
- .< 

-----------·!---------------.---·----· ·----------·------··-... ------· 
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1:-lowever, in the p(?.riod be.fore World War II, the impact of 

t:: ade union.ism on the poJ.i ti cal c c.Jr.sc iousness of women L1 

general, was very limited. This period should rather be 

seen c.-::s a preliminary to the more F;i9n.ificant period of 

female unionisation that followed in the 1940'a and 1950's. 
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As the pn::vicus chapter has pointed out, there were relatively 

few women employed in industr.:y in the 1920's - in 1924/25 the 

f . f . t . " . 154 40'"' t -L 5 '> -7 ~ l i.gures or pr1va -e :i..naus-c.ry were . · ... ) men o . ""' ~ women . 

The numbers of women in factory work were on the increase, 

but at th:Ls st.age, it was primarily white women who were 

entering industrial employment. African women were almost 

entirely absent - only 709 of the 15 000 women working in 

factories in 1924/25 were African. The importance of trade 

union work amongst worn.en 'das obviously tempered by the small--

ness of the female labour force. At the same time, the fact 

that so few African women were involved 1 probably shifted 

trade unionist attention away from women workers still more, 

since the i:.:rade uni.on movement was preoccupied wi t.h the issue 

of whether and how the African le:1bour force should be organ:i.sed. 

As individuals, ·women were involved i:1 labour acti vi,ty f:ro m 

an e<:~rly stage. In 1911 M.c;ry Fitzgerald organised and led 

a gr0np of women to assist a t:camway workers' strike in 

J"ohannesburg 2 . By sitting down on the tracks outside the 

tram depot, they effuctively prevented scabbers from taking 

trams out. According to Walker and Weinbren, the first 

strike in v,1hich women workers predominated, 
T , } 3 in the printing industry in uonannes)urg . 

took place in 1917, 

Led by the newly 

formed Printers' Assistants Union, the workers struck for 

hig~,,er wages with apparent succe~.,,s. By 1919 an attempt to 

organise women within a single general union had materialised 

in the form of the 'Women Workers Industrial Union' - this 

----·---~~----------------

2. vJ1:;;lke;:- and Wsinbren, op.cit., p.29 .. 

3. Ibid. 
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was the womf'n 's group that took part J.n the Maydc-"y celebra-

tion.s of that. year as tea 

How far v;omen wo:ck:ers \1ier .. ~ from organi.s ing th ems elves on a 

unified basis was highlighted that same year by strike activity 

within the clothing industry. A successful strike for 

hig)1er waqes conducted by 112 white clothing workers (88 of 

them women) ran almost simultaneously with an unsuccessful 

one by 'Coloured' ~ ... 1omen workers at another f act.ory nearby 2 • 

Unlike the wl1it.e wornen, all these women lost their jobs. 

At no stage was there any show of solidarity or attempt to 

link the two st.r ikes together, aJ. though the nev,rspaper 

.!.QteEna tional, did dr<;W uttention to the cmomalies of the 
. . 3 

s 1 t1.1at.:::..on 

The following yoar a remarkably early and, it would seem, 

prerr!ature attempt at organising black women was made by the 

ICU in conjunction with the APO, according to van der Ross 

in his Po1:..:.~\.-::i..ca.J._ and Social History o~ the Cape ___ <;;_olou::i:.:..§'..:9-
4 Pe_££1c:_.. '11hese bm bodies arranged a meeting in Cap2 Tovm 

5 in September 1920 which was uttended by about 50 women . 

Unfortunately information on any subsequent developments is 

una.vailable. With a m.ere 709 Afri.can wcirnen in private 

1. See above. o. St. The reference to it is made in 
lnternati~n~l, 2/5/19. 

4. ~an der Ross, op.cit., p.108. It is interesting that 
in their biographical sketch of Charlotte Maxeke, Karis 
and Carter {op.cit., Vol. 4), mention that she was in 
touch with Kadal.ie and Msimang of the ICU in its early 
stages. Whether she had any influence in prompting 
this step is a matter for speculation, however. 'J'here 
is no available evidence that she ever visited Cape 
Town in this regard. 

5. Van der Ross, op.cit., loc.cit. 



industry in 1924, it is }·)ard to know what the scope of a 

women's section of the ICU could have been - except for 

helping with "shelter and entertainment." on the lines of 

the Bantu Women's League. 

A further attempt to get a general 'Women Workers' Union' 

off the ground surfaced in 1925. Fanny Klenerman of the 

Communis~ Party was a moving force behind this, declaring 
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that "the conditions under which the mC:ljority of working women 
1·1 

live and work in South Africa is a disgrace to civilisatior.' . 

A meeting was held arid a committee elected2 , but thc=rea:fter 

no further references to the union apf:>S! ared in !1ewspaper 

columns. In view of the tremendous problems encountered 

in org~nising the male industrial labour force, the lack 

of co:-lsci.ousness about the position of women in evidence in. 

the major political bodies of the time, white and black 

and the small numbe:i~s of women acttially involved in prod11ction, 

these atte::r:pts were almost bound to fail. However, as 

stages in the spread of trade unionist consciousness among 

women in South l\frica, they are worth noting. 

From about this time, the most significant and well documented 

trad0 uriion work among women was taking place amotig garment 

workers 

U . 3 
n.i.on • 

on the Rand, under the auspj.ces of the 

In later years this Union moved awa·v 
.L 

Garment Workers' 

from its early 

radicalism towards the so·-called 'centre' in South African 

trade union politics. It broke with the more leftwing tradi-

tion of trade unionism that led, in 1955, to the establishment 

of the South African Congress of Trade Unions· (Sl:CTU), the 

tra4e union body with the closest links to the FSAW. Thus 

l. Forward, 27/3/25. 

3. See E. S. Sachs: Rebels ' Da ~g.J1 ters, for an 'inside' hiG­
tory of the union. Sachs ·was Generc:l Secretary of the 
Union from the early l920's till 1952 when he was forced 
to resign in terms of the Suppression of Communism Act. 
Sachs was a membe.r of the CPSJ\ dnring th£:~ 1920 's but in 
l 93J: he was expelled along ·with S .P, Bunting and others. 



in . a history of the rSPiW I the Garm(:?nt Workers I Uni.on does 

not occupy a special place" However, in the 1930's it did 

have a radicalising effect on many of its members and con­

tributed several prominent organisers to the union movement , 

for instance, the sisters Johanna and Hester Cornelius and 

Betty du 'I'oit (who ·was a signatory to the in vi ta ti.on to the 

inaugural conference of the FSAW) . The history of the 

union, partJ. cularly in its early days, is a stirring one 

and re~eals the high degree of trade union militancy that 

South Africc:m women workers have, on occasion., shown. It 

also p~ovi.des an insight on the natur~ of racial divisi.ons 

between b:Lack and white workers and the exploitation of these 

diVisibns by white politic~l parties~ 

In the 1920' s and early 1930' s most of the employees 1.r the 

clothing industry were young, white Afrikaner women who' 

wGre flocking to the towns from the country to escape the 

rural poverty described jn Chapter One. The race attitudes 

they brought with them were deeply rooted, ce~ter±~g on 

notions of white 'baasskap' and Afrikaner exclusivism. 

o~· 
-~· I 

Johanna Cornelius (after 1934,President of the Garment Workers' 

Union). sumrned them up thus: 

"It took me years to get used to tho notion 
that even the English-'-- let alcne then0tives 
- were human beings."l 

The harsh conditions of work these women encountered, have 

been described already - the long hours, compulsory "homework", 

low wages, rudimentary facilities. With the establishment 

of t:he - Garment Workers Union, however, conditions began 

to improve. This won for the Union, as well as its General 

Secretary, E.S. Sachs, t.he strong support and loyalty of its 

menibers. Through the Union, the broader principles and 

more radical creed of working class unity undermined many garment 

workers' loyalty to the narrow exclusivism of · Afrikanerdom, 
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to the alarm of Afrikaner nationalists. For instance, during 

the 1930's, a number of prominent garment workers were included . 
in del0ga t ions of ';vo::::·kers to the USSR which were sponsored 

.:..'. C'I~c·Al by L-DG ·· 0 • 'J:hey were thus exposed to nev:1 experiences and 

ideologicol influences an~ the effect on these individuals' 

political development was often profound. Johanna Cornelius. , 

for instance, had no knowledge of Lenin or the Bolshevik 

P.evolution when she went on board ship for the U.SSR in 1933 2 . 

The extent to which her political outlook had broadened through 

the Union was demon~trated by a Mayday message she gave in 

1938 along with two other Garment Worker.s' Union .leaders: 

"(Ons) stu.ur Mei~a~ gr'?et~. aan al le vrou~.werke1_:-s 3 en hoop vir eenneid vir cae vrou v0n Su:i.d l~f1·ika." 

Through report-back meetings and letters home, some of the 

new ideas which trade unionists ab:coad were absorb].ng, fil-· 

tered down to the 9eneral membership as well. 

·----------·-··----~-----··----··-------------

1. Garment workers who visited the USSR in the 1930is in­
cluded Johanna Cornelius and Kathleen Parker in 1933 
(Umsebenzi, 7/10/33), J"ulia Kruger in 1936 (Umsebenzi, 
i8/777i6) ,Anna Scheepers and Sophie Venter in--f93s <:~fmse..::. 
benzi. 16/12/38). ··-----· 

2. Davidson, op.cit., p.179, quotes her thus: "I hadn't 
the sli9htest idea who Lenin was. And I remember on 
the boat that people began to talk about us as Bolshies 
and Katie Parker and I were worried about this and asked 
\·/h.y they did. rrhen P~ Farmer, the other delegate, told 
ns about the Bolshevik Revolution and about Lenin". 
pelegates were also often struck by the economic inde­
pendence and equality Russi~n women appeared to experience. 
K. Parker, for instance (at a report-back meeting in 
J"ohannesburg) commentc~d on a woman she had met cleaning 
engines. J. Cornelius was struck by being addressed 
c;s 'Comrade' instead of 'Miss' or 'Mrs.' (UmE~ebenzi, 
3/2/34. -----



By the l.ate 1930 's such radical S("-'nt:Lments as Corne1ius ·was 

espousing, were coming under attack from both within and 

without the garment industry. For one thing, the influx 

of black women into the industry was getting under way. 

Non--racial working class principles Wt'-::re being put to a 

practical test. For another, after 1934,agents of the 

Nationalist Party engaged in a bitter struggle to gain control 

of those unions with a pJ'.'edominant or 3-arg(;: Afrikaans member­

ship. 'They aimed at smashing the influence of "alie~" (nor;.­

Afrikaner) ideologies and harnessi.ng these unions to the 

political service of Afrikaner nationalism. 

they exploited racial prejudices and fears. 

In doing so 

While the 

Garment Work8rs' Union resisted the attack on its leadership, 

which focussed particularly on the General Secretary, Sachs, 

its commitment to an open trade unionism was blunted. This 

was marked by the establishment 6f a par~llel branch for 

'Coloured' garment workers, instead of their inr.orporat:Lcn 
1 

wi t.hin the exii:J ting body, in 1940--. 

Before World War Two, then, trade unionism was only just 

beginning to make headway among women workers in South Af:cic~. 

Most union vJOrk was being carried out ·among· white women, who, 

apart from several extremely important individuals, wou.ld 

not make a large con tr ib11 tiorl towards the establishment of 

the FSAW. Some new ideas on the need to organise women 

and their changing economic roles were, however, beginning 

to circulate in trade union circles, encouraged particularly 

by the CPSA. During the war and after, these would take 

a firmer hold amongst an expanding black female labour force. 

---·----··----------·----·-------
I 

1. See below, p. I b(), 



A brief review of the material covered shows t.hat ?Y the 

time of the outbreak of war in 1939, :::iome of the ground in 

v.'h ich the FSAN was 1 ater to take root, had been prepared. 

The idea that women needed to organise themselves to deal. 

with particular problems had already surfaced in a number 

of different ways, along with the belief that such an 

organ is at ion must commit itself to a broader pol i t.ical 

struggle, involving both men and women, for the overthrow 

of the struct.u.res of wh:;_te supremacy, Several women 

who would be importc:.mt in getting the FSAW established, 

were already active - Ray Alexander, Josie Palmer, Betty 

Toit. Contact between '.-Jo:nen of different races ".vas 

sparse but the ideal of non-racialism was already present. 

The actual organisation of ~)men within the ANC, CPSA and 

trade unions was still in an early stage, sketchy and 

hesitant. Fer the most part, women were viev.:ed by society 

and viewed themseJ..vcs as apolitical and domestic beings. 

This was true whether they were livinCJ in the tribal r<'"'se:cves 

o~ the westernised towns. However, prompted by some fc:;r-

reaching economic and demographic developments, wornen in 

the to'.vns were beginning to stir, As far back as 1913, 

the Free State anti-pass campCJign had revealed that a pot en-

ti al for political .._. ' ac L-l v1.s!11 did exist amongst women. On 

this potential the coming of the war in 1939 was to act as 

a cat.alys t. 
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Durin9 the 1940's the tempo of politi.r..:<:11 work amongst women 

·w:L thin the incipient national libs:ration movement quickened. 

Long term developments in their position in society were 

beginning to manifest themselves. The war ushered in a new 

phase in South l-1frica 's economic development which encourag·ed 

trends already noticeable in the 1920's and 1930's. Changes 

in t~eir economic position, the accelerating rate of urbani­

sation, a:mong- African V>.Drnen in particnlar, t11e decay of the 

traditional ~frican family structure, the rising cost of 

living were some of the pressures pushin~ women into a more 

assertive political stance. 

At the same time, women were being caught up to a greater 

extent in the geneJ:-al 
. a, the war stimulate -. 

st.i.rring on the political front wh.icb 

During the 1940's the political posi-

tions of govern~ent and black opposition groups were becoming 

increasingly polarised. At first, the war appeared to be 

ushering in a more liberal spirit in the United Party govern­

ment's 'Native Policy'; the Smit Report of 1942 and Fagan 

Commission of 1946 raised hopes of a gradual relaxation of 

h . ., 2 s h h d some o:f t ,e more oppressive .J..aw.s . uc .1opes prove un-

founded. The Smuts government did nothing to restructure 

101 

·--------- -·------·----.. 

1. ,,Some of the major developments in this process are mentioned 
below. There is not, however, space to go into the 
general background in detail and the reader is referred, 
once agair1, to general histories of the period,in addi-
tion to more speci~lised studies, e.g. P. Walshe: The 
_R~.s e_g£ l~fr ican Nati onali::;m_J:D. __ ?_~lth_ AfrJ-sa, R. E. ~John-

I d . , 71 , ·-. ,, h ~£. son : _p J.. 2 r~'L...?29_..:.?.E a r_~n .. 2 ~..9-~::.D........::' og~.:_;::....2'.'2-Q. 

2. The Smit Tieport (~-~p_g_r_t_ _ _c_?J __ tJ~~ J:nt~r--~~tm.~nt9_l 
Committee an the Social, Eea.Jth <3nd Economic Conditions 
0 f --U-:::r}:)-;;-:1.;1·-=-:-.i- ~--v--;;-;:··-·--1 9- A -iT-~ e-c;;;-n:~~-1~-a"~-'<"--;::-e' -;.-.;:l; ,., ~---;~'i~..,-p"" ~ s---

. \.-d 'Id L.l.. ... ~··-=>I ·~- ".J..£,,, t .J... . • ...,J ld~'- ... -1 .L ~J-~./l.. .<.l:J Li_c::: (.,.lb 

I:~ws :---rf.11(-, ·-.E:-a-gan Comrnis;:-; :i.on \l_'J_~sL'e _LQ'!!S __ C:ornmi.sg_~o.!2., UG 
28-48) favoured a ql1a :t if ied ;:ecogni t.ion of a permanent 
African population in the tu\fflS. 
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exist.ing ccono~nic and political rc:;lati.onships bet•.-,'een white and 

black in any fundamental ·way. In 1948 the National .Partv 
.< 

was elected to power in an upset victory over the Uni~ed Party 

and the 1 apartheid 1 era in South African politics was intro-

d uced .. Thi~ heralded an intensification of conflict between 

the State and the disenfranchised black majority as the 

government sought to buttress the system of cheap black labour 

in a changing economic environment., <:md consolidate its hold 

on power by stamping out any serious opposition. As the 

possibilities of compromise faded, political attitudes amongst 

blacks hardened; the ANC and SAIC expanded into mass-·bas ed 

organisations. 

The repercussions on women's political consciousness were 

manifested in a broadening of the scope of political work 

amongst them. As the national liberation movement itself 

began to take shape,'the possibilities for drawing women into 

this movement expanded. In addit.ion to the areas already 

considered in Chapter Two - the ANC, CPSA and trade unions 

- other important areas of organisation amongst wonen at this 

time were to be found in the SAIC and various grassroots 

consumer organisations that sprang up in response to rising 

food costs. Developments in these organisations during and 

after the war were a prelude to the establishment of the FSAW 

in April 1954. In this chapter, the historical contribution 

of each to this event will be considered. 

'THE l-1NC AND rrHE REVIVAL OF THE WOMEN 1 S LEAGUE ·------

The organisation and programme of the ANC underwent several 

significant changes in the J940 1 s. Under the presidency of 

Dr. A.B. Xuma (1940-49), its ·structure was overhauled and 

the basis -for a mass political party laid. At the same 

time, the l\NC programme was being reoriented in a more radical 

direction, the Congress Youth League (CYL), established in 

1943, playing a large part in this regard. Increasingly, 

as :successive governments refused to accorn1nod<'lt.i:;! African 



po1 i tic al . aspirations, the Con~rress leadership w<:•s comin·g 

to accept the inevitc.bility of confrontational rather than 

conciliatbry politics. 

Already in 1943 the l\NC committed itself to a policy o~: 

universal adult franchiss 

't l'l' ·1 ) 1 
l s po i ·ica .. pro9ramme . 

(th0reby incorporating women into 

By 1946 the Congress was talking 

of a common votinq roll (as opposed to the system of racir:illy 

separate rolls instituted in place of the Cape franchise in 

1936 2 ), implicit in· which was the endorsement of eventual 

African majority rLJJ.e instead of mere partnership with the 

·white minority group. In 1949, for the first time, the 
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ANC's 'Programme of Actio~' called for such methods as boycotts, 

strikes and ci'lil disobedience as the means to achieve its 

goal now defined as ''national freedom", the 11 right to solf--
. . ? 

determination tE1der t:he banner of African Nationalism"···'. 

'rhe first wide-scale imp} emcnt~ition of sLJ.ch tactics cam8 in 

1952 wh.en the ANC, with t.he SAIC, launched the Defiaa1ce 

Campaign, involving some eight and a half thousand volunteers 

in an organi~:;r2d campaiqn of defiance 0gainst selected targ2ts 
r ' 1 d, , , , ' 4 

c~ rac1.a 1scrim1na~1on . 

These dev,~lopmcnts encoLJ.raged a growth in members from 0n 

estimated :formal membel.·shi.p of just unde:c 2 000 in 1944-45 

to 5 517 in 1947
5

. ('l'his does not take into account the 

-----------------
1. Walsha, Of'.Cit., p.276. 

2. Ihid., p.285. 

3. Jbid., p.291. 

4. f"or instance, by tra-,.relling on whit.es--only trains er 
using whites-only Post Office facilities. According 
to L. Kuper: _?a~5iv~I{e£ist~nce in South Atri_g.9-_, p.J23, 
8557 volunteers took part, the majority (5719) in the 
Eastern Cape. The government response was to introduce 
mcire stringent ~ecurity legisl3tion, the Public Safety 
Act and Criminal Laws Amendment Act, both of 1953. See 
also D. Carter= ''J.'h2 Defiance Campaign - a comparative 
analysis of the organisation, leddership ana participation 
in the Eastern Cape and the Transvaal'. 

5. Walshe, op.cit., pp.19, 47. 



informal rnewbc~rf;;hip -- individuals who considered th ems elves 

AHC members cind sL1pportex.-s but had not paid the annual sub--

scription of 2/6J .'l'hen, from 1950, with the adoption 

of the rnili.ta11t iJ?'rogra1nn1e of Action.', t:he l'.t\JC vJiti1essed a 
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spectacular inc;::-2ase in membership. By 1952,under the impact 

of the Defianc2 Carnpaign,this had reached a peak of almost 

l r)o ('rl01 -"" ;i,.,., ~ 

The 1940's also witnessed a move towards greater cooperation 

with other political bodies which were opposed to the white 

supremacist state, although the African identity of the ANC 

was jealously guarded. Relationships with the Communist 

Party continued to seesaw. Between 1943 a~d 1945 the ANC 

cooperated with the CPSA in the anti·-pass campaign that 
2 the latter had launched , but. the presence of communist r:tcmbers: 

in the ANC, for instance, J.B. Marks and Moses Kotane, con-

tinued to be a source of tension and conflict within its 

ranks. However, mounting state repression against all 

radical. opposition did lead to a more sympathetic and 

accommodating attitude towards the communists in the l940's. 

For its own part! the CPSA tended to downplay .idGological 

di.£f crences with the nationalist movement. 

During this time, relationships also improved between the l\NC 

and t.l.1e Indian Congress. In 1945, this body was taken over by 

a radical leadership under Dr. Na~bker in Natal and Dr. Dadoo 
·~ 

in the Tra~svaal~. In 1947 the so-called 'Doctor's P&ct' 

be"Lweer: X-urn2, of the l\NC and Naicker and Dadoo of the SAIC 

confirrn.ed the growing mecisure of cooperation between the t\vo 

organisations. These developments foreshadowed the implemcn-

tat.ion of the Congresi Alliance of the 1950's. 

~l'he revival of t.he ANC was, however, a slow, unffilei.1 process. 

Internal conflicts and organisational weaknesses continued 

___________________________ .,. ____________ ,,..,_,,,_~-----------·---------· 
L Walshe, cp.cit. ' 

p.403. 

2. See belo\v, p. 120. 

') See belovJ, p. l. 32. _,. 
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to undermine its potential strength. Xuma failed to eradicate 

friction between the centre and provincial Congresses which 

disrupted its functioning and dissipated its energies. 

Ideologically there were significant differences between the 

supporters of a radical, exclusive African nationalism 

(found mainly within the Youth League) and the supporters 

of a broader, non-racial approach. Nevertheless, the post-

war period saw the emergence of the ANC as a major channel of 

African political expression. From an organisation repre-

senting the tiny African elite, it was coming to assume the 

proportions of the national liberation movement it later claimed 

to be. As such, it was identified as a dangerous threat 

by the state. After 1948 the coercive powers of the state 

to contain such threats were vastly extended and streng-

thened; ultimately the growing tide of popular resistance 

would be ruthlessly contained. 

In this process of reorqanisation and revival witbin the AN·c, 

women did, to some extent, sbare. In its atterr~t to build 

up a mass membership, the Cong·ress hierarchy identified worr.en. 

as·one potential area of recruitment that had previously been 

neglected. Some steps to rectify this were taken. 

1941 the following resolution was passed at the annual 

Conference: 

"That this Conference recomrrt2nds to the parent 
body the necessity of reviving the women's 
section of the Congress in terms of the provi­
sion of the Constitution. Further, that 
women be accorded the same status as men in 

Thus in 

the classification of membership. That the 
:following means be made to attrac.t the worn-2n: (a) 
to make the programme of the Congress as 
attractive as possible to the women, (b) a care-
f l h ·. 1 '.••. ,,1 u c 01ce of eaaer~nip. ~ 

----------·------··--------------------------·----
1. Karis and Carter, op.cit., Vol. 2, Document 25C, 

'Resolutions of ANC Annual Conference of Dec. 14-16, 
1941'. 
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The following year, according to Walshe, women were again 

one of the areas specially mentioned at the ~nnual conference 

in connection with a call by Xuma for a mass membership 

drive. Th.is should aim a:t the 11 involvement of the chiefs, 

ministers of religion, women, youths, indeed'ever~ Africarl 111 • 

The nev.7 concern with women did not reflect only a des ire to 

attract greater numbers to the ~NC. It also reflected the 

recognition that the position of women had undergone real 

changes since the first ANC constitution had been drawn up 

in 1919. Congress was lagging behind and it was time to 

grant women "the same status as men". 

At the same time~ it had become apparent that existing orga­

nisations, such as the NCAW, were not undertaking political 

work amongst the broad masses of African women. For this, 

a new structure, under the auspices of the ANC, was requ~red. 

Iti this process of re-evaluation of women's role within 

Congress, the influence of the American second wife of 

Dr. Xuma, Madie-Hall Xuma, must have been significant2 . 

Walshe refers in general terms to her influence, as an 

American Negro, in contributing to the ANC's continued 

identification with the Civil Rights struggie in the USA 3 . 

On the question of v..umen, she certainly considered hers elf 
LI. 

to have more advanced views than most South Africans' and 

presumably played a large role in getting the ANC' 

League established. 

Women's 

1. W2lshe, op.cit., p.390, citing Xuma's Presidential 
address to the Conference. 

2. Madie-Hall Xuma is described by Walshe, op.cit., p.340, 
as an American from Georgia, an active social worker 
vnd a M.A. gTaduate from Columbia University. Xuma, 
whor:>e first wife had died in 1934, met and married her 
on a visit to the USA in 1937-38. 

3. Walshe, op.cit., p.340. 

4. See below, p. 110. 



This was finally achieved in 1943. At the annual conference 

of that year the ANC Women's J.,,eague (ANCWT.,,) ·was formally set 

up cind Jfadie-Hall Xu·ma elected its first President1 . No 

longer auxiliary mernbers, wornen were now granted full member­

ship status, with the right to vote and participate in 

Congress affairs at all levels 2 . At the same time, by 

setting up a separate organisation for them within the ANC, 

\-.iomen were recoanised 
·' 

to have "special additional duties 

and respoasibilities" which, at a later date, were identi­

fied as: 

"(a) to arouse thE':: interest of African 
women in the struggle for freedom and 
equality and assist the widespread orga­
nisation of women~ 
(b) to take up special problems and issues 
affecting women, and 
(c) to carry on propaganda against apart­
heid and discriminatory laws among African 
w0men 11 3. 

'l'he precedence that the national struggle for ".freedom and 

equality" took over that of the "special problems and issues" 

of women was clearly indicated and the dominance of the 

parent body over the Women's League further spelled out~ 

"It (the Women's Leaque) is under the 
political direction and control of the 
Congres;s, and it follows the policy and 
programme of the Congress".4 

In structure, too, the ANCWL followed that of the parent 

body, operEting on three levels, national, provincial and 

---·----------------,-----

1. Walshe, op.cit., p.101. 

2. Ibid., p.380, citing the 'Constitution of the ANC 1943'. 

3. 'Rtlles zmd RegL~lations of the African National Congress 
Women's League', mimeo, p.l, FSAW II Hl. 

4. Ibid. 
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branch. According to CJn anonymous history of the League, 

provincial congresses were not set up until the late 1940's 

hov.iever, and the Women's I..eague did not get going as a "real 

force" until then 1 . 

The e:::; tablishment of thl's l-\NCWL in 1943 is a significant event 

in any history of political organisatimamong wom~n in South 

Africa. A body aiming to represent the interests of the 

majority of South African women was thus set up and a struc­

ture created for channelling the still diffuse, largely in­

arti.culate aspirations of African women into the national 

liberation movement, on an equal basis with men. The ANC 

had finally-come to incorporate women, one half of the people 

it claimed to represent, into its political frame of 

reference, For the subsequent organisation of women in the 

FSAW it was an important step - aftc~r 1954 by far the largest 

proportion of the Federation's me~)ers were affiliated to it 

through their membership of the ANCWL. 

Yet in 1943, only the barest outline of a structure was 

created. The large scale r~obilization of Afr ic<'m women 

that was aimed at was still to come. 1·1ateric:l on the\ ANCWL 

during the 1940's is very thin. In the newspaper, the 

Guardia!"!_, a major source of information on black political 

groups at the time, the only reference to the.Women's League 

for this period is in connection with a 'Women's .Anti·-Pass 

Conference' held in Johannesburg in March 19442 . The A1:1CWL 

was one of the organisations represented. The mDin force 

behind the conference, however, \vas the~ CPSA not the .ANC. 

The Conference is of interest in view of the very large role 

that the iss ce of pass es would play in the rapid growth 

of the ANCWL after 1950. But in 1944 African women did not 

yet have to carry passes themselves. The focus of the 

conference was on the supporti~e role women should play in 

the national anti--pass campaign the:n being conducted by the 
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---·------~--. 

1. 'The History of the ANC Women's League and the role of 
._,iomen', nd, carbon typescript, p.3. 



CPSA against passes for men. 

involved on a large scale. 

Women were not directly 

In his account of the ANC 4uring the 1940's, Walshe, too, 

barely refers to the Women's Lea~u~. The only direct 
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reference is in connection with the constitution of 1943. 

There is one other possible, indirect reference to it - a 

fund-raising event organised by Madie Hall Xuma (a "successful 

stage production", the 'American Negro Revue') which con-

tributed £216 to ANC funds
1

. It is quite likely that the 

ANC1'\7L was involved. In 1954, a woman delegate to the 

annual ANC conference was to complain that "women have been 

d t 1 t • • th t t t • • C . II 2 use as oo s _o raise money wi ou represen .a ion in ongress . 

It seems then that, certainly in the 1940's and despite its 

new formal status, the ANCWL was still in much the same 

position as the earlier Bantu Women's League had been - not 

very active, its \\Drk limited to conventional "women's work" 

such as fund-raising and catering. The gap between a 

theoretical endorsement of equality between the sexes and 

daily practice was still a very large one in the ANC . 

. -· 
In Chapter One the significance of economic and demographic 

dev~loprnents in creating the preconditions for greater poli-

tical involvement by women was discussed. Certainly, 

industrialisation and Urbanisation were having a profound 

effect on the traditional position of African women, destroy­

ing old patterns of authority and eroding the traditional 

family structure in which women occupied a junior role. 

The new ANC constitution was a pointer in the direction where 

changes were leading. However, the impact of these develop­

ments was upeven and their influence on political practice 

1. Walshe, op.cit., p.396. 

2. Drn~, Februory 1954, p.11. This photo-essay report on 
the 4lst annual ANC conference did not elaborate on this 
statement but merely showed a photo9raph of Mrs. Gelana 
'.rwala, a delegatE:: from Alexandra, Johannesburg, with· 
the quotation as its caption~ 



often slow in taking effect. The pressures operating 

against the organisation of African men politically, were 

compounded in the case of wo:nen by additional forces relat­

ing to their female role in society.- Th2 dominant ideology 

of the family in the towns was still patriarchal and members 

of Congress, both male and female, were still conditioned 

by this. 

In 1952 Madie--Hall Xuma, ANCWL president, herself testified 

t.o the power of pati~iarchal values in inhibiting the parti­

cipation of African women in affairs outside the home. 

Intcrvievved for an article by Dr urn:~ titled 'Is a woman's place~ 

i.n the home?'', she described hmv "in my co11ntry (the USA) 

women and men work on a 50-50 basis". In South A fr ica, 

however: 

"some women have been reluctant to join our 
clubsl because their husbands feared they'd 
meet unsuitable women who might mislead 
them... You see, the position of the 
women here is a little different from what 
it is in other parts of the world. 11 2 

Yet l~frican women were by no means divorced from the poli­

tical issues and campaigns of the time, which inevitably 

affected their political awareness too. Perhaps more 

than any other decade in the 20th Century, the 1940's 

were a transition period for African women politically. 

The rising costs of living and periodic food shortages that 

followed in the wake of the waf,pressed particularly heavily 

on them as those most immediately involved in feeding and 

clothing their families with meagre resources. There are 
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signs of their taking part in the demonstrations and deputations 

organised by local 'food committees' in response to these 

conditions 3 . Women were involved in the Alexandra Bus 

----·-----------------
1. rrhe reference here .is not to the ANCWL but to the I Zenzele I 

or 'Do-it-yourself' clubs which were run for women and 
in which Madie-Hall Xuma played a prominent role. 

2. .J?rt~I!}.' September 19 52, p .10. 

3. On the question of rising food costs and shortages and 
the grassroots, consumer responses to them, see below, p.I~~-



1 
Boycott of 1943~ and 

f ~01.'.i112 '-~··r-··i·· rom LJ~~ , wnLi~ _n 

the squatter movements on the Rand 

th2 trade unions African women were 

beginning to emerge as an area for recruitment. Several 

women who we:ce later to play prominent parts, in both the 

Women's League and the FSAW, were involved in the Youth 
. 3 

League at this time, notably Ida Mtwana . In 1949 Ida 

Mtwana succeeded Madie-Hall Xuma as president of the ANGWL 

and thus the more radical, activist approach of the CYL 

filtered through to the women. 

By the end of the 1940 's the ANC1"17L was beginning to assert 

itself more strongly. 1949 saw the adoption of the 

'Programme of Act.ion' by the AHC annual Conference. The 

emergence of the~ ANCWL c::s a "real force" from this time 

was in part a product of the general heightening in the mood 

of black resistance that this progran~e both reflected and 

encouraged. As the ANC grew into a mass organisation, the 

scope of the J.H-JCHL inevitably expanded as well. 

The Defiance Campaign of 1952 was an important stimulus for 

the ANCWL and for the establish:uent of the FS.AW as well. 
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·· a·,, · 4 1 l' t t Many women participate in tne Campaign anc. severa impor an · 

new recruits to the Women's League entered politics at this 

time. One of the most important of these was Lilian Ngoyi, 

later. national president of both the ANCWL and the FSAW. 

Before the Defiance Campaign her background was extremely 

---·----
1. In August 1943 the busfare between Alexandra township 

and Johannesburg was raised by ld each way. Rather 
/than pay the increased fare, the township residents boy­
cotted the buses and walked the 9 or more miles to town 
instead. After 9 days of boycott, the fare was reduced 
to the old level again. 

2. On this see, inter alia, .M. Benson: .!.tie Str~e for a 
BirthrigJ1t, pp. 86-87. 

3. pr~, August 1953, 'v'\'llo's who in Congress'. Mtwana v-1as 
c1escr ibed as one of the "back.room boys", a "You.th Leaguer, 
moving spirit 2mong women, orator and heckler". 

4. D. Carter, op.cit., p.89, gives the following breakdown 
of male/female participation in t«vo "!_~ample groups" of 
defiers: in the Eastern Cape 1067 out of a total 2529 
defier:::; were women r in the 'I'ransvc.~al, 173 out. of 488 defiers 
\vere won.en. He does not: explain on wh3t the samples were 
based. 



apolitical. Her family's answer to the hardships and in-

equalities they experienced was to seek comfort and hope in 

religion. Increasingly this failed to satisfy Ngoyi and, 

for her, the Defiance Camp_aign offered a dynamic, political 

J t . t i·. . . l i:.- • • a_terna ive -ore 1g1ous quietism Lier rise to prominence 

within the ANC was rapid after 1952. Another woman very 

actively involved in the Campaign was Florence Matomela, at 

that stage president of the ANCWL in the Eastern Cape 2 . 

Within a few months after the Campaign had ended, she was 

involved in the preliminary discussions on setting up the 
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FSl\'07. The importance of the Defiance Campaign as an immediate 

spur to the founding of the FSAW can further be judged by 

the fact that it was froru Port Elizabeth, in the Eastern 

Cape, where the campaiS;rn was at its strongest, that the initi-

ative 
., . ..} 

for this step came . 

'rhe single most important stimulus for the growth of. the 

ANCWL at this tL-ne and, :i.no irectly, the es tab1 ishrnent. of 

the FSAW in 1954, came from a familiar source that directly 

touched all African women - the threat of passes. In 1950 

this issue came to the fore once again. As resistance to 

posses had led to the establishment of the Bantu Won.1e!!. 1 s 

League, so now, some 35 years lat.erj" it precipitated a re­

surgence of political activity amongst a wide cross-section 

of African women in different centres throughout the Union. 

Although acting frequently with male support and direct.ion, 

these women were roused by what was seen as a specific attack 

on them as ·women. V\Tf1ile the ANCWL was not the only nor 

always the most important body involved in the demonstrations, 

the /outburst of protest did politicise many African women, 

to the general benefit of the League. 

, _______ '-----------·-----·-------------' 

1. Interview. 

2. During the Defiance Campaign she was one of the 35 
leaders arrested and charged by the state under the 
Suppress ion of Communism Act, in an atternpt to 
break the Campaign. DJ::~, November 1952, 'Def ic:mce 
in Durban~ 

3. See below, p. 165 £. 



Th es'~ anti-pass protE:-~s tB of the c=.arly J.. 9 50' s, localised 

and s;_Joradi.c, do not cornpare in intensity and impact with 

the c;3mpaign that dE~veloped ufter 1956 • .. 1hen the actual dis-

tributi.on o.f passes t.o women was begun. However .. they 

certainly encouraged many African women to adopt a more 

aggressive, critical attitude to their standing in South 

l\frica. They were important in generating a mood favourable 

to the convening of the PSAW in April 1954. The next 

section v,'ill., therefore, look at the anti-pass protests 

before 1954. 

As already described in Chapter One, after 1948, with the 

coming to power of the National Party, the system of state 

control over the mobility of the Afric0n population, ·which 

was embodied in the pc:iss laws and influx control measures, 

was g.>:c atly s tre.ngtJ1ened and extended. One of the most sig-

nificant innovations wa~ the assumption by the state of the 

responsibility of enforcing these measures, on a systematic 

and comprci1ensive basis, with regard to women. Although 

it was not till 1952, 'tc-lith the passage of the Native Laws 

Amendment Act and Natives (Abolition of Passes and Coordi-­

nation of Documents) net, that this revised system was legis­

lated into existence, it is clear that the new government 

envisaged these steps from th~ beginning. 

The threat of passes for women first emerged publicly in 

early 1950 when proposed amendments to the Urban l.lireas Act 
/ 

were leaked to the press. These proposals included tight-

ening up of control of the movement of African women to 

town, the registration of their service contracts and a 

compulsory medic<:ll examination for all l\frican vJOmen t.own-­

dwelle:cs1. Tho African response to these proposals was 

··-·-------------------------~-·--··-----·---

1. _c~~1J->I..~li~n, 9/3/50. 
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:i.n'J11e::·di. ate, vociferous and unequivocal in its conde!Tmation of 

them. For several weeks the demonstrations, deputatioru3 

and meetings organised in protest were front~page news in 

the Guardian which actively promoted the protests - "We will ---·.------

l:L4 

not carry any passes~ African' women indignant" (9/3/50), "African 

worn.en up in c,rms, mounting opposition to passes for women" 

(30/3/50), "Campaign against passes for women 'gatheri3 

force' 11 (13/4/50). 

Durban was a partic~larly strong centre of protest. Here, 

in March, a meeting of over 600 men and women asserted their 
1 

opposition to the above proposals . This was followed in 

April by a march of hundreds of wom2n through the streets 

1- ]""' b c·~ u1·1 2 to t11e .1c.r an :t . .::..y ua___ " A key figure in these protests 

was Bertha Mkize, provincial secretary of the l',NCWTi and 

chairwoman of the Durban African Women's Organisation. In 

an interview with the _0u~=-qia.n.' she was extremely outspoken 

in her views, particularly about the proposed medical exa­

mination: 

"African women will not tolerate a move 
which is most disgusting and which should 
outrage the conscience of all democrats. 
Our fight is on ... 11 3. 

Other demonstrations were reported by the S2uardian in Langa 

(26/3/50, 6/4/50), Uitenhage (2/4/50), East London (6/4/50), 

Kensington and Elsies River in Cap1:: Tm-m (6/4/50), Phomolong 

(13/4/50) and Pietermaritzburg (13/4/50). In Cape To1Arn an 

Action Comn1ittee was formed, representing the Langa Advisory 

Board, the CPSA (soon to be banned), Ministers' Wives Asso­

ciation, Women's section of the Vigilance Associations, 

African Students Association. With Sam Kahn and Fred 

--------·----------· ---- -------------·--·· , __________ ., __ _ 

.1. f~~an}:...L~n.' 30/3/50. 

2. Ibid 1 6/4/50. 

3 .. IL, id. 



Carneson (Communist memb2:r.s of Parliament and the Cape 

Provincial Council respectively) they sought an interview 

with the Minister of Native Affairs to press their opposition to 
1 

the proposed passes-'-. 

These demonstrations revealed that popular feeling against 

passes for women was as strong as it had ever been in 1913. 

In the far more polarised political situation of 1950 this 

question was a powerful rallying point for a much more 

militant African opposition. The response of the government 

indicates that it was unprepared for the extent and vigour 

of the outcry. Still consolidating its grasp on power 

after the elections of 1948, it was obliged to move warilj 

on so emotive an issue. In Parliament, the Minister of 

Native Affairs, Jansen, hastened to describe the uproar as 

"premature" - the contents of the Urban Z'.\reas Bill were 
') 

still to be finalised~. Finally, in April, the Department 

of Native Affairs issued a statement denying that new control 

measures were to be introduced £or women: 

1 .. 

2. 

3. 

' -

"It appears ... that practically no local 
authority had asked for permission to apply 
in its area the control measures in regard 
to Native females which are already avail-­
able under existing laws. It appears 
there.fore to be unnecessary to make provi­
sion in legislation concerned for stricter 
measures regarding matters in connection 
with which not even the e~isting control 
measures are being used ... 3 

Guardian, 13/4/50. 

House of Assemblv Debates, 1950, Col. 3765 - "there has _____ ,, _________ __,_ ___ , __ 
not yet been any final decision in connection with these 
provisions ... and the whole uproar ... is quite pre-­
mature", and later, blaming the press for stirring up 
the trouble, "It is unfo:rtunate that there has been 
premature publication of a Draft Bill which still has 
to be approved finally". 

This statement was quoted by Sam Kahn in the 1952 Parlia­
mentary debate on the Native Laws l-1mEmdment Bill, Hou~~ 
.2f ~sse.E~2Jy_.Qebates, 1952, Col. 737" 



With these assurances, the popular outcry died down. 

However, the idea of pasf:;es for women ·v121s not abandoned by 

the government, merely shelved. · Its determination to push 

ahead· with this measure wa;1 :cevealed agzin in 1952 when the 

Native Laws Arnendnent Bill, which extended urban'influx 

control measures to women, was first published. "Slave 

Labour Bill means passes for .Zl,frican \vomen", was the Gu~~dJ:an's 

headlined response1 . Once again, the governmentwas anxious 

to discredit such views. Thus, Dr. Verwoerd, then Minister 

of Native Affairs, to Sam Kahn in the course of the dehate en 

the D(~·w Bill~ 

"I repeat that notwithstanding the fact that 
these provisions are applicable to Native 
women. it is not our intention to proceed 
with its practical application at the moment 
because we do not think.the time is ripe for 
that. Now I do hope the Honourable member 
will stop his agitation of telling Native 
women that we are introducing a law by which 
we are going to force them~to carry passes 
because that is not true.""·· 

Despite such promises, •1iith the appearance of the Natives 

(Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination of Documents) Bill 

shortly thereafter, it became clear that women were now in 

line for the compulsory carrying of passes. 

Thus by 1952 the basis for the stat.A's extended control over 

women had been laid, although it was not till 1956 that the 

first moves to issue African wom6n with reference books were 

made,... The government's cautious approach and deliberate 

downpl ay.ing of the coe:i-_·ci VC:! aspects of the new leg isl r-;tio n 

with regard to women,testified to its aw~reness of the strength 

of popular feeling on the subject. However, from 1952, 

local municipalities themselves began enforcing Section 10 

of the new Urban Areas Act and issuing t.heir o·Nn. permits 



of eligibility for urban residence to both men and women. 

Thus passes for women remained a constant source of unrest 

throughout the early 1950's. Periodically this took the 

form of local denonstrations and protestn. Newspaper 

reports on these protests kept-the issue alive for a wider 

audience than. those women immediately a:ffected1 . 

Undoubtedly the question of passes was the m2jor issue round 

which the l\,NCWL :rallied in the early 1950 's. It formed an 

important element in its subsequent willingness to work to·-

wards establishing the FSAW: the need for a strong national 
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organisation of women that could resist this danger w2s being 

felt by Women's League le2ders . Port Elizabeth, ' . .vhere in 

.. January 1953 the municipality announced that inf1 ux control 

measures would be introduced for the first time, took the 

lead in articulating this need. There, in the wake of the 

Defiance Campaign, the general mood o:f resistance to passes 

was very high ·- an ANC protest :neeting held in. January 1953 

cJ.rew a huge crowd, est.il<1.:1ted by one (friendly) source at 

some 20 000 people
2 . 'I'he A1'1CWL in Port Elizabeth shared 

in the general militancy. A fe-w months later, local ANCWL 

and trade unionist leaders 1 Florence Matomela and Frances 

Baard 1 organised a women's meeting with Ray Alexander, out of 

which came the proposal to convene a national conference 
3 of women . 

1. The Clarion, successor to the Guardian (which was banned 
in May l952) carried several such 1:-ep-orts. In June 1952 
an announcement that all women residents in the Oden­
~aalsrus district would have to be registered,led to 
riots in which 1 African man ·was killed, u woman wounded 
and 71 arrested, of whom 47 v;ere brought to court {44 
of them women). _Clari.QI.!_, 26/6/52, 3i/7/52. In early 
1953 the municipalities of Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, 
Oudtshoorn and Stellenbosch announced they would be 
enforcing influx control measures against women, occa­
sioning protests involving the Jl,NC. See AdVJ:-!_l!_ce, 1/1/53, 
8/1/53, 22/1/53, 26/2/53. 

2. Adv<? .. !::.S:_'?_, 22/3/53. 

3. This is dc~al t with in further detail in Chapter Four. 



While pasr.;es ,.,;ere the immediate spur to action and the focus 

of protest, the attention of African women participating in 

these protests was being directed to the wider political­

economic context in which the pass laws operated as well. 

An example of this came in February 1952 when the Transvaal 

section of the l-iNCWL announcea it woL1ld hold several women's 

conferences to register opposition to the Native Laws Amend-

ment Bill then before Parliament. In its announcement, 

passes were regarded as just one link in the chain of ex-

ploitation. What .right, the statement demanded, did. the 

government have~ 

"to force us off the land and then to seek 
cheap labour for the farmers? To divide us 
into racial groups so as to rule us even 
better? To starve us and expose us to 
tuberculosis? To have jailed our men day 
in and day out and now to com~ and say: You 
women must carry passes too?"-

With passes as a galvanising issue, the ANCWT~ of the early 

1950's was in a much stro~ger position than it had been in 

the 1940 I 8 • Little is known about its day-to-day organi-

sat ion which probably was not particularly efficient or exten·-
2 sive, judging by reports on the later period. Nevertheless, 

the League was showing itself capable of rallying women on 

particular issues on a greater scale than ever before. 

Membership was evidently increasing, although here too, actual 

figures are unavailable. At the same time, the ANCWL was 

expanding its scope of activities beyond a "tea and typing" 

capacity. In 1953, apparently for the first time, the 
3 Womep 1 s League celebrated International Women's Day . In 

this ·way it took over a funct.ion which had formerly been 

s~onsored by the CPSA before its dissolution in 1950. This 

signalled its willingness to take the lead in organising 

women to proi:note a .greater awareness of their position within 

society. 

l. G~~di~.' 6/3/52. 

2. See below, p.Joq. 
3. ~dvaQ2e, 5/3/53. 
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Like the ANC, the CPSA enjoyed a period of revival in the 1940's 

after internal difficulties in the 1930's. By the time of 

its forced dissolution in 1950, with the passage of the 

Suppression of Communism Act, it.s member.ship had risen co 

an estimated 2 0001 . The great majority were Africans 

- Karis and Carter estimate about 150 ~1ites and 250 Indians 
2 amongst these 2 000 members . 

By the late 1930's, the party had abandoned its early Bal-

shevization programme. It concentrated instead on a 'United 

Front' with liberal organisations against Facism, which it 

reg·arded as the major threat in both Europe eind Sou th Africa. 

The Second World War encouraged this policy of cooperation 

with other organisations for common, shoit-term go~ls. 

Although the CPSA originally opposed the waJ'.' as "imperialist", 

when the Soviet Union entered the war on the side of the 

Allies in June 1941, it swung round in support of the war 

effort in South Africa. 

The war years saw a rem2rkable softening of previous 1 hostile 

attitudes tov\1ards the Soviet Union amon9 thf~ Allied powers 

and to some extent this rl.1bbed off onto national Communist 

Parties as \'?ell. Within South Africa, Communist-sponsored 

organisations supporting the Soviet Union were well patronised. 

The 'Friends of the Soviet Union', for instance, was apparently 

a flourishing body in 1942 with the Minister of Justice, 

Colin Steyn, one of its patrons; collections for medical 
3 aid for the USSR were well supported . 

-----------·---------
1. Karis and Carter, op.cit., V0l 2, p.107. 

2. Ibid. 

3. In .her novel A_Ri_J?_I?le From tr;.§ __ S_t:_q_f.!f.l., Doris Lessing 
creates a vivid pi.cture of war time fraternising between 
liberals and comrrn:mi.sts in a similar environment in the 
neighbouring colony of Rhodesia. 



In 1941 the annual conference of the CPSA adopted a moderate 

programme of democratic aims that reaffirmed the 'United 

Front' approach and allowed for continued cooperation with 
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black resistance groupt::. While the final aim was "to organise th 

workers as a class to establish working class rule and a 

socialist republic", in order to "prepare the way" and "defend 

and promote the interests of the workers and oppressed 

nationalities", the party would work for the abolition of 

imperialism, a universal adult franchise, the removal of 

all "pol :i. tic al , social and economic colour bars", wage 

increases, improved living conditions and a redistribution 
1 

of land~. 

On the basis of this programme, the party involved itself 

in the political issues of the time among blacks - passes, 

the sql1atte:c movement, bus boycotts, wages, demonstrations 

against the rising cost of living. Its relations with the 

ANC improved as that body revived and radicalised, although 

ANC suspicions against the communists were not completely 

allayed. By accepting the chairmanship of the anti-pass 

campaign sponsored by the CPSA between 1943 and 1945, Dr. 

Xuma, ANC president, underlined the closer working relations 

between the two organisations. Within the Indian Congress, 

conmmnist influence v.ias increased. when Dr. Dadoo, a member 

of the Central Commit.tee of the CPSA, was elected national 

president of' the SAIC in 194 7. In the trade unions, too, 

the CPSA continued to work actively, propagating a doctrine 

of non-racial class solidarity while concentrating on the 

organisation of black workers. The more moderate line of 

the party at this time was shown by its participation in 

·white elections at both a national and local level. It 

saw th~se as opportunities for educating the white electorate 

and rais :.i.ng issues otherwise ignored in the sphere of white 

party politicsc 

With the ending of the war, however, any signs of official 

leniency towards the CPSA ended too. In ,January 1947, 

------·----· ----------···-----------·----··-
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arising out of the·CPSA's support for the African mineworkers' 

strike of 1946, the Central Committee of the party was arrested 

and charged with sedition. (These charges were eventually with-

drawn). 'l'he hostility of the white establishment towards the 

communists was intensified once the National Party came to 

power in 1948. For long it had singled out "communist 

agitators'' as the real menace in both trade unions and black 

political organisations. Now in power, it turned its atten­

tion towal'.'ds suppz-essing this menace in a far more ruthless 

and decisive fashion than the previous United Party Govern­

ment had dared. 

In 1950 the Suppression of Communism Act was passed. This 

Act contained an extremely wide definition of statutory 

communism, the propagation of which was henceforth outlav1ed. 

It also vested in the executive branch of government exten­

sive powers to ban individuals and organisations from any 

politic al activity, also widely defined. (This l~ct was 

the first in a long chain of legislation passed by the Nationalist 

govenmient that greatly strengthened the hand.~;; of t11e state 

in.suppressing the national liberation movement.) The 

passage of this Act meant the end of the CPSA as a legal 

political party in South Africa and, in the face of this, 

the party cho:s e to disband in ,June 1950. However, ex~ 

members continued to work in the trade unions and. the var .i.ous 

Congress bodies and its ideas and influence were not finally 

destroyed. In addition, in the Congress of Democrats (COD) 

set up in 1953, many white ex-members found a new political 

home within the national liberation movement. 

When one comes to look spec~fically at the political organi­

sation _of women at this time, the CPSA was again a mjjor 

influence, an influence that here too, did not disappear 

when the party disbanded in 1950. . Yet once ag·ain, this was 

not an issue of central importance in the party programme. 

While the aims of the party, as set out in 1941, recognised 

sex discrimination as somethi.ng to fight against - it talked 



of the "extension to all adults, regardless of race, colour 

or sex, of the right to vote and be elected to ... represen-

t . . . t . i1 1 l 1 . .r.: d . . . . ative posi ions - tle proolem OL sex iscrimination was 

certainly seen as ~ minor one in the South African context. 

'rhe importance of mobilising v-Dmen on the political front 

was recognised, but what tended to be emphasised was thE.~ 

contribution they co•Jld make to a common struggle, along with 

men, against exploitation - as v\'Orkers or as blacks - and as 

opponents of white supremacy. An editorial in the Guardian 

:Ln 1940, on the occasion of International Women's Day, 

reflected this line of thought. March 8th was described 

as "the day on which women throughout the world demonstrate 

their opposition to war, to oppt:ession ;:md inj1_1stice .. , . 11 
• 

The particular forms of oppression that women suffered,as 

d . . . t f . ' . d 2 istinc .rom men, were nae men~ione . 

Separate figures for male and ferna le a1embers are unavailable, 

but one can safely assume that Ll1e majority of the 2 000 

members belonging to the CPSA in 1950 were men. Neverthe-

less, in the 1940's, a number of women associated with the 

party at the leadership level definitely increased and there 

are a few indications that this was true at the rank and 

file level as well. Several energetic new women joined 
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the CPSA during the war and soon began to feature prominently. 

In 1940 Hilda Watts 3 left the Labour Party to join the 

Communist Party in Johannesburg. By 1945 she had become 

important enough in the party hierarchy to be elected to 

the Central Committee. Betty Sacks (nee Radford), edit.or 

1. Guardian, 19/6/41. 

2. Ibid., 8/3/40. 

3. Her married name was Hilda Bernstein but since she 
became prominent in the CPSA as Bilda Watts, I have 
chosen to continue referring to h2r by this name to 
avoid confusion. Similarly, I have used only Ray 
Alexander's single name .. rat.her than her married name 
of Ray Simons - a practice followed by many of her 
colleagues in the 1940's and SO's as well. 



of the Guardian until 1948, joined the party in Cape Town 

in 1941 and she, too, was elected to the Central Committee 

in 1946. 

Z:?lthough white women still tended to domlnate, some valuable 

black women were recruited at this time as well. In 1942 

Dora Tamana, later a leading figure in the Cape Western 

Branch of the ANC and ANC~H., joined the CPSA. Her background 

was very different from that of the white recruits - rural, 

poor, workirig class ·- and a sign that the party was beginning 

to broaden its base among women. For her the CPSA was 

the gatev;ay into greater political involvement in Cape 'I'own. 

Another black woman who appears to have been recruited at 

about this time was Rahima Ally, a trade unionist and asso­

ciate of Ray Alexander. 

Women \"'ere also featl1ring ;nore prominently on committees 

and in executive posts. In 1938 Ray Alexander and Cissy 

Gaol were elected to the new 'Political Bureau' of the CPSA 

when the party headquarters '>v'ere shi ft:ed to Cape To\•m 
1

. 

In 1945 two out of the fiteen mernbers elected to the Central 

Commit.tee were women -- Ray Alexander and Hilda Watts. In 

1946 Ray Alexander was re-elected to this committee, along 
2 with Betty Sacks . A further sign that women's role within 

the CPSA was increasing, lay in the number of women put 

forward as communist election candidates. In the 1943 

general elections, Joey Fourie, a trade unionist, w~s one of 

three unsuccessful comrmrn.is t candidates. She contested the 

Cape Flats constituency. Two years later, 
~ 

was /elected to the Cape Town Sity Council-' 

tlme, in 1943, Betty Sacks and Sam Kahn were 

in 1945, she 

Also at this 

elected to the 

'------·-
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l. Simons and Simons: Class._9nd_..f.91.g_gr _iI.1___.:?._outh .Z\fri:_s:_~.- p.48S. 
Cissy Gaol's relationship with the CPSA is not altogether 
clear. She doBs not appear to have been a member consis-­
tently, although sbe undoubtedly work9d very closely with 
the CPSA in this period. 

2. G~~9f:Oi_a_ll, 10/1/46. 



1 
Cape 'I'own City Council·-, while the follo,,.;ring year, Hilda 

Wat ts bee Cl me the solitary com.'Llunis t member of the Johannesburg 

City C:.mncil, representing the I-Iillbrow Ward 2 • In rio other 

political organisation at the time were women as active or 

as x:espected as in the Communist Party. 

The impact of these women was not confined just to the CPSA 

ei the:r:·. While for the party as a whole, the organisation 

of women w2,s not a question that received priority, several 

of the women already mentioned, notably Ray Alexander, Hilda 

Watts and ,Josie Palmer, did feel strongly ori the sLJ_bject. 
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They directed much of their work towards this end and extended 

the CPSA's policy of cooperating with. other progressive 

organisations to working with the women of these organisations 

as well. 

In the trade unions, the ANC and the SAIC contact between 

women was fostered and steps to organise women within th2se 

fields encouraged. Ray Alexander, Joe'"j Fourie and Betty du 

Toit were all prominent trade unionists, with Alexander 

again playing a particularly large part in unionising hitherto 

unorganised black workers. She did not narrowly confine 

her atfention to women workers, but continued to pay them 

special attention as an especially exploited and neglected 

category of workers. The union most closely linked to 

her name, the Food and Canning Workers Union, established in 

1941, had a largely female membership. It developed 

rapidly into a militant, cohesive body and contributed several 

leaders to the FSAW in later years. The question of passes 

in r_clation to women was taken up by Josie Palmer, a member 

of the CPSA's Anti-Pass Campaign Committee between 1943 and 

1945. In March 1944, she convened a special Women's Anti-

Pass Conference in Johannesburg to discuss the part women 

could play in the national campaign 3 . This conference drew 

2. §J_Jard ia..r:_, 2/1.l/ 44. 

3. Ibid, 6/4/44. • 



a number of different 1-\frican Women's m_·ganisations 

together, including tl1e ANC Women's League. In 1950, when 

women themselves were being threatened with passes, the CPSA 

strongly identified itself with their opposition, participat­

ing in demonstrations and deputations. 

At the same time, CPSA women involved themselves in another 

area of considerable importance in the general politicisa­

tion of women during the 1940'.s, the agitation against the 

rising cost of living and recurring shortages of basJ_c foods. 

This issue arid the organisations that emerged in response 

to it, the People's Food Council of Johannesburg and the 

Women's Food Cammi ttee of Cape '11 m·m, are looked. at in more 

detail in a separate section below. Communists appear to 

have played a large, possibly decisive, role in channellinq 
, -

the general discontent and unrest among black women, about 

the food situation, into its organisc:1tional forms in the two 

main centres of Johannesburg and Cape Town. Josie Palmer 

recalls that the CPSA was "most active" in fighting domestic 

issues - "they we~re \·mrking for all-·round improvement in the 

townships on all kinds of domestic issues. 

a matter of bread and butter issues"~. 
It was more 

Once again, the material is frustratingly sketchy. Never-
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theless, it seems clear that the role of CPSi\ v.Dmen in nurturing 

and spreading ideas of political organisation among women 

was a particularly large one at the time - and that they 

were thus performing a major task in preparing the ground for 

the subsequent establishment of the FSAW. Despite their 

smaLl numbers, their leadership role in encouraging contact 

among women and focussing on issues of direct concern to 

them was a key one. 

Evidence of the degree of contact between different women's 

o:cganisations 
1 

achieved by 1946, could be seen at the International 

-·------------· .. -·----- ----·-----· 

1. J. Wells, Interview, op.cit., p.4. 



Women's Day meeting lrnld in Johannesburg U1c:t year. 'I'his 

mei~ting brought togt.'.'!ther a rernarJ::ably broad cross·--sect.ion . 
of \·mmen's organisations, from the CPSA {in the person of 

Hilda Watts) and the SAIC (represented by Dr. Goonam) to the 

Child Welfare Association and the League of Women Voters, 

the broadest grouping of women yet witnessed such at such a 

meeting. In addition, messages of support were received 

from the 'Moscow Anti-Fascist Committee', ~TosiE· Palmer, Betty 

.Sacks. and two women MP' s, Margaret Ballinger and Bertha 

Solomon. Included J.n the resolutions was one that stressed 

the need for all women to support the removal of.all legal 

political and economic discrimination against black women 1 . 

,BY this time, the idea of drawing together these different 

areas in which worr~en were involved and establishing a 

national organisation had alr~ady emerged among CPSA women. 

In L941 the annual conference of the party passed a resolu­

tion supporting the id(~a of an organisation which would 
") 

J , • /.., repre.s enc worKing worn.en • The following year, at a women's 

meeting held to pay tribute to the contribution of Soviet 

women to the war e£fort, the subject of women's political 

role was raised again: 

"We look forward to the day when ... the women 
of the world will play their part in the 
building of the future - freedom, justice 
and security for all mankind. 11 3 

Similar resolutions had, as already noted, been passed at 

conferences before and, as before, no iffimediate iteps were 

tak~n to put them into practice. Then in 1945 vague plans 

cjbout creating a natioiial organisation of women at some 

future date crystallised for co:nmunist.: women in South Africa, 

--------------·---· 
1. Guardia~, 14/3/46. 

2. Ibid., 15/5/41. 

3. Ibid., 21/10/42. 
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with the establishment of an international body claiming 

to represent women's interests; the Women 1 s International 

Democratic Fed2ration (WIDF), in Paris. The WIDF acted 
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as a definite example to the women of the CPSA and stimulated 

more intensi.·v-e \\'Ork towards creating a South African national 

body that could affiliate with it. 

The WIDF was formed at a conference of leftwing women's 
1 organisations from 31 different countries, in Novemb,er 1945 . 

Although the WIDF certainly saw socialism as the key to the . 
full emancipation of women, the aims it adopted in 194~ were 

very loosely formulated under three generalised headings, 

without any specific reference to socialist ideology.· In 
the afterm.ath of the war, peace was i t:s first priority 

"l. The org3nisation of peace and the destruc­
tion of fascism. 

2. Equality for men and women in all domians. 
3. Protection for mothers and children re­

gardless of their legitimacy."2 

In,the next few years, it campaigned on behalf of the 
11 child victims" of the war and women political prisoners 

in Spain and sent commissions to Germany and South East 

Asia to investigate the conditions of women living there. 

It also called several international conferences which 

appear to have been well attended 3 . Then, in 1953, at 

a 3rd World Congress of Women, it issued a'Declaration on 

the Rights of Women'. This is worth quoting at some 

length because of the importance of the WIDF in shaping 

ideas in South Africa on the purpose of a women's organisa-
_,, 

tion. 

------------- -------------.. ----· 
1. f~~~<?_Edia11.' 20/12/ 45. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Handwritten notes on the WIDF, nd, FSAW E. 



"'1,here are too many count.r ies in "'-1hich women 
still have no rights. They are oppressed 
and their dignity as hqrnan beings is contin­
uously insulted. Millions of peasant women 
live under tragic conditions. 

In the midst of war preparations, when the 
economic conditions of the workers are de­
teriorating and the offensive against demo~ 
cratic rights and liberties is being intensi­
fied, vJOmen 's lives are becoming still more 
difficult.· 

This is why the fight for the defence of 
women 1 s r ig·hts a:..-1d for winning full equality 
is today more essential than ever." 1 

The statement then went on to list the rights to which all 

women,"i:rrespective of their race, nationality and position 

in society", we.re entitled. These included equal pay for 

equal v.iork; equal opportu.n:i.t:i..es in educ at ion, the economy 

and politics; equal leg-aJ. status with men; stat;:~ provision 

of crech~s; maternity care and welfare clinics. 

out, the importance of ens t.ffing that these rights were 

extended to peasant and rural women, as well as to urban 

women, was stressed. The Declaration concluded: 

"The World Congress calls upon the women of 
the whole world to cooperate closely in or­
ganised and persistent action for their 
rights as mothers, workers and citizens. 

Let u~ unite our efforts in the common 
struggle.

2 
Unity is the condition of 

victory. 11 

Many of these ideas would find an echo in resolutions and 
/ 

statements made by the FSAW in later years. 
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The establishment of the WIDF in 1945 provided a definite 

impetus to the plans for establishing a natior:al. org·anis at ion 

of w0men, subscribing to similar aims, within the CPSA. 
_____________ , 
1. AdyaIJ.ce_, 16/7 /53. 

2. Ibid. 



There do not appsar to have been any South J:ifrican repre­

sentab.ves at the f:i:..~st WIDF conference in 1945, but in March 

1947,Hilda Watts attended a second WIDF conference in Prague 

and managed to draw its attention to conditions in Sot1th 

Africc1
1

. 

At the same time that she was attending this conference, the 

first moves to establish a national body in South Africa 

along similar lines were being made. These came together 
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at the 1947 International Women's Day Meeting in Johannesburg, 

at 1.\111.ich Mrs. Suriakala Patel (SlHC), Hetty du Preez (Garment 

Workers Union, No. 2 branch) and Josie Palmer(CPSl\) were 

speakers. Here, du:c ing· the meeting, a committee was elected 

to form a "non~colou.r tar v;omen 's Ora "'~ll
0 

c·-:.'-1' onfl J l1• :. ..:; 0 ·=-- . • The link 

between the proposed organisation and the WIDF was explicit 

.. 
11 'rh0 c01i1rnitte2 'hopes to link. up with women 1 s organisations 

in other provinces and so to build up an organisation capable 

of affiliating to the Women 1 s International Democratic 

f'ej·e,~;:;'- J. cJn 112 
(. • .J- ~...., L.. - J. • 

In this way 1 an organisation of vJomen calling itself the 

Transvaal All-Women's Union came into being. Unfortunately, 

information on this organisation is sketchy. It certainly 

was linked to the CPSA, although it aimed to mobilise women 

on a much broader, non-party basis. Its committee in 1947 

was made up of a Mrs. J. Mpanza, chairwoman; Rhona O'Meara, 

vice chairwoman; Josie Palmer, secretary; and Hilda Watts 3 . 

'I'he latter three were all definitely members of the CPSA. 

(The identity of the chairwoman is not kno~m.) 'l'he aims, 

as r..eported by the Guarf!i~n. in April 1947, mirrored those 

of the WIDF - eqµ al rights for all South African women, 

protective legislation for women and children, a commitment 

to join with women of other nations in a struggle for world 

peace, against fascism and racisrn4 . 

1. _S?_uardian, 20/3/47. 

2. Ibid. I 24/4/47. 
\ 

3. Ibid. , 7/10/47. 

4. Ib~_a.. I 24/4/47. 



From the beginni119 1 the 'I'r3ns-..raal All-Women 1 s 'Union was 

committed to the idea of o national organisation and can thus 

be seen as a forerunner of the later FSAW. However, despite 

several attempts to expand.its membership, it does not seem 

to have succeeded in operating beyond the Transvaal. (In 

fact, it would appear that in the Transvaal it was confined 

t.o the Reef towns.) By July 1947 it was reported as making 

130 

arrangements for a mass national conference of women in the 

"n2ar future 111 ·- the idev. of the FSAW was thus clearly visible 

- but while meetings were held on the f{and to popularise 

the id~a, the proposed conference did not get off the ground 

at that stage. A few references to the Union in the next 

couple of years show that it was still functioning - it 

mr:1de contact with Reef Food committees and also took up 
2 the que~;tion of housing in Benorli. with the City Council . 

In 1948 it contributed material on South Africa to an exhibi­

tion held by the WIDF, in Paris, on the lives and conditions 
3 of women in different parts of the world . That it had 

not abandoned the idea of setting up a national organisation 

was shm,,,1n in 1949, whf~n it changed its name. to the 'Union 

of South African Women• 4 . The dropping of the 'Transvaal' 

label does not appear to have been accompnied by c:iny actual 

expansion on a national scale how~ver. 

Unfortunately, not enough is kno·wn about the Union to exp la in 

why it did not succeed in its attempts to get a national 

organisation established at the tim~. A possible general 

explanation is that it was hampered by the serious external 

difficulties then facing the CPSA first the sedition charge 

in 1947 and then the threat posed by the electoral victory 

of the National Party in 1948. The disbanding of the CPSA 

in 1950 further dislocated established communication channels 

between radical women activists in the different centres, 

contacts that at that stage were largely maintained by CPSA 

women. At the same time, other channels had not yet been 

effectively establ.ished. 

1. Guardi_an, 10/7/47. 

2. Ibid., 10/7/47. 

3. Ibid., 12/2/48. 

4. Ibid., 3/3/49. 

'l'he ANCWL, for instance, was only 



just beginning to get established on a provincial basis. 

It required the issue of passes to rouse African women to 

the importance of politica:i.. organisation. Nevertheless, 

it seems the 'rransvacil U.ni.on did continue to exist in some 

form or other - Ray Alexander made contact with a women's 

group of this nature in Johannesburg when she was making 

arrangements for the inaugural conference of the FSAW in 

1953. In 1954 the FSAW certainly drew on its leadership 

- Hilda Watts, Josie Palmer - and must have benefitted from 

the work the Unj.on had done among women on the Rand, to 

popularise the idea of a radical national women's body. 

The dissolution of the CPSA in 1950 thus disrupted a gather­

ing momentum within the party towards establishing a national 

women 1 E: organisation. Another four years were to elapse 

before such plans materialised in the form of the FSAW. 
' 

However, by 1950, the idea of such an or<:janisation had 

already taken on a concrete, if limited, shape under cornmu·­

nist sponsorship in the form of the 'l'ransvaal All~Women 1 s 

Union. Overall, the contribution of the CPS!~ towards the 

founding of the FSAW was considerable. Not only \"'ere e .. ,,.. __ . ' . 

members, particularly Ray Alexander and Hilda Watts, to 

play a leading role in organising the inaugural conference. 

Throughout the 1940's the CPSA had been active in encourag­

ing and shapin9 an emerging political consciousness among 

·wor:ten, within the riation2l liberation movement 1 towards '.:his 

end. 

3. WOI'1EN AND THE Il~DI,7\N CONGRESS 

'l'his is an area th2t. before the Second World War ·was not 

of particular importance ir. m.obilising women politically 

and has not, therefore, been looked at before. In thF.!! 

pre--World War Two period, with the exception of the passive 
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res is ta:i.ce .campaign led by Gandhi. betwc::en 1906 and 19131 , 

the SAIC was not a politically active organisation. Indian 

wc;;imen, as a group, were particularly isolated and secluded 

from public a ff airs. With the coming of the war, however, 

the SAIC became far more active and amongst Indian women, 

too, some stirrings on the political front were discernible. 

By 1945 the SAIC had undergone a radical transformation 2 . 

l1 struggle for leadership between the old guard, represen­

tative largely of the Indian merchant class, and, opposed 

to them,radical intellectuals with worker support, had 

resulted in victory for the latter. In the Transvaal, Dr. 

Dadoo, a member of the CPSA, assumed the presidency·of the 

Transv~al Indian Congress (TIC) and then, in 1947, of the 

SAIC itself. The leadership struggle in Natal was more 

protracted but there too, by late 1945, the radicals, under 

the presidency of Dr. Naicker, had captured control of the 
-Natal Indian Congress (NIC) . At the same time, and part 

of the reason for their success, the membership of the SAIC 

L The original spark came from a Transvaal law making a 
form of pass compulsory for all Indians, male and 
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female, over eight years of age. Passive resistance 
later came to focus on a measure that aimed at preventing 
Indian migration into the Transvaal and a £3 poll tax 
on Indians in Natal. In 1913 a Supreme Court ruling 
declared that non-Christian marriages were invalid in 
the eyes of the law, thereby reducing Indian women married 
under Moslem or Hindu rites to the status of concubines. 
2his led to Indian women joining the passive resistance 
campaign .in large numbers, marking a radical change from 
th(=ir :traditional pass i v.i t.y upon which all con.temporary 
observers remarked. With the repeal of the offending 
measure in 1913, they retreated into the home once 
again. See Roux: 'ri1:ne _Longer than Hop~, Chapter x. 

2. For a detailed history of the SAIC Ree R.E. Johnson: 
Jn9i.§_I}S '!Q.9-__~ar_theid in South ~tr j:.~~· 



was being considerably broadened to include many more 

Indian workers, drav'm into tlie Congress through the active 

trade union work of the radicals. Between 1943 and 1945, 

the NIC rnembersh~p rose.from 1/ 000 to 35 0001 . 

1 ., ? 
...L..J • .) 

The issues round which the leadership battle was fcught, 

centred on successive attempts by the government to segregate 

Indians into separate residential areas and check the expan-

sion of Indian traders into "white" areas where they were regarded 

as an economic threat by their white counterparts. The 

old guard called for a policy of negotiation and compromise 

with the government, advocating a system of voluntary segre­

gation. The radicals rejected such tacit support for se~re­

gation and aimed, at the minimum, for full political and 

social rights. In opposing the government they turned to 

the methods of passive resistance and civil disobedience 

already pioneered within the Indian community by Gandhi. 

Thus, when the segregationist Asiatic Land Tenure and Repre­

sentation Act was passed in 1946, the NIC, with the TIC's 

ba~king, launched a sustained camp~ign of passive resistance 

against it2 . During this campaign over 2 000 Indian 

resisters went to jail for camping on "controlled" land, or 

on a smaller scale, defying the already existing Immigration 

Act (which prohibited Indians from crossing provincial 

boundaries without special permission). Although the 

campaign had reached its peak by the end of 1946, it was 

not officially called off till 2fter the Nationalists had 

taken office in mid 1948. 

1. Johnson, op.cit., p.66. 

2. rJ.'his Act had two aspects. The first set up "controlled" 
( . 'Jh. t ' d " ' 11 - " I ., . b . i.e.\"' i e, an. uncon-cro ea areas, ncuans eing 
prohibited from acquiring or occupying land in the 
"controlled" .3reas, (<n1 early form of the Group Areas 
Act of 1950). 'l'he second aspect - "to sugar the pill" 
(Simons and Simons, op.cit., p.550) -- proposed that 
Indians should be allo\ved to cdect 2 white representatives 
in the Senate, 3 in the House of Assembly and 2 who could 
be Indian in the Natal Provincial Council. This latter 
aspect was never put into effect. 



Despite the failure of the campaign in terms of forcing 

lcgislativ2 concessions to the Indian community, it was of 

great importance on a number of difff.:'rent levels. It showed 

that the Indian community was being stirred by the new mood 

of resistance among the black population of South Africa 
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that characterised the 1940's - here the specific inspiration 

of the movement towards independence in India played its part. 

It also paved the way for a greater degree of cooperation 

between the ANC and SAIC, witnessed in the Doctors' Pact 

of 1947
1

. Although at the mass level hostility and suspicion 

between the Indian and l\frican communities could not be dis­

counted, the basis of the Congress Alliance of the 1950's was 

being laid. The Passive Resistance Campaign also signalled 

a new determination for mass action on the part of a black 

political organisation and in many ways ~oreshadowed the De­

fiance Campaign of 1952, a campaign launched jointly by t.he 

ANC and SAIC. From the point of view of its effect on 

Indian women, too, the Passive Resistance Campaign was a 

significant and politicising event. 

Before the coming of the war, it has been said, Indian women 

wete almost entirely secluded and isolated from polit3£al 

activity. The one exception to this ca1ne during the passive 

resistance campaign led by Gandhi in 1913. •r11e participa-

tion of women in that.set an historical precedent for 1946. 

However, unlike the anti-pass campaign in the Free State 

- a contemporary event - this early passive resistance 

campaign did not lead to any attempts to organise Indian 

women as a group. In the SAIC its elf they seem to have 

play_~d li. ttle, if any, part for the next thirty years. 

The reasons for this must take into account the particularly 

lowly status occupied by women in the Indian community, a· 

stat.us which reinforced and compounded the obstacles put in 

their way, as blacks and as women, by the wider society. 

l. r;ee above I p • iOLf' 



Culturally, Indian women could be reqarded as the most 

subjected group of women in South Africa. Both the Hindu 

and Moslem religions sanctioned an extreme form of submission 

and passivity among women. Prejudice from within the 

Indian community against women participating in <Jny form of 

activity outside the home was deeply rooted. Even in the 

1950 's ,. by which time many of the general obst<:;cles to female 

wage employment in society had, if not crumbled, weakened, 

these attitudes continued to prevail within the Indian 

community. Amina Cachalia, one of the most prominent Indian 

women within the FSAW, experienced enormous difficulties in 

the early 1950's in trying to get a society established among 

Indian ~ilomen, in .Johannesburg, which challenged these conve·n--· 

tions. This society, the Progressive Women's Union, 

aimed at filling a perceived gap in the education of young 

Indian girls by teaching them skills such as typing, dress­

making and literacy with the idea that they would then be 

able to achieve greater social and economic independence. 

The Union met with considerable resistance, however. The 

idea of Indian girls working was considered 'tabu' even 

among the poorer parents. Cachalia has described those 
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girls who did join the Union as extremely isolated from events 

in the wider world outside their homes, "living in a ru.t" 1 . 

The effects of such attitudes can be seen i.n the employment· 

statistics. Throughout this period (and even to the present 

day) very few Indian women were in wage employment. In 

the 1936 census a mere 3 710 Asian ·women, or 7, 3% o{ those 

over 15 years of age, were found to· be ''economically active" 2 

A little under two thirds of these were working either in 
~ 

service (1 263) or agriculture (1 082)~. The 1960 Census 

showed little major change. By that y~ar, calculated on 

the bas is of the total female population, only 4, 9% of Asian 

----------

1. Interview. 

3. Ibid., Table A-32. 



women were "economically active 111 • Unlike other sections, 

the war-time boom did not have a noticeable effect on Indian 

women by drawing them into public employment. 

Thus the problems of mobilising Indian women - isolated, 

poorly educated, dependent - were very large throughout 
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this period. However, by the beginning of the 1940's, the first 

signs of political activity among a tiny, privileged segment 

of Indian women could be discerned. In 1941 Hawa Ahmed, a 

member of the NLL in the Cape, addressed the Durban-based 

I.iberal .Study Group (composed of the radical element in the 

NIC) on the status of women. She concluded by saying that 

no nation could be free i.vhen "one half of it is enslaved in 

the kitchen" 2 • The following year, a special 'h1omen's 

Class' was formed within this Stlldy Group. Whether or not 

this was a direct result of l\hmed 's speech is not known; 

certainly it represented support for her ideas. In opening 

the inaugural meeting, the president of the Stlldy Group, 

I.e. Meer, noted that "no:D·-Europeaa women had not had suf­

ficient opportunity to contribute to the struggle of their 

people" and expressed tbe hope that from the class would 
') 

come "a powerful Women's organisation"-'. The object of the 

Women's Class, according to a Guardian report,was to show 
11 the important part Indian ·women can play in the progress 

of a comrnuni ty" 4 . 'I'his would appear to have been the first 

such group establishe.d among Indian women. 

These developments coincided with the emergence of the 

radical splini:er group within the SAIC. Undoubtedly the 

radicals supported and possibly actively encouraged a greater 

-----·-----·---- ------
1. yan der Horst: 'Women as an economic force in South 

Africa', p.51. 

2. Gu~rd ~,_9n, 16/l /41. 

3. Ibid., 23/4/42. 

4. Ibid., 26/3/42. 



female participation in the af~air3 of the Indian Congress. 

Here the influence of the CPSA would have played its part. 

Contact between the SAIC radicals and other organisations in 

which womfm were actively involved -· the trade unions, the 

NLL - probably contrib~ted to the growth of the more liberal 

ideas on the role of women wit!~n the Indian ~ongress as 

well. 

Y..'hether the 'Women 1 s class 1 continued to function or not is 

unfortunately not knov·ln. However, its establishment marked 

a new era of female participation in the Indian Congress 

itself. In the 1940's, the most prominent woman in the SAIC 

was Dr. Goonam, one of the handful of black women doctors· 

practising at that time1 She was involved in the radical 

Anti-Segregation Committee within the NIC before 194.5 2 , 

and was one of the speakers at a meeting held in support of 

independence for India in Febr~ary 1944 in Durban 3 . In 

J_ 3 7 

1946 she was des er ibed by the Guardi_~_[!_, in an interview report, 

as "one of the fe·v-1 Indian women playing a leading part in 
. . . ,.4 

the political struggle of the Indian people of this country . 

By that time she was already a vice president of the NIC. 

In the interview Goonam spoke optimistically about the strides 

Indian women were making, citing the increasing number of 

university graduates and skilled workers among them as 

indices of change. 'l'he cbs tacles imp. eding their progress 

she blamed on the government and the widespread poverty. 

Community prejudices against women were, she felt, "rapidly 
. . .,5 

disappearing ,. ~ 

l. Ir1 1946 there were five black women "medical practiticmem;, 
physician:::, surgeons, radiologistc::;" of whom 4 were Indian. 
?opulation Census, 1946, UG 41- 1954. 

2. Guard:!:..?Jl1 4/9/47. 

3. Ibid. I 3/2/44. 

4. Ibid. I 21/3/46. 

5. I})id. 



Dr. Goonam was a member of a very tiny privileged profes-­

!:lional class - in 1946 the total number of Indian \vomen in 

the professions was onl.y 302
1

. Both at this time and later, 

in the 1950's,women activists within the SAIC were drawn 

largely from a small core of relatively w~ll-off, educated 

v.x:>mer, who, because of their education and work, were in a 

stronger position to reject the traditional submissive status 

that defined the great bulk of Indian women. Nevertheless, 

there are signs - unfortunately sketchy - that during the 
J 
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middle and late 1940's a wider circle of women than heretofore 

was being stirred by current politica.l developments to take 

a more active interest in political work as well: the base 

of Indian women's participation in politics was, for a short 

period, broadened. 

One of these developments ~..-.ras the loosely termed "food crisis" 

of the war years. The imp<1ct of this crisis - disruptions 

in the food-supply system and rising costs - and its politi­

cising effect on women in general are looked at in more 

detail in the following section. As far as Indian women 

were concerned, although inf6rmation on its specific impact 

on them is lacking, there are indications t~t Indian women 

in Durban were involved in public consumer protests. Some 

organisation among them over this issue was undert2ken, 

though to what extent the SAIC was involved, if at all, is 

not knovm. In June 1946, just before the Passive Resistance 

Campaign '"1as launched, the Guardian carried a report on a 

Mrs. L. Govender, an illiterate and widowed or deserted mother 

of five, \·Jho ~.vas taking a leadh1g part in organising local 

women against the black market in food in Durban. The 

Guar6ian commented: -------

' "Mrs. Govender, who is a leader of a food squad, 
is s~~olic of the growing political conscious­
ness' of the Indian working class women in Natal 
who, day after day, since the commencement of 
the food raid~; have demonstrated in the streets 

---------·---- -----·--·--------·-----------------



of Durban, demanding the cessation of the 
black market and the selling and rationing 
of food. ••l 

Further, according- to the :;.:-eport - whose optimism muBt be 

regarded with some caution - there was a growing realisation 

among these women that the food struggle was only one aspect 

of a wider struggle against "the oppressive laws of this 

country". While the poLsrnical aspect of the Guardian's 

analysis must be kept in mind, it is worth noting that this 

same Mrs. Govender appears to have been one of .the first 
2 women volunteers in the Passive Resistance Campaign • 

Hore important in its impact on women -'- and better documented 

- was the Passive Resistance Campaign. The launching of 

this campaign in June 1946 initiated a new phase of political 

activism amongst Indian women. From the beginning, women 

leaders like Dr. Goonam were closely associated with the 

campaign and active attempts to draw in more women were made. 

In March l 946, when the Campaign was still in its pl arming 

stages, a large meeting of "hundreds" of Indian women was held 

in.Durban to discuss what their role in it should be 3 . The 

Guardi~ described the meeting as the first of its kind among 

South African Indians; the size does indicate that interest 

in the campaign amongst women was widespread. At this 

meeting the speakers were Dr. Goonam, Fatima Meer and Mrs. 

N .P. Desai. The meeting pledged its support for the campaign 

and elected a committee to assist in this. 

-----------------

l. Guardian, 6/6/46. 

2. The Guardian, 20/6/46, gave the names of the six women 
who took1;-art in the first act '.Jf civil disobedience 
in the Passive Resiste;nce Campaign by crossing from the 
Transvaal to Natal without special permission. Four 
of the women came from the Transvaal and two frcm 
Durb~n ,_ namely Lakshini Govender, T .M. Pother ,

0
both 

marr1.ed. 



'I'he rrnbseguent participation of worn.en in the campaign itself 

received considerable cublicity. 

coverage, photographs of women participants featured pro­

minently. Six of the 17 people involved in the first act 

of resistance - crossing illegally from the Trc:nsvaal into 
1 

Natal -· were women . They included Zainap Asvat,. sister 

of Amina Cachalia and later a prominent activist within the 

SAIC in the 195C's. In 1947, speaking at the anniversary 

of the 1 au.nching of ilie campaign / Dr. Goon am singled ou.t. the 

fact that women had marched "side by side with the men" as 

"the greatest factor in the year's resistance" 2 . 

In fact, the number of women participating was not so lc.rge. 

According to Simons and Simons, about 300 of the 2 000 
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. . 3 
passive resisters who went to Jail were women . Nevertheless, 

the fact that these women did participate, and so prominently 

too, must have had an effect throughou. t the Indian cornrnuni ty, 

as well as politicising the participants in a more immediate 

way. The image of women as passive, docile creatures was 

dented. Within the SAIC the status of women was undoubtedly 

augmented. In October 1946 three women were elected to 

the TIC executive commit.tee for the first time. One of 

them was Zainap Asvat; the other two.were Mrs. P.K. Naidoo 

and Mrs. Suriakala Patel
4 . In Natal Dr. Goonam was elected 

acting chairman of the Provincial Passive Resistance Council 

when Dr. Naicker was temporarily absent on a tour of India, 

and in 1947 she was asked to stand in for A.I. Meer, General 

Secretary of the NIC, while he ·was attending the United Nations 

General Assembly (to present the case of South Africa's 

Indian community against the Smuts Government)
5

. 

1. The other three women participants (apart from the two 
already mentioned, footnote 2, p.139) were Z~hna Bayat, 
Amina Pa hap, Zubeida Patel. Gua_.!:_0~.an, 20/6/ 46. 

3. Simons and Simons, op.cit., p.552. 

5. Ibid., 4/9/47. 



!mother .irr:portant development taking place at th:i.s time was. 

the establisbrnent of contact between Indian Congress women 

and women of other political groups. Here, too, Dr. Goonam 

was in the forefront. In_l946 she appeared on the platform 
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at the International Women's Day Meeting organised in Johannes-
1 burg by the CPSA . The following year Suriakala Patel was 

a speaker at the next Women's Day meeting where the decision 

to launch the 'l'ransvaal All--Women' s Union was 2 made·. At the 

same time, with the closer co-operation established bet\•Jeen 

the ANC and SAIC after 1947, contact between the women of 

these bodies was fostered as well. The appaarance of Dr. 

Goonam on the platform at one of the women's anti-pass 

meetings, organised in Durban in 19501 was an indication 0£· 

the progress made in this sphere. At this meeting she 

pledged the support of Indian women to the fight against 
3 passes . 

Thus, during the 1940's Indian women, on a strictly limited 

scale, were beginning to cross barriers that had previously 

kept them out of the political sphere. A number of active 

women had appeared in· the Indian Congress movement who could 

liase. with other women political leaders; there were signs 

of a wider awareness among Indian women about the current 

political issues that affected them. The establishment of 

Amina Cachalia's Progressive Women's Union in 1950 was both 

an indication of the new horizons being opened up and an 

acknowledgement of the ~normous social and economic barriers 

that yet existed to block the emancipation of Indian women. 

Individuals who would work within the FSAW and wished to see 

changes in the traditional position of Indian women had emerged. 

Tre mobilisation of Indian women on a large scale lagged far 

behind, however. In this connection, the fact that the 

1. See above, p.126. 

2. See above, p.129. 

3. 2uarqi;:'.l}J_, 6/4/50. However, race riots in Durban the 
previous year had served as a pointed and painful remihder 
that antagonisms and suspicions between the Indian and 
1\frican communities, out.side of the small group of poli·-

. tical leaders, were still· .real obstacles to solidarity 
between them. 



SAIC and its provincial org~ns appear to have slumped orga-

nisationally after t .1'·10 Pc=-ssi' v~ Pe"',~l· ~!+-a·~·,..,ce Campaian ···as an _ .. _ '' _ _ ~ .i , ~ :;i • I vJ . 

dd ,:J bl 1 
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4. THE 'FOOD CRISIS' OF THE 1940~s~ - ·~ ---·---

The war years did not only mark an increase in the participa­

tion of women in the established political organisations 

already described (ANC, CPSA, SAIC). A wider range of 

women than were involved in these bodies, especially black 

housewives, became involved in protests and demonstrations 

over the rising cost of living and unsatisfactory food supply 

situation that the war provoked, women who otherwise would 

probably not have been ex-posed to any form of politic al 

organisation. In response to the pressures of rising costs 

and uncertain supply, organisations emerged in Johannesburg 

(the People's Food Council) and Cape Town (the Women's Food 

Committee) to fight for relief, while sporadic signs of 

activity without, apparently, a single co-ordinating body, 

" could be seen in Durban as well. Closely involved in these 

developments were the CPSA and the NLL of Cape Town. 

Numerous different sources detail the inflationary effects 

of the war in South Africa. According to Walshe, the cost 
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of staple foods rose by 91% between 1939 and 1944, outstripping 
? 

both cost of living allowances and increases in basic wagesJ. 

The following index of retail pr ices oi:. all i terns (including 

food, rent, transport, clothing, etc.) between 1936 and 1948 

sho"! that the major jump in prices occurred after 1940 . 

1. See Johnson, op.cit., for a descri1)tion and analysis 
of this. 

·2. 'Food Crisis' was the term popularly-used in newspaper 
reports and speeches to describe .the pre~ailing situa­
tion and has been accorclingly adopted in this account 
too. 

3. Walshe, op.cit., p.302. 



Kis._·-_1_: Index of Retail Prices, Avera(;e for the YT ' t.1n J.On. 

(1938 - 100) 1 . 

1935 1938 1940 1942 1944 1946 1948 ----· ----- ------.. --
94,3 100 103,4 117,3 128,8 134,l 147,8 

The rise in prices becomes even more significant wh(~n one 

notes that in the 10 years between 1928 and 1938, ietail 

prices as a whole had actually dropped (from 106,9 in 1928 

to 100 in 1938) 2
• The rise in food prices during the war 

years was even higher than that of the average on all items 

of consumption, moving from a base o.f 100 in 1938 t.o 156,8 

in 1948. Basic foods tuf.fs that became more 0xpens i.vc (the 

figures are the averages for 1938 and 1947) included rice 

(from 2 1 7d to 7,9d per lb.), tea (25 1 7d to 50 1 7d per lb .. )t 

beef (8 1 2d to 11,Sd per ~b), eggs (21 1 70 to 37d per do~), 
3 and jam (5r5d to 17 1 3d per lb.) 

The situation was further aggravated by dislocations in 

the marketing and supply system leading to periodic shortages 

of basic foods in the shops~. Black marketeering contri-

buted to the problems by causing artificial shortc:ig2s and 

pushing up prices of food still further. One of the major 

demands of the Food Committees was for the government to 

introduce a system of rationing of basic foods. This was 

not done, but in response to public press LJ.re, the government 

appointed a Director of Food Supplies and Distribution and 

introduced a system of mobile food vans
4

. These vans sold 

limited quantities of food and groceries which were in short 

-----------·-
1. Com;;>iled from Union Statis t i<2s foE__ 50 _¥ea:r_~, .Table H-2 3. 

2. Ibid . 

. 3. Ibid., Tables H-22, H-16, H-17, H-18. 

4. Government responses to this food crisis and t.he 
pressures it faced as a result, is an area of research 
I have not investigated thoroughly. It would appear 
that these mobile vans were operating by 1945/46. The 
Director of Food Supplies and Distribution was appointed 
in J.Viay 1946 (ba~:;ed on a report in the ~X_S..:~_an, 2 3/5/-16) · 



supply, at re9ular pl ace::~ in the s u.burbs and to;. .. inships. It 

was out o:f the queues of women that formed to wait for the 

vans that the Women's. Food Comrni ttee in Cape ·rown grew. 

How serious these price rises were for the average working 

class family in South Africa,b~comes clear when one considers 

the level of black wages at the time. These wages, grossly 

inadequate to start with, were not keeping up wi.th the cost 

of living. In 1951 a cost of livi.ng study, sponsored by the 
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South African Institute of Race Relations, compared the average 

income of a black urban family of five with its "essential 

minimum expenditure" requirements, in both 1944 and 1951, in 

the Witwatersrand-Pretoria area 1 . It found that, with the 

exception of Pretoria wl1ere the disparity between essential 

expenditure and actual income had remained roughly on a par, 

the minimum level of essential expenditure (greater than income 

to begin with) had increased more than average wages ha~. 

In 1944 the gap between tbe two was already as follows.: 
•, 

Average African Family Income and Essential 
Minimum Expenditure, Mont~l.y, 19442. 

Johannesburg 

Pretoria 

Reef Tovvns 

Income 

£9.18.1 

£9. 6. 4 

£9. 7. 9 

£12.18.6 

£12.19.4 

£11. 0 .11 

This stark evidence of the extreme poverty in which urban 

Africans were living was not confined to the Rand only. . In 

1942; the Smit Committee, appointed to investigate "the 

social, health and economic conditions of urban natives" 

produced a report which covered the whole country. The 

report began by s<~ying that what had impressed the committee 
11 above all" had bee.n the poverty of the "native community". 

1. E .. Wix: :£h:== Cgs'c::-9f. .. J.:0.:.:i'in51, p.19. 

2. Ibid. 



Conc:.~rning nu tr it ion s te:1nda:rds it ref-er-r0d to 11 an appalling 

;;irnount of ma lnu tr i ti on arnongs t urban natives both young and 

old" and citc::d a survey of African school children in Durban 

which fol1nd that over 40% v.7ere r:::ufferinq from "clinical 

stages" of malnut:rition1 . 

Nor was this extreme situation confined only to Africans, as 

shovm by a government report, The Ec;_onomic and Social Condi­

_!:ioI!_s of_ the Racial GrQ__~ps_ in _ _.'.?,_Q.b}_!-:_h A_fj;:i.c_.§., produced in 1948. 

This provided statistics for Cape Town, Dorban and Johannes­

burg on the peicentage of the different race groups living 

below the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in each city, an income 

level that barely covers the most basic items necessary for 

human existence. In Cape Town (the figure they give is 

for 1938/39), some 55% of 1 Coloured' and 5% of white house-

holds were found to be earning below this line. In Durban, 

the comparable figures in 1943/44 were 70, 6% of Indians, 38, 2% 

of 'Coloureds', 24,8% of .Zifricans and 5,2% of white families. 

For Johannesburg, the Report quoted from the Non- ~urop<~an Bt;!§.. 

Services Corn_.'11.ission of 1944 to sho·w that in 1940, 86,8% of 
• I 2 1 non-Eu.rope ans ' were earrnng below the PDL . 

With poverty as acute and widespread as this, any increase 

in food prices or dislocation of the market would threaten not 

just on abstract standard of living, but the very survival 

of a large percentage of black households - particularly 

when one bears in mind that the largest slice of black wages 

went on food (87% of the wage on average in Johannesburg) 3 . 

Black women, as mothers and those responsible for the catering 

for Jheir families, could hardly ignore t.his 'food crisis' 

1. .~eport. of -~}"1e __ Inter-Departmental Cgmmittee .911 ~he Social, 
Heal th_ and __ Economic Conditions of UrbC!fl_Nativ~s (1942), 
pp .1, 5. 

2. Social and Economic Planning Council: The Economic and 
Social_ CQ_nditiQn~- of _ _t'l1e _ _!3.as;} al G1::.gup~-i~ Soutl~hTc~ 
(UG 53-48) . The report explained that the figure of 
Durban Africans living below the PDL was misleadingly low, 
since most African families in the area were not classi­
fied as living within rnetropolitan l:i.mits. Most Durban 
l~frican workers weTe therefore clilssed ;:.is "single workers", 
disguising the dependence of families on their wages. 



- i.ts effects wer:e so insi~3tc~nt cine\ immediate. Pr ice rises 

and food shortages directly threatened the health and sta­

bility of their families and impinged on their daily J.ives 

in such a way as to force women to look outside the home to 

1A·G 

the wider political and economic context: in which this crisis was 

located. Political organisations that took up the food 

question had a large appeal - political involvement over this 

issue was not i.n contradiction to women's drnnestic role , but 

sprang rather from vital domestic concerns. 

Some signs of organisation round the questioil of rising food 

prices had already been seGn before the war. In 1935 the 

newspaper pmsebenzi carried a single brief article on a 

committee ~stablished in Durban by "various women's organisa-· 

tions" and a group calling itself the. League against :Fascism 

and War, to enc our age "a 11 housewi ve~:~ '' to boycott f inns 

" ' f' . 2 I, l . C eng·ageo ::_n war pro J_ teerJ_ng . ·our years a te:c, in ape 

Town, the px:',osecution of a local ba;<:er for selling his bre~d 

below the official price had occasioned a deputation to the 

Cape Town mayor in protest, org·anised by the Ccnsumer's 

Vigilance Council 3 . This organisation included several 

individuals who would be active in the Wom("n 's Food Committee 

a few years later, notably John Morley Turner and Cissy Goal 

of the NLL and Ray Alexander and Sam Kahn of the CPSA. 

l~l:r.·eady then, these two Or<Janisations .. the NLL and CPSA, were 

active in this sphere. 

'rhe ,..first indications of organic:-c:ed activity around the food 

question during the war came from Johannesburg in 1943. In 

1. Material on the Council is very thin. This is another 
area calling for extensive research. The following 
account is pieced together from Ylff\'Jspaper reports and 
D couple of papers dealing with the Council found in the 
AB Xuma papers, University of Witwatersrand. For putting 
me on to these papers, I am indebted to Debby Gaitskell. 

2 • ."QD·t::: s~2~.n z ;~, 21I9 I 3 5 • 

3. See above, p.89. 
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early N;:ivember, a 'People's Focd Council' ·was formed and sub-

sequently called a public conference on the food situation in 
. • . "-· 1 . ·r--JC1' 11. coi1JunctJ_on with 1-.1e l. 'I-I • This seems to have been the 

first reported activity of the Food Council. At the conference, 

the chaotic food SUPJ?lY sit1_1ation and nnscrupu1ous profiteering 

by re~ailers was condemned. According to the Food Council: 

"Thi.s conference resulted in increased interest 
in the food situ at ion, which is the cause of 
the Minister of l1gricultu.:ce calling for comments 
from the pubLLc OQ the Egg Cont:col Boar?- v·1hich 
is bE:~ ing formed. "/.. 

Information on the origins of the People's Food Council is 

difficult to uncover. 'i'Jha t is •·mrth noting is that a few 

months before this conference, in August 1943, an increase 

in the bus fare between Alexandra Township and Johannesburg 

had led to a massive and ultimately successful bus boycott 

by the Alexandra inhabitants. This boycott received much 

publicity and it is possible that its success prcmptsd the 

formation of the Food Council to deal with the problem of 

rising costs in this other area - though given the dearth 

of documentation on the Council, this remains speculative. 

As in Cape Town, the CPSA was linked to the Council - in 

late 1943 Hilda Watts (Hilda Bernstein), the communist candi­

date in the Johannesburg municipal elections,was described 

as being a "prominent raember" of it3 . 

That the NCW should participate with an organisation with 

such radical sponsorship is interesting. In part this 

was a sign of the times -- after 1941 the military contribution 

of the USSR and the CPSA's wholehearted support for the Allied 

war effort had made the cornmunis ts less s us pee c for the 

1. A circular from the People's Food Council, dated 11/3/44, 
refeJ.:'S to its having been in existence for f:i. ve months. 
A.B. Xuma Papers, Univer~ity of Witwatersrand, Box 1, 
440311. 

2. People's Food Council Circular, 11/3/44. 



white establishments. Yet this co-·operation sprang too 

from the corrunon interest tlBt most South African women had, 

as wives and mothers, in finding a solution to the food 

crisis. The immediate problem of rising prices could 
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unite women across class and race barriers because it affected 

them in a common area, that of thGir domestic responsibilities. 

In 1946, Mrs. A.E. McCallum, chairwoman of the Housewive's 

League, referred to this partnership when she described as 

a"noticeable feature" of the previous year, the "close co­

oper~tion" that had existed between women's organisations. 

"On all vital questions women are prepared to put aside petti­

ness and .jealousy in order to work for the common good of all" . 1 

On other issues that touched black women in the 1940's, 

hm·1evex, issues ·which were fundamentally linked to the struc­

ture of the state - e.g. passes and the unionisation of black 

workers - the NCW offered them no support. Its commitment 

to a greater equality for women and an improvement in the 

living standards of all, did not go beyond its basic allegiance 

to the institutions of v1hit.e, bourgeois South Africa. \\Then 

the Food Council began to look at these institL1t.ions more 

critically, the NCW parted company with it. 

In 1943/44, the Food Council involved itself in organising 

co-operative Food Clubs ''to obtain vegetables at about half 

the ordinary retail prices" 2 It described these clubs 

as nnot charitable organisations, but clubs which are foster­

ing united action on the part of housewives" 3 . By March 

1944 it had eleven such clubs, involving more than 500 

f · 1 · 4 . am:i... J.es • Its tasks at that stage were described as: 

l. Guardian, 21/3/46. That same month...:saw the broadly 
repre~:;entative. International Women's Day meeting in 
~ohannesburg, described above, p.IQ~. 

2. People's Food Council Circular, 11/3/44. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. The clubs operatc::d in the following townships ~-1n.d 
subnrbs; · Ophirton, Fordsburg, Jeppe, Vrededorp,,. La 
Rochelle, Noordgesig , Alexandra. 



"1. To fon~1 food clubs in ev(-~ry working class -
suburb of ~ohannesburg. 

2. To persuade the Munipipal Council to 
carry out its promise to op~n suburban 
m<-:1rket~1. 

3. To persuade the Government to form a 
Ministry of Fo~d to watch the interests 
of consumers." -

It also described itself as having.the support of a number 

of 'I'rade Unions, women's organisations (which were not speci-­

fied) in "this struggle to put food within the reach of every 

f · 1 .,2 arnJ .. y. 

While it. seems that the Peop1e' s Food Council did _cont.i'.nue 

to opei: ate in the next fev" yea:cs, the vigour arid scale cf 

its operations are not known. In May 1947 the ~~uarc'U:l'._l}_ 

carried another small article that showed that agitation on 

the Rand about the food situation had not yet died away. 

A deputation, chosen to represent the vmmen of Kliptown,_ 

near Johannesburg, placed before the City Comlcil a demand 

that rationing of food stuffs be introduced, as well as com­

plaints about the way the food vans were operating. The 

G~ardian's report did not refer explicitly to the People's 

Food Council, although the presence of Josie Palmer in the 

deputation shows that the CPSA, if not the Food Council itself, 
3 was represented in the protest . Inte~estingly, this depu-

tation came very soon after the Transvaal All·Women's Union, 

in which Palmer was so prominent, had been formed-. By the 

late 1940's the overlapping of organisations and their 

leadersh~.p was becoming increasingly marked among radical 

women's g·roups. 

~---~------·--·--- --- ---------------

1. People's Food Council Circul3r, 11/3/44. 

2. Ibid. 



·when one comes to look at the Women's Food Comm.i ttee in Cape 

Town, the material is more subRtantial. This could mean 

that it was a more active body than the Johannesburg group, 

but i'.:. could also be a mere reflection of the fact that the 

GLJ ..,,.·rci' an 
~---_~::.:._:::. ___ ' a major source of information on these committees, 

l.SO 

was based in Cape Town. By 1945...:46, the _91-l:ardi_an v.ias reporting 

numerous manifestations of diRcontent among Cape Town women 

abo11t the food situation. In September 1945 it carried a 

brief reference in its 'Women's ColuT1m' to a new campaign 

thcit would be starting "soon" to fight against the rising 
~ r 1 • ' b t ' ' d ' d t- 1 b · t '-h ' l cos._ o:r: .~iving, u ·· i·c . J.·- no. e a ora e on 1... J.s ~ In mid-

January 1946, the 'Food Crisis' was its main frontpage story. 

This story described the militant mood that w~s developing, 

and reported incidents of angry wom~n raiding abbatoirs in 

search 0£ meat, threats of strikes by workers and anti-­

government meetings. 

The following month , two women rnembE~rs of the CJ?SA Lsd a 

rnc.~rch of black women (predominently 'Coloured') past l?,arl.ia-­

ment in demand for the introduction of a ~overnment system 

of ratioriing of basic foods. Interviewed by the G~-~rq.~_9-1:_~ .. 

none of the leaders, Pauline Podbrey, stressed the need for 

unity bebveen black and white wouen on this issue: 

/ 

"European -,·Jomen must not. be too prou.d to join 
non-Europe8n women in the gener~l demand for 
ra t.ioni.r'9 . . . Unity of th is kind between the 
races is terrib1y important ... "2 

It is not clear whether this march was organised by the 

Women's Food Committee or not. The first explicit reference 

for such c:; committee comes a :Eew mont.hr.,; later. In April 

1946 the _s'~1arc.3;i.~ carried an article describing the makeup 

------------·--·--------·-----·---------- ---·---------· 

1 . ~~~-~.E 01- n n, 13 / 9 / 4 5 • 

2. Ibid, 14/2/46. 



and aims of the Cornmi tb2e, as , told by an anonymous 'doman 

member to John Morley Turrier (of.the NLL),which explained 

how it had come into existence. 

11 Reco9nising our troubles, and facing up to 
them practically, we orga~ised a Women's 
Food Committee. At first it was difficult. 
due to the fact that.most of us had so little 
experience of oI·ganisation other than running 
a hollse which :i_n itself is an excellent 
training ground. 11 1 

As she described it, the Committee had grown out of the 

food queues that formed at each mobile food van. Each 

queue elected a queue committee to maintain order and 

ensure "fair deals" - any disorders, it was felt, could lead 

to the withdrawal of the vans. These committees in turn 

elected a representative to a General Committee which 

represented all the food queues. At that stage 1 in April 
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1946, 12 food queues were represented on the General Committee 

and a chairwoman and secretary had recently been chosen. 

In 1947, the chairwoman was a Mrs. G. Anthony and the secre-

t . ··- ' t '1 L d 2 ary rte~ y ~c eo . 

The Women's Food Committee was thus clearly a grassroots 

organisation. In 194 7 the .Q_uar.Q_i_C!n des er ibed it as "a working 

class organisation springing from the housewives who stood 

l·n t11e ·Fo:-:d. cue·ues~ 113 • u lth h 't t · 1 ~ ~ _ ~ _ uowever, a_- oug. 1 cer ain y was 

the product of a widespread mood of dissatisfaction among 

black housewives and was thoroughly representative of them, 

it seems clear that there was both prompting and advice from 

-·----.. ------·----------

2. McLeod later married Reggie .September who, by 1956, was 
secretary of the South African Coloured People's Orga-­
nis ation (SACPO). She was herself a signatory to the 
letter of imitation to the FSAW's conference in 1954. 
Her role in the Food Committee would appear to have been 
more important than that of . J\nthony. 



existing pol~tical organisations. The two organisations 

most frequently mentioned in connection with it were the 

CPSJ1 and NT~L, two bodies v;hoso membe:n:;hj_p and activities 

frequently overlapped in Cape Town. They provided speakers 

at mc.ny of the public meetinqs and spokesmen for the several 

deputations the Committee arranged to meet with various 

officials~ The one person who seems to have been most closely 

involved i!l. the Committee on a day- to.-day level was John 

Morley Turner of the NLL. According to Katie White, a 

merrtber of the Committee, it was actually his idea to start it, 

in conjunction with Hetty McLeod
1

. 

'rhe Women's Food Committee grew rapidly till by the end of 

194 7 it cl aimed to represent 59 queu.es scattered throughout 

h C . 1 2 - 1 1 .L. 't . b ' t e ape Peninsu a . ~rom a~ accounLs i- was a vigorous oay. 

In March 1947 it organised a conference at V.1hich 200 delegates~ 

representing not only the food queues but also trade unions, 

the CPSA c.rnd some churches, agreed to organise a demonstra­

tion ori. the 1st of May outside Parliament. rrhe immediate 

issue ":>ecmc:: to have been a threat to withdr<:1\'i the food vans 3 . 

This demonstration dre•1J "thousands" of Cape Town housewives to 

a meeting on the Grand Parade. Carrying banners - "We fight 

for food" - they marched through the streets while a srnall 

deputation, which included Sam Kahn cmd 

CPSA, met with the Minister of Finance, 

Joey F'ourie of 
- T- .C 4 
0. r.io.cmeyr 

the 

Hof me yr 

agreed to meet a further depu ta ti on and the following \r"eek, 

12 wofllen, rep res en ting the Food Committee pluo:; the Durban 

Housewives' League, the Food and Canning Workers Union and 

he Sweet Workers Union met with him. At this meeting they 

h2md_>:d over a petition signed by 7 000 women in favour of 

keeping the food vans till an adequate system of rationing 

--------·--- -----·------~----

l. Interview w:Lth White. 

3. Ibid., 2/4/47. 

4. Guardian, 8/5/47. 



could be introduced. Rationing was dism.issed a::; irnpracti-

cable, but Hofmeyr did promise that the food vans would 
1 continue to operate . 

Another area of activity for the Food Committee at this tirne 1 

was in organising so-called 'food raids' against merchants 

suspected of hoarding foodstuffs. Large numbers of women, 

with merclbers c:E the Committee acting as marshalls, would 
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descend on suspect individual merchants and attempt to presstirise 

them into unlocking their storerooms and selling their stock. 

The Guardian carried several reports on such raids ·which 

seem to have been generally effective
2

. 

By encouraging such demonstrations and organisation, the food 

crisis of the 1940's had a definite politicising effect on 

black women. Already in 1946, the Food Committee in Cape 

Town was showing signs of shifting its focus from the food 

situation to wider political issues. 

by the Guardian in June 1946 was: 

Thei:c motto <:1s quoted 

"Today we fight for food, tomorrow for the 
vote and then for freedom for all."3. 

By 1948, the question of the vote had moved to the fore-

front. Thus Mrs. Anthony, chairwoman of the Committee in 

January 19481 said: 

'"rhe vote is a weapon we must have so that we can 
safeguard the future of our children We 
women have to deal with the everyday things of 
life. We have to worry about managing with 
our hL1sband 's pay envelope, about keeping the 

2. For instance, the Guardian, 23/5/46, carried a report. 
on a "rice raid" involvin9 "hundreds" of women who first 
assembled on the Gr;Jnd ~·ar0de ontside the City Hall, 
before marching through the streets to the premises of 
:3uspect.ed hoarders. Speakers inclnckd Sam Kahn and 
Cissy Gool. 



• 

cost of living down, about getting enough 
bread for our children and seeing that they 
go to school. We want to put-people in 
Parliament v,1ho understand our problems and 
will fight in OL~r interests. nl 

The Cammi ttee had corns to see l ts a.ctual political powerless­

ness in pushing its demands, as an organisation of individuals 

who were outside the existing political power structures. 

At that point, before the National Party had come to power 

and when 'Coloured' men had not yet been disenfranchised in 

the Cape, the political future was still seen by these ·women 

in terms of a sharin9 in the institutions of white supremacy 

- that these could be induced to broaden their base to include 
I I 

other race groups, too. 

In pu:csuit. of these goals, a decision was made in ,July 1948 

by the Food Cammi ttee to form a "Non European Women's Leag11e ~ 

to fight for the vote for all black women. The food issues 

and the franchise were described 2s inseparable - "whoever 

controlled the key of the food cupboard controllecJ the food" 

and the key was the vote2 . Unfortunately no follow--t1p to 

this decision was reported in the Guardian. It would seem 

that this League went the way of those earlier unsuccessful 

attempts to establish a black women's suffrage movement 
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which Cissy Gool and the NLL had sponsored in the late 1930 1 s 3 . 

The enfranchisement of black women was not a political goal 

that could be achieved in isolation from the wider struggle 

of blacks for full political and social rights in South 

Africa, a struggle which by the erid of the 1940ts was becom­

ing more clearly defined as irreconcilable with the institu-
_, 

tions cf white supremacy (~uch as Parliament). A Non-· 

1. 2.~!2.EQizn1, 20/1/ 48. 

2. Ibid., 5/8/48. 

3 .. S~:?.e a})Q\re, p .. 88. ~·'Vl1etl1er Ciss:{ GC)Ol. h.ad ar1y invol\lCffiE:n.t 
in this most recent proposol would be interesting to know. 
I-L:::r name i~.; not menti.oned .in the s;u:_<:~_rd:ian report but it 
seems very probable that she v.;ould have had some connec-· 
tion with it. 



European Women's Suffrage League was too narrow a base on 

which to mobilise black women. The absorption of many of 

the leaders of this League, and the Food Committee as well, 

into the FSAW and Congr2ss Movement in the early 1950's 

showed that this realisation had begun to permeate the 

consciousness of politically active black women by that 

stage. 

By the early 1950's,the Women's Food Committee itself was 

more or less defunct. The last specific rGference td it 

in the 9uard_ian came in January 1950, when there was a small 

report 0~1 it organising a demonstration against the "serious 

h f d ' ' . f l' . ,,l B 19r::3 s ortage o _ rnea t an increasing cost o _ . i ving · . y J , 

when the food crisis had eased off and the food supply 

situation was more ~table, its functions had been transformed 

into a 'Christmas Club 1 
- an organisation that offered 

differently priced Christmas food hampers at wholesale prices 

to members payinc::1 a weekly subscription throughout the year
2

" 

Yet the issue of rising prices was still a potentially 

important one for mobilising women. In August 1953 the 

threat of an increase in the price of bread reactivated the 

Food Committee network in Cape Town. With Ray Alexander 

playing a leading role, a delegation of women was organised 

to meet with the Minister of Finance, Havenga, to protest 

the price increase. At least three of the women, apart 

from Alexander, had been closely involved in the old Food 
. 3 

Committee - Gladys Smith, Katie White and Dora Tamana . 

This protest, as described below, was an important one in 

pron:ioting the idea of a national women's organisation amongst 

Cape 'I'own women, an idea that by that stag-e had already been 

raised in Port Elizabeth and was under discussion in other 

centres. According to Alexander, the bread issue in 1953 

-------------·----... ------ -------·----
l. Gu~rd ian, 26/l/50. 

2. Ibid., 18/6/53. 

3. Ibid. On this see below, p.171. 
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was significant because it vitally affected women as mothers, 

and made the women's movement "imperative". 

In the \'Jornen 's Fcod Committee and People's Food Council, the 

beginnings of the growth of poli-:.ical consciousness among 

previously politically isolated black housewives and women 

workers, can be seen. The starting point was an issue that 

directly affected them and to which they could easily relate 

- increased prices and shortages of basic foods. In 

o:r:-ganising in protest against this, they came up against 

theiY actual political impotence in society and began to 

look more critically at the wider context in which both this 

and the food crisis itself were operating. 

) 

In contributing to the general climate that made the establish-

ment of tho FSAW possible, the food crisis was of special 

importunce. 'I'hrough the Women's Food Committees 1 numberE: ;Of 

black women, who would otherwise have remained uninvolved, were 

brought into contact with the political network then being 

established a.n1ong women in tl1e national liberation movement, 

itself in the process of coalescing in the main u~ban centres. 

Seve:cal of these women would later become active in the FSAW 

and Congress Movement. Such a woman was IZaty White, a 

domestic worker living in the Harfield Road station area in 

Cape Town. Prior to getting involved in the Women's Food 

Comrnittee, her backgrouncl had. be(::'n completely apolitical., 

but, beginning with the Food Committee,she went on to become 

one of thd leaders of the FSAW in Cape Town in the mid-1950's. 

Thefiemonstrations and deputations organised by the Food 

Committees in Johannesburg and Cape Town were politicising 

experiences for those wornen who participated in them. They 

also highlighted for the national liberation movement the 

potential for political activism that existed among women 

on issues directl.y affecting them. In many ways, the Food 

Committees performed a function for black housewives (t:hough 

on a mon:~ limited scale) si.milaJ~ to that of the trade unions 

for women ir: industrial occupations. 



5. WOMEN AND THE 'I'RADE tJNIONS 

The history of trade unionism in South Afric·a during the 

1940's is an area that deserves far more research and atten-

tion that it has yet recei~ed from historians. The Second 

World War, it has been said, m:rked and encouraged a signi-
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ficant shift in the structure of the South African economy, 

away from its former dependence on the mining and agricultural 

sectors towards a growing dominance by se6ondary industry. 

With this shift, the numbers employed in manufacturing 

increased rapidly. Black workers came to dominate to a 

still greater extent at the unskilled and semiskilled levels 

while white workers tended to move up the scale into the . 

skilled strata or into administrative and clerical posts 1 

The conditions for the spread of trade uhionism ~mong black 

workers thus appcax:ed very favourable, particularly when 

one links their increased numbers in industry to the drastic-· 

ally inadequate wage levels and rising cost of living already 

described. The early years of the war were in fact a 

heyday for black trade unionism. According to a study 

by Davies, in 1939 there were 25 African unions with a total 

membership of about 37 000. By the end of the war he 

estimates that more than 100 000 African workers were union 
2 members . In 1944 the Transvaal Council of Non European 

Trade Unions was established to act as a centre body for 

black unions. Later it dropped its provincial delimitation 

to operate on a national basis and became the nucleus round 

which the South Af):-ican Congress of 'l'rade Unions (SACTU) was 

formed in 1955, on a radical platform of non-racial trade 
/ 

unionism and support for the Congress Alliance. The peak 

of African trade union activity during the 1940's was un­

doubtedly the massive mineworkers strike in August 1946. 

Under the leadership of the African Mineworkers Union, over 

l. See above, p. :M..;. 
') ,_ . I. Davies: p.62. 



70 000 miners came out on strike for higher After 

three days, the strike was crush~d by strong police counter­

meas ur~s; subsequently over fifty radical poli ti~al leade'l'.:"&: 

within the trade union movement and the CPSA were arrested 

and charged with conspiracy and infringing Wc.r Measure 145, 

a law outlawing all strikes by African workers. 

Black trade unionism, threatening as it did the very system 

of cheap black labour on which the South African economy was 

based, was regarded as a serious threat, both economic and 

political, by the State. Numerous obstacles militated 

against the African trade unions in particular, the most 

obvious being the exclusion of all male African workers from 

the definition of 'workers' under the Industrial Conciliation 
2 Act . V..1hile their trade unions were not declared illegal 

outright, they could not be registered and were forced to 

operate outside the existing conciliation machinery. After 

1948 the National government intensified the attack on the 

radical strand in the South African trade union movement. 

The Suppression of Communism Act was used not only against 

the CPSA itself, but also against radical trade unionists. 

After 19 50 "listed,; communists were debarred from 'G' ade 

union w.~rk - this affected both Ray .Z'llexander and Solly Sachs 

of the Garment Workers Union 3 - while the banr:ing pmvers con­

ferree on the Minister of Justice were used extensively in 

the Garly 1950's against leftwing trade unionists, communists 

or not. 

1. Roux, op.cit., p. 341, puts the total number of workers 
~i.nvolved at 73 557. For an account of this strike and 
African trade unionism at this time generally, see 
Chapter 26 of his 'l'ime _ _!::on_g_§r than Rope. 

2~ 'rhis Act, first passed in 1924, excluded all "pass-bearing" 
workers, i.e. African men,. from its definition of "em-­
ployee" in the industxial concili0tion machi~ery it set 
up. Until 1944 it was generally assumed that African 
women were inc:.i_uded in the "puss-bearing" category as 
well. In that year, however, the Garment Workers 
Union ·won a test case which e8tablishecl that since womer~ 
did not carry passes, they were entitled to "empj::-;yee" st.<:1":11;:; 
in terms of the Act. See below, p. for the significanc~ 
of the ccurt :c:11.in•J on the unionir:;ation of African £emc:1le 
't\"i()I"'l~ers (· 

3. E~ac'.bs \,FJs deban:ed f:com tr2'dr= 1_;i.rd.on work in 195::'.,. Alex<:~noor 



At the same time, the ideologica! division between the left 

and the right under·mined the trade union movement as a whole. 

In the late 1940's the Nationalist inspired attack on non­

racial trade unionism finally led to the hiving off of 

several anti-black unions to establish 'Die Ko-ordinerende 

Raad van Suid Afrikaanse Vakverenigings'. The pre~~sure 

from this quarter on unions with predominant or large 

Afrikaans mernbc:n:.hip were kept up. Though the Garment 

Workers Union continued to resist, it was under constant 

attack throughout the 1940's. In the 1950's, once Sachs 

had been removed, its leadership became increasingly conser­

vative. 

Within the Trades and Labour Council itself, differences 0~ 

strategy in the face of the government attack and of commit­

ment to the non·-racial principle, continu.ed t:o divide the 

conservatives from the radicals. This conflict was finally 

brought to a head by the announcement, in 1954, that legis­

lation outlawing multi-racial unions would shortly be intro-

duced. The Trades and Labour Council split, the majority 

of its affiliates grouping to form the Trade Union Council 

which was prepared to work within this new framework. Those 

unions 01ich opposed this surrender of principle regrouped 

to form SACTU the following year. 

Thus, by the 1950's, after an initial 

during and shbrtly after the war, the 

upsurge of activity 
..... -1 • • 1.-rac:e unJ.on movement 

in South Africa was in considerable disar~ay. It is in 

this gensral context that trade unionism among women during 

this_,,peri.od must be viewed. ·while the 1940's marked a 

definite upswing in activity amongst women workers compared 

to the 1930's, the scope w~s still restricted, both by the 

general obstacles that hampered the trade union movement as 

a whole and, more specific to women, the relatively small, 

though i.ncreas ing, numbers of women in industry. 

As an area of mass organisation among women, the trade unions 

remained limited. As a training ground for women political 
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leaders, they \.'Jf~re very important. Du.ring the 1940 1 s the num-

ber of women working as trade union org~misers was on the 

.in.er.ease. 'rbe Gur-~rdian 's coverage of successive annual 

conferences by the Trades and Labour Council makes this clear. 

Old ~talwarts,such as Ray A1exander and the Cornelius sisters, 

were being joined by 6ther women, several of whom were CPSA 

members, e.g. Hilda Watts, Pauline Podbrey, Joey Fourie. 

As the decade wore on, several black women became prominent 

as trade unionists too, e.g. Hetty du Preez and Lucy Mvubelo 

in the Garment Workers Union, Frances Baard in the Food 

and Canning Workers Union. This was a new and significant 

development and reflected the increasing importance of black 

women in the industrial labour force, already described in 

Chapter One. As this development became more marked, the 

scope of union work was coming to focus more upon black 

women than, as previously, white. 

In 1940, the tremendous influx of black women (mostly 'Coloured) 

into the garment industry on the Rand led to the establish-

ment of a separate branch of the Garment Workers Union, the 

No. 2 branch, to cater for them. This was organised as a 

parallel to the parent union which·remained exclusively 

white. Thus, although it formed a major area of activity 

amongst black wo:nen workers, the establishment of such a 

branch represented· a breach in the tradition of non-racialism 

within the Garment Workers Union. Nevertheless, the increase 

in 'Coloured' women in this sphere of industry was spectacu­

lar durLng this period and the No. 2 branch, with Hetty du 
1 

Preez . as organising secretary, expanded r.apidly·-. 

The folloving year, 1941, saw the establishment of the Food 

and Canning Workers Union in the Western Cape, largely as 

1 ' f f " ' d . b R . A 1 . d 2 Tl ' . t . a res u c. o - e :i..or cr3 ma e y i ay . exan er • . 1ougn 1 s member-

ship was not exclusively female, women predominated and came 

1. For an account of the Garment Workers Union at this time, 
see Sachs: E':.~bel:.?._~_::?at~_9J1:le.:_f_§__. 

2 .. C' • +-
..:i C 0, J.n ._er alia, R. Close: New 1,ife. 

··-------·----



to play a leading part in its milnagement. 'I'he establish-

ment of this union was an important event for the subsequent .. 
history of the FSliW. It was the only union to develop 

close and consistent ties with the FSAW. In the Western 

Cape, it was an active politicisng agent amongst black female 

workers i.n the food industry, identifying itself with the 

tradition of radical, non-racial trade unionism that in 1955 

would lead to the establishment of SACTU. Several leaders 

of the FSAW in the Cape - Liz Abrahams, Eliz.abeth Ma feking, 

Frances Baard - rose to political prominence through this 

union. 

lGl 

A further encouraging de~eloprnent of the 1940's was the break­

through achieved by the Garment Workers Union on the ques-

tion of unionising African women. In 1944 it established the 

right for African women to belong to registered unions by 

proving, in court, that they did not fall within the defini­

tion of the "pass-bearing" -v.'orker as laid down in the Indus---

trial Conciliation Act. This meant they qual1f 1ed to 

be treated on the same scale as other union mem.bers with 

regard to wages and general work conditions 1 . Undoubtedly 

this facilitated union work amongst African women and held out 

the prospects of the development of a broad and non-racial trade 

unionism among women workers. However .. since the numbers 

of l\frican women in industry were .stilJ_ so small, the signi­

ficance of the Supreme Court's ruling was limited, both amongst 

women and for the status of African workers in South Africa 

in general. Furthermore, once the National Party had 

come to power in 1948, this newly-won status of African women 

wor~ers was in jeopardy and in 1953, the loophole through 

'l>1hich they had squeezed in to the registered unions, was 

closed by the passage of the Native Labour (Settlement of 

Dispute) Act. This redefined "employee" in the Industrial 

Conciliation Act to excluae all Africans, male and female 2 . 

1. Sachs, op.cit., p.116. 

2. In addition, the new pa:;s legislation of 1952 had already 
bronqht women w:i.tJ-.i:i.n this Legal definition of "pass-­
bear:Lnq" w~Jr.ker. 



By 1948 the f ernale trade LH11.on membership in Sou th Africa 

stcod at 59 155 (compared to 278 740 for men) 1 . Roughly 

·two ·thirds of this membership was \vhi te (39 921) • At the 

18th annual conference of the Trades and Labour Council in 

that year, the .Q3_~9ian pointed out, with a note of pride, 

that ~Jf the 200 delegates about. 25 were women - "Among thi::~m 

are many veteran trade unionists ,,..,ho ••• were scheduled to 

move some of the most progressive resolutions 112 • Obviously 

women were still a long way from approaching anything like 

parity with men, in either the trade union movement or indus-

trial employment itself. Nevertheless, at that stage, the 

future of trade unionism as a politicising force among- South 

.Africa's growii1g rnimber of black women workers looked f crirly 

promisin9. 

It was a promise that was n6t realised. The attack on the 

unions in the next few years undermined the groundwork al-
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ready achieved amongst. women workers. The listing and banning 

of prominent trade unionists Betty du Toit, Ray Alexander, 
~ 

Golly Sachs, Hild2 Watts, Joey Fourie~ - coupled with the 

exclusion of African women from the registered unions after 

1953, deflected the COL1rso of trade union work among v;omen 

into weakened and segregated unions. While £emale industrial 

employment and trade union membership continued to grow durir:g 
4 . 

the 1950's , the growing potential of the unions as an area 

of mass political organisation among black women had been 

sharply cut back. 

2. Guardian, 1/4/48. 

3. Betty du Tait and Solly Sachs were banned in 1952, Ray 
Alexander, Hilda Watts and Joey Fourie in 1953. 

4. In 1961 the total female membership of registered unions 
was 86 126. M. Horrell: .So_uth,_J\fri;;~Q.. Traq~ Unionis_i:r.:!_, 
p.91. 



This was not achieved without fierce resistance on the part 

of the more militant workers. In 1952, the government's 

enforced removal of Solly Sachs from his position of General 

Secretary of the Gannent Workers Union (under the Suppres­

sion of Communism Act), led to a' huge show of support for 

Sachs from garment workers, boch black and white. Thousands 

of workers, from all over the Rand, gathered at an enormous 

public prote~t meeting outside the Johannesburg City Hall, 

lG'.:1 

to hear Sachs defy his banning order by addressing the meeting. 
1 .Sachs himself estimated the crowd at 27 000 . When he was 

arrested at the start of his speech, the meeting turned into 

a violent confrontation between pclic2 and workers ·which 

landed many woE1en in hospital. This demonstration, corning 

shortly before the launching of the Defiance Campaign, 

added to the mood of crisis and confrontation that was pre-

vailing ~n the national liberation movement. The treatment 

of the women demonstratbrs by the police also served a warning 

that women could no longer necessarily expect a more len.:Lent 

approach from the state in its suppression of their protests, 

than that it displayed towards male demonstrations. 

early 1950's chivalry was for the drawing roo~ only. 

By the 

Yet despite the difficulties facing the trade unions, their 

importance as a recruitirig and training ground for leaders . 

within the FSAW needs to be stressed. The network of con-

tacts built up within the post-war trade union movemen~ 

amongst wome~was an invaluable one when it came to promoting 

the idea of a national women's organisation in 1953/54. 

Here, tho years of work put in by Ray l;leander proved especially 

useful. 
/' 

In organising the inaugural conference, she relied 

on these contacts to popularise the idea of the FSAW and 

recruit delegates from among a broader spectJ:·um of women 

than those already active within the various Congress orga-

nisations. 

---- ---------· ---------~-----··----------------
1. Sachs, op.cit., p.198. Several future FSAW leaders 

were there, including Helen Joseph - her first political 
demonstration - Lilian Ngoyi and Mary Moodley. Personal 
cou1mu.n:L catioris. 



In th~ year~ dnring and after the· Second World War, then, the 

move to orqanise women gained increasing momentum within the 

national liberation movement, itself assuming a more unified 

shape. The underlyi'B changes in women's pos .it ion in ::; oc iety, 

which made this development possibleJwere considered in 

Chapter One. In addition, the politicisation of women was 

encouraged by a number of political campaigns that drew on 

women in greater numbers than previously. Here, the various 

lG4 

food demonstrations during the war years, the Passive Resis­

tance Campaign of 1946, the Defiance Campaign of 1952 and 

especially the anti-pass protests after 1950 were all important. 

The CPSA, ANC, SAIC and trade unions were all payin'.J increased 

attention to women within their ran~s. They were encouraged 
I 

in this by a small group of women activists who, over the 

years, had developed an overlapping network of contacts 

spread across several different organisations. Within 

these organisations, women were regarded as forming a special 

area for political work and some recognition of the special 

sex-based disabilities they suffered, had been granted. 

By 1953, with the establishment of the Congress Alliance, 

the way was clear for women within this Alliance to form 

their own organisation. In the FSAW the many different 

strands described in the preceding two chapters, were woven 

together to form a nev1 organisation, an organisation which 

adopted an ambitious, politic al prograr!1ffie that embraced not 

only v1omen but society at large. 
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THE ES'l'l\BLISHMENT OF 'I'HE FS.Z~W ____ , ___ ,_.. ___ .. .,. __ , __ , _ _._ .. __ ....._ _ _,,.,., ___ , ___ . __ _ 

The FSAW was formally established in April 1954, the product 

of a dual process - on the on.s nand, long·~term changes in 

the position of women and, on the other, the rise of the 

national liberation movement and establishement of the Congress 

Alliance in the early 1950's. These two processes inter-

acted to shape a particular perspective on the position of women 

and their political role in South Africa. one which emphasised 

\·Jomen's contribution to the stro.gqle against white minority 

r·ule as taking priority over tlleir ernaricipation frorr. sex--

based oppression .. 

The establishmerit of the FSAW was in many ways the culmination of 

that long process of politicisation amongst women which had 

begun in 1913/14 in the Free State and had unfolded in the 

intervening forty years within the various organisations 

already d2.scr ibed. By 1953 there was sufficient interest 

amongst women within the Consrr:ess movement to organise a 

national conference at ~1ich these different threads could 

al 1 be d:r :;iw.n together. This chapter will focus 

on this, the immediate background to the inaugural conference 

itself and the rough outline of an organisation ind its 

policy, that was created in April lg54. 

l1PIUL 1953 

The FSAW conference of 1954 was the culmination of months 

of planning. According to Ray AJ.exander, prime mover behind 

its organisation, the decision to initiate such a step was 

made in Port Elizabe-th in l-ipril 19531 . At tJ:·,e tir,:te, she wc.1s 

1. The following account is based on interviews with her, 
May 1977. 



in Port Elizabeth attending the annual Trades and Labour 

Council Conference. During the course of this conference 

she was 3Sked to address an informal gathering of women 

that Florence Matomela, provincial president of the ANCWL 

in the Eastern Cape, and Frances Baard, of the African Food 

and Canning Workers Union in Port Elizabeth had organised. 

It was at this meeting, attended by some 40 to 50 women - ANC 

members and trade unionists mostly ·- that the decision to 

launch U1e FSAW was made. Alexander began the meeting with 

There-a general talk on the position of women in the world. 

after discussion was open to the floor. What the women 

concentrated on particularly were i~nediate, basic issues· 

that we:ce confronting them as women, those responsible for 

their families' welfare passes, rising food and transport 

costs. According to Alexander, the decision to press ahead 

to set up a national women's organisation came from the floor 

as a result of thi.s discussion. 

Unfortunately the:-.; mGeting do·2.s not appear to have been docu-

mented. It was apparently an informal event, arranged at 

short notice: Alexander's presence in the area was probably 

the incentivE: behind its calling. For he~ the speed with 

which the meeting was organ.is ed - re lying on· i;1ord of mouth 

as well as the large turnout, despite the fact that it was 

an evening meeting and most of the women had household commit-

rL1ents, vJa~:5 irn1_)ress i ve. It indicated how strongly the women 

felt about the need for them to establish a more active 

political role for themselves. 

/ 

/\11 the women attended in their individual capacities, rather 

than cis official representatives of any organisation. They 

were, however, drawn from that loose grouping of organisations 

which by that stage_ had come together in the Congress Alliance. 

Most of ·the women were African, but several non-African women 

were tl1ere too - COD, SACP.O, SAIC members and tr<1de un:i.onists 1 . 

·---·-·--.. -·--------·-------------------·--·--------·-·-·-·------------
1. Non-·Al;J"C v:onwn whom Ray l~lexandcr remembers as present 

weJ~·e a Mr~>. P illay, a Miss Damons, Gus Coe. Personal 
communication. 



The rnul ti-·r::icial s tructare that the E'Si\W was to adopt was 

thus present at its very beginnings. 

The information on this meeting is unfortunately very sketchy. 

From a general perspective, it was clearly a manifestation 

of that lengthy process of political awakening amongst women 

within the nation al liberation movement, already described. 

Both the ANC and trade union movement were strong in Port 

IH.izabeth1 ., The ex-per ience and p2.rspecti ves of the CPSA in 

encouraging the greater politicisation of women before its 

forced dissolution in 1950, were brought. to the meeting in 

the presence of Alexander. CJ.earl~ her personal influence 

was important, not just c:;t the actual meeting but in having 

focussed attention on women's position in the past- both as 

a trade unionist and CPSA member. Her contact with Matomela 

and Eaard stretched back before 1953. The April meeting 

wa:::: not their first discuss icm on the need for i·JOmen to 

mobilise themselves in South Africa 2 . 

At the same time, the timing of the Port Elizabeth me2ting 

must be seen in the context of local political developments 

which provided M.atornela and Bc.2:;:-:Ci with the incentive for 

calling the meeting when they did. At that stage, the poli-
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tical cLimate in Port Elizabeth was particularly highly charged. 

The Defiance Campaign of 1952 had only recently drawn to a halt: 

it had reached its peak in the Eastern Cape, centred on Port 

Elizabeth. Out of a national total of 8 557 resisters, 

£ully 5 719 had come from the Eastern Province3 . Both a 

1. A'ccording to Alexander, J.aundry and textile workers' orga­
nisations, both with large female memberships, were strong 
in Port Elizabeth, in addition to her own union, the Food 
and Canning Workers Union. Personal Communication. 

2. Personal Communicatio1io 

3. J_, ~ Knper: l:.~12l.ve R:es is tan(~ . .:_Jr~ Souj:h_i'lffj.c~, p .12 3. 
E'or a comparison of the Defiance Camoaign in the Eostern 

'Cape and ~he Transvaal, see D. Carte~: 'The Defiance 
Campaign - a comparative analysis of the organisation, 
leadership and participation in the Eastern Cape and the 
'J'ransvaal ~ 



result and a partial cau.se oj::: the success of ·::he Defiance 

Campaign locally, the Eastern Province section of the ANC 

was ve:cy strong. Indicative of this, in October 1952 it 

had arranged a one-<lay general strike among the African resi­

dents of Port Elizabeth, ~1ich achieved a 90% stay-at-home1 . 

Women were directly caught Llp in these events. As already 

described, they had already par~icipated in the Defiance 

Campaign in significant numbers as \vell as being subject 
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to the general politicising impact of the Campaign. Florence 

Matomela, co-organiser of the April meeting, had been parti­

cularly prominent as a Defiance Can~aign organiser and leader 

of women. She participated in the first act of defiance 

':lhich launched the Campaign n'3ticnall.y. Later, in Scotember 
'-

1952, she was amongst the group of ANC leaders arrested and 

rnent 1 s atte:T:pt 

the Suppression of Communism Act in the govern-
2 to crush the campai9n 

'The:i, coming immediately on top of U1ese events - and no 

doubt ~n response to them - in early 1953 the Port Elizabeth 

municipality arinounced that, for the first time, influx control 

meas~res would be 
. t b , . 3 
1.-.. s ,oLAna ar ies • 

enforced against Africans living within 

This provoked a storm of protest which 

----------------------· 
1. Benson.: 'l'he Strnggl_~for _ __il_~irt_brig_ht, p .151. Kuper, 

op.cit:., p.124, lists the following reasons for "the 
g:I·ec:;ter strength of resistance in the Eastern Province" 
- "the longer period of contact with Europeans, the ex­
tent of conversion to Christianity, the strength of the 
trade unions, the relatively more liberal policies and 
hence the sharper reaction to the deprivations of apart­
heid, political training acquired in the exercise of a 
limited franchise, the greater stabiJ.ity of family life 
~nd the more homogeneous character of the African popu-
1 at ion". On the "more liberal policies" and their effects, 
sE~e below. 

2. Benson, op.cit., p.148. 

3. This is an area requiring a detailed study of its own. 
Hov,.'evcr, this would s eern to be a clear case of in fl 1.1~~ 
control measures being used to disrupt and nnderminc 
African political or9anisaticn in Port Elizabeth. 



boosted g·eneral ANC support still furt.ber - a monster protest 

meeting organised by the ANC in January 1953 drew, according 

to the newspaper Ad~J_~, scims ?.O 000 peop.le1 . The imple··­

mentaiion of ~nfJ.ux control measures (in terms of the newly 

amended Urban Areas Act) affected women even more directly 

than the Defiance Campai:rn hc::l~!, and served to push their 

leaders into action. 

Prior to 1953, Port Elizabeth had been one of the few large 

urban areas where no influx control measures operated to 

restrict African townward migration. In addition, a further 

manifestation of a more liberal approach to "native affairs", 

the local government had pursued a policy nf concentrating 

on providing faiT<ily hcm.s ing, rather than "single" accommoda·-

tion for contract, migrant 

in its African tm.vnships. 

(and hence mainly male) labour, 

As a result, a reasonably stable, 

sexucilly 'b21lanced African conununi ty had been allowed to 

develop in Port Elizabeth, in strong contrast to the other 

major cities (Johannesburg, Cape To~1, Pretoria and Durban) 

In 1946, the African population Of Port Elizabeth stood at 

23 728 males and 23 328 females 2 . The masculinity rate was 

a mere 102, compared to a Union-wide urban average of 186. 
~- _3 

On the Witwatersrand, the rate went up to 215 . 

Compared with women in other areas, African women in Port 

Elizabeth had thus enjoyed considerable security of residence 

and freedom of movement before 1953. This had undoubtedly 

made it easier for them to organise politically and must be 

regarded as an important factor in contributing to the 

general level of political maturity they displayed in Port 
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El . _..} ~h ., ' 1.za Jec.. , a~lrJ.ng the Defiance Comapign. Conversely, 

the threat posed to their security in January 1953 provided 

women with compelling· reasons for wishing to organise still 

more effectively. The implications of the new influx control 

1948, p.10. 

3. I.!..\9..::!sti:iaJ::._l2ecrislat:i.on Commission., 1951, p.14·, Table 16. 



measures were particularly disturbing for them since rela­

tively few women, compared to menrwould qualify for legal 

residence in terms of the arnen.ded' Urban Areas l-ict. 

This, then, was the particular context in whic11 the women's 

meeting in Port Elizabeth, April 1953, must be placed. 

Women's is.sues had fL1sed with general ones, local concerns 

encouraged a national perspective. Acting with.in the con text 

of the national liberation movement and with the specific 

example of its campaigns before them, politically involved 

women hod come to realise the necessity for women to mobilise 

round issues that particularly affected them, on a national 

scale. The energy that Port Elizabeth provided in J.95~ 

ii.1 getting a women's organis a ti.on off the ground 1 continued 

to characterise the women's movement there. In the ]ears 

to come it would remain a strong ANCWL and FSAW centre. 
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From these beg innings, the irnpetL1s towards convening the FSAW' s 

in~ugural conference shifted with Ray Alexander to her home 

base in Cape 'I'ovm. Thereafter Cape Tovm and Johannesburg 

came to the fore as the main centres of organisation, Cape 

Town largely because of Alexander and Johannesburg because 

it was there that the Congress Alliance was at its strongest. 

Alexander 0ssumed the primary responsibility for implementing 

the Port Elizabeth women's decision, by enlisting the support 

of other women leaders across the country. Energetic, 

enthL~iastic, she was an ideal person for such a task. Her 

commitment to v.'omen 's emancipation strc-;tched back over many 

years to her earliest days in South African politics in the 

1930's. In the trade union movement and CPSA she had been a 

tireless campaigner for «vomen 's rights, the need for women 

to organise and their disabilities to be treated as serious 

political issues. Over the years she had built up an 

extensive network of contacts amongst women in all the main 

u.r.:·ban areas anc1 :nany of the smaller tov,111s as well. These 



r<Jnged from bighly politicised memb2:rs of the ANC or CPSA 

to ordinary factory workers and housewives. In the next 

f.ew months her contribntion towards 9etting the FSAW off the 

ground was a major one. 
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In Cape Town there were alrea~y loose links among radical 

women activists dating from the Food Committee days and,more 

recently, the anti-pass protests. In July 1953, a threatened 

increase in the price of bre~d provoked further food protests 

along similar lines to those of the 1940's and stimulated 

local interest in a national women's organisation. For 

Alexander, the threatened price increase, vitally affect~1g 

women as mothers and housewives, made the women's movement 

"imperatLre" and she used :i_t to popularise the idea of the 

Women's Conference1 . In August she led a deputation of 

women to protest against the price rise ~o Havenga, Minister 

of Finance. Included in this deputation were Gladys Smith 

(Cape Housewives' League), Katie W11ite (Women's Food Commit­

tee) and Dora Tamana (ANCWL and CPS!~), all of whom had been 
. 2 

involved in the food protests of the 1940's . This group, 

with additional ANC Women's Leaguers, Annie Silinga, Mrs. 

Thaele, appears to have formed the nucleus of the planning 

group for the women's conference in Cape Town. By 1954 

it was being described as the 'Women's Committee' in Alexander's 

correspondence and it was meeting regularly under her direc­

tion to discuss the shape the conference should take 3 . 

In Johannesburg, Alexander turned to Hilda Watts, a former 

colleague in the CPSA, to take responsibility for the con-

ference at that end. Watts, too, had a lengthy record of 

activity in various leftwing organisations on the Rand. 

Her own interest in women's emancipation had already led her 

to involvement in the Transvaal All-Women's Union in the 

----·-----
1. Personal communication. 

2. l-\dvcince, 6/8/53. 'I'he other two members of the deputation 
\:Jerc~-I=ii"lda Lotz 2nd Katie Altman, a trade unionist-~ 

3. See FSAW correspondence, 20/2/54 and 11/3/54, FSAW BII. 



late J.940's, In August 1953, Alexander visited' Johannesburg 

for another Trades and Labour Council Conference - this time 

to discuss-the Council's stand ori the impending Native Labour 

(Settlement of Disputes) Bill. She took the opportunity 

to meet with W<~tts and discuss plans for the conference. 

'Whether a 'Women's Committee' on similar lines to the Cape 

Town group existed in Johannesburg ~s not known. It lS 

clear from the list qf signatories to the general invitation 

to attend the women's conference that ANC Women's Leaguers, 

trade unionists and members of the 'I'ransvaa1 l~ll-Women 's 

Union, Congress of Democrats and Indian Congress were all 

drawn into the planning stage. Women involved included 

Ida Mtv1ana (National President of tbe PiNCWJ_,), Josie Palmer 

(ex CPSA, Transvaal All-Women's Union), Helen Joseph (COD), 

Mrs. M. Cachalia, Mrs. M. Naidoo (SAIC), Betty du Tait, 

Lucy Mvubelo, Hetty du Preez (trade unionists)
1

. 
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Yet, while both Watts and Alexander were working in co-operation 

with other politically involved women in their areas, it 

seems that their personal influence in shaping the final 

form of the conference was considerable. In September 1953 

both women were served with banning orders which cLu:tailed 

their public in vol vemen t in various organi~::; at ions 
2

. 'l'he 

main thrust of the bannings seem to have been against their 

trade union work, however, and their work for the forthcoming 

women's conference was not imped~d. 'I'he freauent corres-_, 

pondence that pasr::ed between the two women indicates that 

the main v.'eight of organising the confGrence rested on them. 

In March 1954, Alexander was writing to Watts on an average 

----------

1. 1 Conference to Promote Women's Rights, ·to be held in 
the Trades Hall, Kerk Street, Johannesburg, on Saturday, 
17th April, 1954~ FSAW AI. Hereafter referred to as 
•conference to promote Women's Rights•. 



.. 

,.. t•' ,... d 1 or once every nree or rour ays . 

for relaying information and progress reports across the 

l 609 kilometres that separated Cape Town from Johannesburg, 

as well as enlisting the support of other women for the con-

fere11ce. Final decisions concerning the agenda appear to 

have ~een made by them. (In this regard, Alexander showed 
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a stubborn, hard-headed streak. Writing to vfotts about a dis-

ilgree~ent that had arisen with women in Durban about the 

agenda·· they were opposed to including a talk by Walter 

Sisulu of tbe ANC on 'Wornen in China 1 
- she d<::clared emphatic-

ally: u-' t . . . . th. ,. 2 .. we <Jre no :Ji v1.ng J.n on ~ is ••• - .J 

At the conference, too, these two women appear to have retained 

a la~ge mGasure of control over the proceedings. A let ti=r· 

from Alexander to 'i'Jatts, written shortly after the conference) 

indicates th~t much of i~s behind-thc-sc~nes planning and 

dee is ion--rnar.::.i ng was v2s ted in thGir h<::nds" This letter 

refers to a meeting held the night before the conference 

began and attended by herself, Watts, "Helen" (prc::sumab.ly 

Helen Joseph, of the Johanneaburg Congress of Democrats) ~nd 

"Gladys 11 (Gladys Smith, a co11eag~1.e cf lHGxunder 's from 

Cape Town). At least one of the topics discussed was what 

the new name for the organisation shculd be3 The meeting 

appears to have been a planning and strategy one; it is 

likely that it would have drafted the various Yesolutions 

c:>dopted by the conference, and perhaps the 'WorYtC-m 's Charte::.-' 

as well. It seems that the final report 0~1 the Confei.·ence 

in which the 'Women's Charte:c', 'Aims' a:r:d a s urnrna:::-y of tbc" speeches 

--------·-·--------· ----·----------·------------------
l .· Her letters to Watts in the second half of the month 

were datQd the J.lth, :;..6th, 19th, 21st._, 28th and 30th 
March, respectively; FSAW correspondence, FSAW B II. 
Unfortunately, none of Watts' rcpJ.ies ('which would have 
been arnonq the missing Cz.ipe 'l'own papers of the FSAW) have 
been tr c.ced. 

2. FSAW co:crespondence, ~/3/54, FSAW B II. What exactly ·vvas at 
stake in the dispute is not clear. Alexander, however, 
hod her ';.vay. 'l'hoL1gh Sis ul u hir11sel f war:; unable to a tt~nd 
the inaugural con~ercnce, his speech was presented for him 
by Duma Nokwe, also of the ANC. 

3. FSA,,.J Correspondence, 17/5/54, FSAhl B II. 



and proceedings appe;;,rod r v1as draJ:t:(;c1 
l 

1:-·y \~atts·-. 

r.rhus the initial conception of the FSl\V·l owed mL1ch to the ideas 

on women that had been developed within the CPSA, even 

though once formed, the FSl\W would pu_J::-s ue a path which, to 

some e}~tent, w.?.!s independent f::om that of i ti'> original spon--

Both 1Hexander and vh::tts perceived womc:n ';,3 st.ru~:rle 

for emancipation as part and parcel of a wider struggle for 

liberation, a struggle that ultimately was seen in class 

terms~ by workers and peasants, against the bourgeoisie, 

for a socialist state. In 19:"54, 'bov.'ever, the notional 

liberation movement took precedence; they regarded its 

success as the essential pre-requisite for any subsequent· 

socialist revolution. Thus, the invitation to attend the 

FSAW's inaugural conference, sent out in March 1354, declared: 

"The most serious handicaps under ·wh:l ch ""'e 
labour are those imposed by the sovernment 
and laws of thii country under the policy 
of segregation and aparthei.d ... 2. ·· 

In this respect, there was not much difference between the 

views of Alexander and Watts, and those of the ANC and othe~ 

Congress bodies on what the priori ties of a womc~·1 's poli tica1 

organisation ir" South Afr i.ca should be. Boti1 expected such 

an organisation to work within the general framework of the 

national liberation movemer.t. ';<V'here the difference J.a~it '\",'as 

in th.{-; s trer:gth of their support for the idea ·t.hat women 

needed to play a larger part in the general l.iberatio::-i stn19gle: 

as well as their continued emphasis that women needed to fight 

against sex·-ba:sed oppression too. The national liberation 
-· 

movement as such took priority, partl.y because v~thout it, 

no real change in the position of women would be possible7 

it took priority, but should not be allcwed to eclipse the 

movement to eliminate sexism in society. As the conference 

------·----·-·-----------·-~------

1. This iR the i1npression gained from correspondence between 
Alexander and Watts, FSAW B II. 

'Conference to Promote Op, Cl t. 



invitation pointed out. - . "Host women o_f our COLU"J.try suffer 

discrimination as women, apart from discrimination imposed 
' . t - .r: "1 on non---·wnJ. ··e women .because o.;.: :cace - • 

'The two women,. and 1-\lexr.inder in parti·::ula:-, brought.: to the 

conference a dcgret~ of s<.~lf-<.~onscious feminisr,1 that was con-· 

siderably more developed than that found in the national 

liberation movement,generall~ and amongst most women activists 

within it. They were critical of sex-typed roles. for women 

and saw the FSAW as breaking DAW ground in this regard. 

A suggestion by Watts that the catering for the conference 

be handled by nale colleagues was enthusiastically received 

by Alexander -

" ar.i. 
men are 
- and a 
men and 

enjoying your arrangement that the 
to do the catering - excellent idea 
taste of real emancipation for both 

') 
wornen". ~ 

The attack on sexism should begin with the Congress Al}iance 

. itself'. 

Another dirnens ion to Alexander and V'!a tts ' perspective on the 

women's movement in South Africa, and one nurtured wj.th-

in the CPSA, was the stress they laid on the women's movement 

as part of an international struggle as well. rrhe example 

f3et by UJe WIDF fer the Cl?Sl\ has olrE.ady been· mentioned. 

Doth lHexander and Vvotts envisag2d that the new women's body 

in -Scnth lifrica would affj_Li .. ate to the:: WIDF. 'I'he ir spceche0 

at the confe:cence stressed th(::: commun:Ltv of interest women 
-· . ~ •. 

in Sou.th Africa shared with v,1omen ii·i other parts of thE: world, 
_,.. 

holding up the advances.made by women in the socialist 

---··---------·----·-·----· 

1. 'Conference to Promote Women's Rights'. Op.cit. 

2. FSAW correspondence, 5/4/54, FSAW B II. This suggestion 
·was ca:cried oui.: and received much intrigu<~d but gener­
ally approvir19· comment in r epc·rt:~:o on the conference 
in Advanc·2 and F'~9ht:i]}.S:.-1:~?...:U~, the COD periodical. See 
bel()~~-, -1~-:~r~L8 3 ~ 



countries (the USSR, China) ,. as measures. of 1<1hat could be 
1 

achieved .. L" They were anxious to direct women's attention 

176 

beyond a purely local perspective; here, the influence of the 

Corrtm1J.r1ir3t. Pertj.r 's ir1terr1ationalist. ou.·tloolc cc-:.1t1·1r~ be. "'] ~ , · _ _ -... . c ... e<,r.Ly 

seen. 

With the main axis of activity lying betw2en Alexander in 

Cape Town and Watts in Johannesburg, other areas became drawn 

into the planning stages of the conference too. In mid 19.53 

Alexander made contact with individual women in DL1rban who 

responded favourably to the idea of the proposed conference. 

These contacts were strengthened in early 1954 by a visit 

from Alexander to Durban2 . Women involved at this stage 

in ~hat city included Dr. K. Goonam, Fatima Meer and Fatima 

Seedat, all 6£ the SAJC and Bertha Mkize and Henrietta 

Ostrich of the ANC. These two organisations v1ou.ld pro\'e 

the only significant basis of support for the FSAW in Durban ., 
after 1954.:.>. 

After January 1954, the idea of the conference was popularised 

amongst a lar9er audience than diai: within the alrccidy existing 

·---------------... --·----·---.. ------·---·-..---·-·-··----·---------·-------.-----------··------------...... __ .., 
1. Alexander, in her opening speech. referred to the inspir­

ing and "~.'1onde:::-ful work 11 of the WIDF - "'The vmmen of the 
·whole world " . . are gro'v.iinq nlore and more .z;war.e of the 
need to participate actively in the struggle for peace, 
national l .iberation, and friendsliip of aJ.l people". 
Watts' speech on 'VJomen 'E3 strl:tggle fen: Peace', concent.c:a­
ted on .i.ntc:rnational affairs (the hydrogc;n bomb, the 
Korean and Vietnam wars, the international a~ti-war 
movement). See FSAW: 'Report of the first National 
Conference of Women', pp.3 and 7. 

2. FSAW Correspondence, 8/2/54, FSAW B II. 

3. Dr. Goonam, despite her impressive career within the 
SAIC, did not maintain her links with the FSAW after 
1954. The reason is not clear, though from the 
gossip column in -~~~!-..JI:~ magazine, it app.2arG she had 
already come into conflict with the SAIC hierarchy; 
r::iee 'DL1rban Diary', J..?E~~, Nov•,;1nbe.r 1952 .. 



Congress networ;-k ·;,1}H~n Alex<rnder WCJS nofftinated to s"!.:and in 

the Parliamentary by-election for Native Representative, 

Cape Western Division. 

froHl which to promote the 

Thie d~··e· 11°~ a promirer1~ .... -..t::> ..J(JV _. .. ~.L. .-.i ._ 

forthcoming conference. 

plc;tform 

'I'he by-

., ., ·1 
1. I I 

election had been necessitated by the expulsion from the House 

of Assembly of the si·tting rep . ..:·esentative, Brian Bunting, in 

terms of the Suppression of Communism Act. Explo.i ting a 

loophole that was closed too late to prevent. her own ncmina~ 

ticm. froni going through, Alexander launched upon an extensive 

elect.ion campaign! under thd slogan "Vote for Alexander:. 

Vote for A fr ika 11
• 

Her manifesto was based on the abolition of the colour bai in 

all spheres - politically, economically, socially - and on 

fu.11 s u.pport for 11 c.;11 pro9r es s i ve or~r c:Li.s a tions . . . .in the 

struggle for libe:cation from unjust law.o.;" 1 
J.\t the same 

time, she stressed the need to strive for full E~U L1Cl 1 it\' 
.to. J. 

b2tween men and women and used every opportunity to canvass 

the ide~ of the women's conference. Ber election tours 

took her, inter alia, to Durban, E~st London, Port Elizabeth, 

Beaufort West, De l~.ar, and she used her r..-1any electicm meetings 

to discuss the proposed conference with women in all the 

towns she visited in her vast constituency. General political. 

meetings were freqL1ently followt::d by women's meetings '1;here 

the conf c:rence was pL1b1 ic is 2d, and arr angernen ts made for 

sending local delegates to the conference, by then scheduled 

to be held in Johannesburg in April. 

with vornen all ove:c and t'hcy are electing delegat.est undr~r­

taking t.o raise tbe money :r:·or fares 11
, she reported to \t·!atts 

from Beaufort Wost in March 19542 . An enthusiast herself, 
/ 

she was imr:ressed by the enthusiasm and interest displayed 

by the women she met. II The interest and E:Dthusiasm 

for th.e cc.inference is beyond expectations", sh(~ wrote on the 

30th March to W~tts 3 . 

2 vsz~~ ~ J.l./3,/5·A,. 1-_,·.~_,.,1n .. r,~J E- II. • .L1 --~~·~ CC)J:'J::"eSJ;>Cl1C1.'~:;r1ce 3 __ -: n ·~ ~\ -

3. Ibid., 30/3/54. 



AlE:xander 's p-:."'rr;onzl prestige arr,ong the bulk .of her. electorat.e 

was very high even hostile observers were conceding that 

hers would be a run-away victory1 (In the event, she 

·was elected by an overwhelming majority in early April, 1954, 

a few days be~ore the FSAW inaugural conference, but forcibly 

prevented from taking her seat on the 27th April 2 J ~nrough 
the election campaign, women in some of the more outlying 

towns were drawn into the planning of the conference. 

In mid-March, Adva!_~ce reported. that African women in Beaufort 

West were to send delegates to the conference 3
• Even though 

their delegates did not, as it turned out, make it to the 

conference itself
4 , the attempt to broaden the base of the 

conference was an important and necessa·ry one. No women's 

organisation could consider itself truly natior'lal if it 

ignored those women who were living outside the larger urban 

centres of the country. 

------·-----------

1. l~dyan~~ 28/J_/54, when her campaign had just begun, 
quoted the following extract from an editorial in the 
Nationalist daily, !:?je Bur~r: "It is now too late 
to prevent her from participating in the election and 
I think I can just as well say that it's too late to 
prevent her fro~ winning the election''. On 25/2/54 
Adxancs:_ printed the following poem, translated from 
the Xhosa, which they had received from an African 
worker at a Hermanus hotel: · 

"We congratulate her for beauty it is her 
deeds which are beautiful; 
We .congratulate her for beauty it is the 
head of cattle we receive with her ·which 
pleases us; 
We congratulate her for beauty - it is her 
humanity which is beautiful." 

2. ~dvance, 29/4/54. 

3. Ibid ·I 18/3/54. 

A. See below, p. 188. 



On the 16th March, 1954, a form~l invitation.to attend thi 

conference was sent but to a wide range of potentially 
. t t 3 .,·.... . '(''; -~ !""'' --. ~~- .!. .., t • .{ • t d. i.n :er es -c~c o .. _ ga.u_.; ,_;;,_..Lons - v.iomen s organ.is a .~~J_ons, ra e unions, 

towns hip vigil a nee as:~; ociations, thE~ differ er~ t Congress 

bodies and their branches. Women "of all organisations" 

were called Qoon to attena or send deleaates to the conference 
.~ :; 

which Wi.~!~~ df~scribed as one "to promote •,.;omen's rights 111 • 

'rhe invitation was tlrns ;::in open one. It stressed that "any 

9-roup of "J8m~;n, from factories or areas, cc-1n get together and 

send a delegate to this historical conference" - there; seems 

in fc:ict to have been no tiqht system for choosing delegates 

according to a strict quota. !t also appealed to women in 

ve;:-y g-Ensral terms as 'f.:l othe:cs of the nation -- a half' of: the 

h 1 1 . 112 w o_ e popu aticn . 

DesFite the opcnrH~:;s of the invitaticn, :Lts political od.en-

tation w~~s cleu1·J.y f>lanted towvrds the policies of the 

Congress Alliance. 

invitation were all prominently associated with the Congress 
3 rnovemen t , \\)hi le the con tent of their <ippeal ranged far 

beyond the question of jnst. eqL:.al. right:; for wom2n. 

111//c women, like men, iva nt ·to be free to ;nove 
about in the country of ou~ birth, to live 
where v1E: like, to buy land £::-eely. \'le want 
an end to the migrant labour system... We 
claim for ourselves and our daughterE', as 
well as for men, the right to education and 
employment in all occupdtions and professions. 
'i'i'h.:i.J. e ou.r ma in ~3 lt:uggle is with men eigai.ns t 
racialism and the colour bar, to make our 
n~tional struggle more effective, we ask 4 
t.h<.'lt men sLJ.pport us in our fig-ht for. equality" . 

From the beginning, then, the FSAW labelled itself as a 

colitical body invo~ved in the national liberation movement. 

l. 'Confe~:-ence to P:romct(::: Women's Rightr-;', op.cit., p.l. 

2. Ibid. 

4-. ''Conference to Promote Womc::n's Rights', op.ciL,, p.l. 



Not surprisingly, therefore, there was no response to its 

in vi taU.on from any of the numerous ~t>'hi te women's org·anis a­

tions, wLth the exception of the women in the tiny Congress 

of Democrats. Sams black women's organisations, too, 

180 

looked askance at its politically activist stance. 'rhe NCAW' 

fox inf;tance, would -not be dr<.~W:l. into the conference as an 

organisation, though its national president, M.T. Soga, did 

attend a preliminary meeting held by Alexander in East London 

in February 19541 , and individua1 members may well have 

attended the conference in their personal capacities. 

Within ~he Congress Alliance itself, the organisers of the 

conference appear to have had genera]_ .support. Certainly 

in the Cape, the ANC leadership undertook to publicise the 

conferenc~ to all its branches. On the 19th March Alexander 

could report to Watts that she was working in Cape Town ahd 
') 

Port Elizabeth "with fu..11 support of JI.NC"~. Material on 

the other provinces is unavailable. In the Transvaal the 

main link between the conference organisers and Ll1e ANC 

vmu.ld appear to have been ·walter Si'.:;uln, himself an aovoca'C.s 

of the importance of establishing a national women's organ:;_ .. 

t 
. 3 

Sa ~ lOil . 

Yet the scanty preliminary coverage afforded the conference 

by the newsp<3per Ad\~anc~ makes it abundantly clear that ;,1ot 

all supporters of the national liberation movement considered 

the conference an E.'vent of any major importance iri the 

history bf that movement. 

The first mention of ·the conference i.n ~gvancE:._ was in passing, 
/ 

on the 18th March 1954, in connection with th.e election meeting 
LJ. 

held by Alexande~ in Beaufort West·. Thereafter it pulJlished 

··-----·-·---·------,--~,---·-------·--·-------

1. FSAW correspond~nce, 8/2/54, FSAW B II. 

2. Ibid. I 19/3/54. 

3. See FSAW correspondence .. copy of ci:;:·cula:r add.ressed to 
Hilda Watts, 20/2/54, FSAW B II, for a reference to 
"Walter." and the Agenda. 



one small report, des~ribing the conference in a phrase 

borrowed from the vJomen 's invitation as one "to promote 
I ' h 111 women s r:i.g .ts 

Even after the conference, it did not publish a report 

The conference was held on the week-end of the 

17th J\,pril, but ACL:canc~_ (a weekly) did not bring out a report 

till two -..veeks lr:iter, on the 29th l\pr i:L 2 . h'hile the or.3a­

nisat.ion of women was accepted as a useful proje:ct by most 

activists within the Congress Alliance, it was certainly not 

one that occupied the centre of the stage in 1954. 

Fer tl1<:~ \vomen ·who had been working to get the project off 

the ground, ho·v.ieve1:, :Lt was an event of major importance. 

Expectations ·of the conference were high. I''\ March 19 54 

Alexander summed up this mood of optimism when she wrote: 

11 It i.s truly going to be a £tw2 conference. 
S() ··11··1r•l1 .,,,-·1th1ic.•1' ~c:om for i· 1- 11 3 .. \. ._.. C.1. .... & ~-~ .ci~:ii . . _... c 

3. 'l'HE INAUGURAL CONFERENCE 

In this spirit, the FSAW inaugural conference was finally 

held, a year after the Port Elizabeth m~eting, on the weekend 

of the 17th April, 1954, in the Trades Hall, Johannesb~rg4 . 

-----·--- ·-----------· 

No .report appeared in its issue of the 

3 Fs '7\·-.-, .. J.0/~·/5.1. • . ,_ .t';h corresponc:il.~nce, .,, _ ~. PSl,W B II. 

4. No ~orresp~ndence has b8en found to know whether there 
was any discussion on where the best place to hold the 
conference would be. Johannesburg, although not con­
venient for the Cape delegates, was the political 
ccntr0 of the country, the hea6quartt:~rs of the v:.:irious 
Congress Alliance organisations and this, no doubt, 
influenced the decision to conven0 the coDference there. 



Here - "with joyful enthusiosm 111 - the skeletal frarnewm:k 

of a national organisation of women was created, a 'Women's 

Charter' setting out the philosophy behind this new organi­

sation adopted and its broad aims established: 

"This organisation is formed for the purpose 
of uniting all women in common action for 
the renoval of all politi9al, legal, economic 
and social disabilities." 2 

From all reports, the conference was a spirited, festive 

occasion. Attending and participating in the proceedings 

was in itself a politj_cising experience for delegates. 

For most non-Johannesburg women it was probably their first 

visit to the Rand, for some their first long journey away 

,from home. For them the conference provided a· real break 

from their daily, pressured lives as workers and townsbip hou::~e-

vJives. It was also the first opportunity many women had had 

for meeting with other women political activists from dif fcrent 

centr2s and discussing how they percc:d.ved their situ at.ion 

to be. New contacts were established, a national dimension 
., 

introduced into the d~legates' thinking. In this way the 

meeting fostered a fresh sense of women:s political relevance. 

At the opening session, Ida Mtwana, l\NCWL National President: 

declared: 

"We know that as women we have many problems 
which hold us back from taking part fully in 
the struggle (for "freedom") and it is for 
precisely that purpose that we have come to 
break down these_ problems." 3. 

In this connection, the allocation of all the catering res­

ponsibilities to male volunteers, thus leaving the women free 

·------------· 

~- FSAW: 'Report bf the first National Conference of 
Women' (hereinafter 'Report'), p.l. 

2. Ibid., p.16, quoting from 'Our Aj_ms'. 

3. FSAW: ' Report ' , p. 4. 



to concentrate on the business of the conference, was a 

startling lesson in role-;n~versa1 for all concerned, both 

men and women. Newspaper report·s ori the conference co.mment.ed 

on it in approving, if surprised, tones. 

v:as "scmething that will al\rJays be remembered abont this 

conference" 1 . The COD periodical: l'.').:g.l1.tinq ____ l'_§_ll~, feh. it 

warranted its own byline - "And the men took their place in 
') 

the kitchen ... "'~. It was a provocative sight, expressive 

of the new consciousness being shaped by the conference. 

In the speech already quoted, Ida Motwana made the point 

explicit: 

"Gone are the days wlier. the place of women 
was in the ki tcl1 Em and lool::i.ng a ft er the 
children. Today, they are marching side by 
side with men in the road to freedomo"3 

It is not easy to piece together a comprE:h20sive picture of 

the -vmmen who at tended the confere:ice. Information is 

sLetchy. Even the available figures for the final number 

of delegates present do not agree. The official 'Report 

on the first National Conference of Women' mentioned "nearly 

150 women" in attendance4 , while an earlier draft of the , .. 
f a . 46 d 1 t. ') r - ··or) .) report re-erre _to i e~egates, represen ing ~2j ~ • women . 

A letter from Alexander to Watts, dated 22/5/54,corrected both 

She put the final number of delegates at 137, plus 

";;;: few representatives fi:'om soni.e other llNC branches", whose 

exact numbers were not Less than a quarter of these 

3. FS.A\if: 'Report', p.4. 

4. Ibid., p. l. 

5. U11headt~::d ty1Jescri1)t., P· 5; FSAT/J l\ I. 

6. FSAW correspondence, 22/5/54, FSAW B II. 



women have been positively identified; the rest are con-

jectural figures. NeV(:'!rthele~;s, c:3orne genE,ral conclusions 

on the deli-::gates and vJho thc~y i'epresented can be made on the 

basis of the available material. The remarks here should 

be seen as a supplement to the discm::sion in Chapter Six on 

the membership of the FSAW, ih general. 

The 'Women's Charter', adopted at the conference, referred to 

the gathering in very gen er al terms c:s "we, the women of Sou th 

Africa, wives and mothers, working women and housewi.ves, 
i 

Africans 1 Indians, Eu.ropean and Coloured ... ~. Certainly a 

wide cross-section of South African women were present - far 

wider than that achieved by other con temporciry Tv.?ome;1 's 

organisations - and no group of women were deliberately ex-

eluded. However, the conference was by no means represen-

tative of all South African women, nor, considering the:: 

definite political allegiance of its sponsors to the Congress 

Alliance and its program.me, could this hc;ve been expected. 

'I'his identification with the Cong:ce::.;s J:J..liance determi.Ded the 

pvli tic al backr:i-round fro;n which participants in the conference 

cci:ne. As already indicated, they were drawn, entirely it 

would seem, from organisations alrt'~ady within the arnbi t of: 

the Alliance - the ANC, SAIC, COD, SACPO, leftwing trade 

unions. Other political groups which subscribed in general 

term~~ to the aims of "national liberation" for blacks in 

South Africa, but which did not belong to the Corigress )-olliancc 

(for instance, the Non-European Unity Movement, based in 
2 Cape Town), were not represented. Nor were any of the 

already established national women's organisations, e.g. the 

NCW, NChW, or any of the white political parties, other than 

COD, not even the Liberal Party. 

How extensive support for the Congress Alliance would have 

been amongst women in 1954 is extremely difficult_ to gauge 

---·--------· 
1. FSAh': 'Report', p.14. 

/.. On the NF.UM, sc'!e above~, p. 66 footnob2. 



. h ' " 1 wit any precision . On what the "I'S.i\'IV"'s draft r~~port on 

the conference based its fig-ure of 223 500 women represented 

at tl1e conference, i~ not ~ade ~lear. 

involved kept accurate membership l]s ts. 

None of the organisation~ 

Certainly the ANC at 

the end of the Defiance Campaign could accurately describe 

itself as a mass movement, but what its female rner~ership 

might heive been is not known. The other Congresses would 

have had a far smaller fem0le memb2rship than the ANC. The 

SAIC's membership had gone into a decline after the Passive 

Resistance Campaign in 1946 and tl1e amount of active .support 

it had been able to muste.t' during the Defiance Campaign 
2 had been small . SACPO and COD were both tiny organisations 

with a membership that could be counted in tens rather than 

hunJreds. Perhaps the most accurate reflection of how 

representative of women the inaugural conference was, would be 

to describe it as a gathering of prominent individuals 

speaking for, r;;;ther than on behalf of, the masse.r; of woIHEm 

in South Africa. In 1954 a mass base of support fo~ the 

women's movement had still to be built. 

Al though the exact distribution of dele9ate:~ bc~tween the 

various :race' categ-ories is not known sither,the majority 

were certainly African, with Q sprinkling of other black and 

white women, ci reflection of ANC preponderance within the 

Congress Alliance and, of course, of Africans in a wider 

society. Even though the number of white wcrnen present was 

probably small, the fact that it was 2 racially mixed gather­

ing was a dominant feature of the conference for participants 

and observers alike. In a society where racial segregation, 

race/purity and white 'baasskap' were all key elements in 

th~ official apartheid ideology, the mingling of black and 

1. 

---·------~------------------·--------·-

E'or a more det;;;i:i .. led discussion on this auestion of 
femc:le membe.i:-ship of 1 and support for, the Congress 
Alliance (and thus the FSAW) see below, p.~l~ 

2. See R < ,Johns on: .:f.l}_di..§.0::~~9. I~e2.rt}2c~:L~L.izi S_<?_u t1J__l\ f'-:r,::-~_ca~ 
for an account of thi.s. 



wh:i.t.e women at the 1rr0des Ffall in llpril 1954 w:is a radical 

aeparture from prevaj_li_ng no:r:rw=-; and official state poJ_icy. 

The Repo~::t on the C onfc.:.;rence was ::iware of the s ign:i.:Eicance 

of this when it commented, with a note of pride, 

"Vvhile there: ar~~ in ~,ou.th J.1frica many different 
women's organisations ... there was (previously) 
no organiB at.ion of women that brought the rr~any 
"'er-t· .: c· n ~ Oj'° \ 'Ol""'~ll .... ogr:>t}· ,- r " I ·J-~._..J..J.:.;,. - "./ ~l-· L. - .1-...:_,_ .... --

Its commitment to the political ph.ilo;.,1op.hy of mu.ltiracialisrn 

)d 
. 

wou . rema1.n a major feature of the FSAW's programme. 

.Although on the available information it is impossible to· 

establish a median age for the delegates, judging from those 

participants ·w'hose ages in 1954 can be calculated, most :if 

and t'::" l".i'· r.·~1- ''." 'l 
...J \.:.:. v \- ....... <.,...l .l. the women present were probably in their 30 's or ,10' ~:;, 

would have been even older2 . This was net, overall, a meei.~.:i_nJ of 

young women, a fact which influenced tl1e cours:::-~ of the discus-

sion, the areas of concern focussed upon. 

consequence was that the bulk of the wbmen were married, 

with children, c:nd thus issues relatinsl" -~:o ·the home ci1.1.d cbi1d-­

cRre received much attention. 

------··----- ·---·---·-·---------------------···---

1. FSAW: 'Report', pol. 

2. Ages for the following delegates have been calculated, 
using a variety of biographical sources: 

Ray .Z.\lexander 
J.\mina Cachalia 
Helen ~Tos eph 

41 
24 
49 

Elizabeth Maf eki.ng 36 
Flo:::-ence Matomel.a 44 
Bertha Jvn:.:ize 
Lil:Lan Ngoyi 
Dora 'J'amana 
Katie VJhit2 

64 
43 
5.3 
45 (approximately) 



j 

Educational qualifications of delegates known to have 

attended,varied considerably. The spectrum ranged from 

(·:i Sffiat'L-e·•r.1_' nr-:r C>f • • 1 d t d (•'.f , T } ~ ~ _ universi~y e uca-e women ~eLen uosep1, 

Fatima Meer) through to women who had had very little formc:1l 

education. Dora Tamana, for instance, had left school in 

Stand~rd Four, as had Katie White: 
,. (' t ~ d ,... . 1 -- , as Iar as o anaar ~ix . ~c seems 

Lilian Ngoyi had gone 

probable that most of 

black women present would not have advanced far lnto high 

school, if at all. (In 1955 the total number of African 

girls in Standards Nine and Ten was only 432 2 ). 

the 

As far as ernp1oyrnent is concerned, again the mater.ial is t.oo 

scanty to make reliable generalis~tions. Of the thirty-

three women known to have attended the conference, over a 

thi.rd were definitely in employment; this figu~e could well 

have been much higher 3 . Of these women,· the majority 

came from a background of trade union v-.:ork, either as full-· 

time organisers or as factory workers involved in union 
Ll 

affairs-. It would be extremely useful to establish what, 
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if any, correlation existed between female employment and 

political activity in the 1950's. 'l'he meagre biogr;3phic2l 

data available suggests that the proportion of working women 

at the conference could well have been higher than that of the 

natior1al averag-e o.£ 23, 7% of all women fifteen years and 

older in 1951 5
. However, while it has been argued that 

in general, the absorption of women into wage employme~t 

played an important part in the growth of polit:i.ca}_ ;novements 

amongst them in the 20th century, the FSAW provides many 

examples of individual women who never had regular employment, 

but were yet politically active. 

was Dora Tam2na. 

1. Personal communications. 

Such a woman, for instance, 

2. Ul}_ion Statistics __ :!.=_9r_so_x_~f;2_, TabJ..es E-21, E--22. 

3. For a list of known delegates, see Appendix B. 

4. Hetty McLeod, Hilda Lotz, Freda 'Jon R!1eede, Mabel .Jone!:':, 
Elizabeth Mafeking, Betty Kearn..s, Ray Alexander, Martha 
Ngxesha, Hetty du Preez, Lilian Ngoyi, Hilda Watts, 
Rahima Moosa. 



A final important feature of the delegates was that they 

we].~e all urban women. There were no delegates from the 

r..;cattered small country towns and Villaqes (not even, <'JS 

originally anticipated, from Bea~fort West and De Aar) , nor 
l 

any from the reserves or 'white' farm:tands . Fully bv·o-thirds 

of tb2 delegates came from the Rand (103). 

the expense and time involved in gettj_ncJ to Johanr!esbur9 

from othe~ centres, this preponderance was ineviEable. It 

also reflected the political weight the Rand carried in 

national politics. The next largest delegation came from 

the Cape Peninsula and area, totalling 19 women. This 

included a delegate from Worcester and 2 from Paarl. Prom 

Durban came 6 women, from East London 4, Queenstown 3, and 

Kimberley and Cradock 1 delegate each. Strangely, no 

separate figures were given for Port Elizabeth. Certainly Flo-.., 
rence Matomela,at leas~ was present at the conference~. 

Perhaps the unknown number of representatives from those 

"few ANC branches" to which l\lexander referred in listing 

the n•J.rnber of delegates, included more women £rom that city. 

The urban identity the FSAW was to keep throughout its years 

of: active work; the countryside g2nerally remained a huge 

untapped area for it. 

was the case in 1954. 

It is not hard to L:<nderstand \\111y this 

The FSAW was the product of processes 

which were most pron0i1nced in the cities and large towns 

where social and economic changes· in the posit:~.on of women, 

a.s 'dell as. the gro·wth of the natior1al liberation rrovernent 

in thG 1940's and e21r~ty 1950's, had been most marked. Whi1e 

profound changes were restructuring the fabric of society in 

the reserves, and rural women were not completely divorced 
/ 

from the momentum of political events, there vve:re not the 

------------
1. This emerg8s from a letter ~rom Alexander to Watts in 

wbich she gives a geog:caph:Lcal breakdown of where the 
d-'-"J" '"':-T"'tes· c.,--,.,,,c. frc)rr. r.'CAT·J cov·rc.,,.r.:·cn~,err'e ?"/i::: /r-" "- ~l;.:'J 1,.1 dHLC.:. .. _ . l le .._ ._) ... 'I - .L '- ... :•.:! l.L!U - .. J..~.- t ...... ~ ... ->; _) .. -J:/! 

FSAW B II. The following figures are drawn from this. 

2. A speech sh0 gave from the floor is rcpo.i:-t2d in FSAH: 
1 R0port', p.10. 



same opportunities or incentives for them to organise 

poli t:Lcally. They were more isolated, mere rigidly bound 

by traditional patriarchal restr~ints than their urban 

counterparts, the practical problems of establish~ng and 

maintaining an organisation were far larger. ·~'!hen the !"SAW 

conference was being organised, there was no existing :network 

of women 1 s organisations in the countryside for its conveners 

to approach. The towns were the natural focus of sustained 

political organisation, though, as events in the Zeerust area 

of the Western Transvaal and Natal during the course of the 

1950's were to show, rural women could be mobilised to action 

over particular issues. 

1P9 

The above represents a brief, and necessaiily very impressionis­

tic, summary of the sort of women who assembled in ,Johanl'.es-

burg in 1954 to launch the FSAW. What. is striking c:bou t 

the conference i.s the rich variety in experience and back-

g-ro urid encompassed by the delegates .. The different languages 

spoken alone amounted to five - Zulu, Xhosa, Sesotho, English, 
. 1 Afrikaans ., Most of the women were drawn from the tu:cbulent 

worl.d of the black townships. Their outlook was shaped by 

their lives there as married women with family r.:::sponsibi­

lities, in a general situati.011 of poverty; insecurity and 

rightlessness. 

The FSAW inaugural conference was not a gathering of an 

'elite' among women in South l1f:t ica, hoping to i .. mprove their 

ow.n position in society only. Middle class women, black and 

white, were present, but did not predoreinate. 'J'hese women 

brought educational and organisational skills to the con­

ference which did allow.them to exert an influence on its 

shape and decisions, that was larger than their numbers might 

suggest; the considerable part playea by Alexander and 

Watts, in particular, has been described already. 

-----------·------·-·----.-----,-· --··--- .. -· ------------------~-----·-

1. FSAW: 'Report.' ., p .1. 



Nevertheless, unlike that earlier women's movement represented 

by the suf fraqe organisation, the WEliU, the overall commit­

ment of the conference was to the broad masses of South 

African women. In 1954 it would have been premature to 

describe the fledgling organisation as enjoying a' mass support, 

but its attention wcis focussed most sharply on the prc,:'_etarian·­

ised women of the townships, fr6m ~lorn the bulk of the confer­

ence delegates were drawn. 

In the 'Women's Charter' the FSAW attempted to describe the 

harsh canditions under which most Sot.:th African women lived. 

"As wi vC?.s and mothers it falls upcn tJs to mc;ke 
small wages stretch a long way. It is we who 
feel the cries of our children when they are 
hungry and sick. It is our lot to keep and 
care for homes that are too small, broken and 
d ;rt·r " l . ...... - .}. . . . . 

It ... , ....... C'.' 
\\()._:,. in the speeches made by delegates from the floor, during 

the course of the conference, that thG,se phras(oS too]\: on their 

substance and meaning. Women spoke .1n simple, graphic 

terms about the poverty and hardship they suffered: 

"In the Cape, the Council had brou.ght pc3:-3ses 
to women in a crooked way. No husband could 
bring his wife to town '\vi thout a pass . . . 'The 
mothers and children were hm'.g-ry j)ecause there 
was not enough money to ~uy food. Mothers 
had to go to work and leave their children in 
the care of other chilclrer1 not ml~ch. older 11 

'"l'he Union Buildings cem2 from the work of Otlr 
hu.sb0nJs who toil in the m:i..nes w:L th their 
lamps and hammers. The gold is dug by the 
black hand, but it goes to the whit2". 

And, from a letter from women of the ANC branch at Bluecliff 

Station, read out at the conference: 

" 

l. FSAW: 

when it is reaping time for oranges, we 
work with th.:.: men under the->. sanK: conditions, 
fron1 six in Lh2 morn:i.ng L1nt:il s~b: at night .. 

'Report' , p .14. 

f" --



for which we receive only 2/- per head 
per day." 1 

4. THE STRUCTURE ESTABLISHED IN 1954 

At the conference only the barest outline of a national 

organisation was created. Most of the time was spent on 

Rpeeches and ge~eral discussion, rather than administrative 

details. At times the business of the meeting appeared 

to get swamped by the party wood that kepi: bursting through' 

the restrnints of the formal proceedings. VJriting to Watts 

after the confere:1ce was O\Ter, Alexander cornmented wryly . 

on th is. She was dissatisfied because of all the impor'l::'mt 
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issues that had not been discussed at the conference. The 

time was long overdue for "r>erious discussion and no songs! 112 • 

Much of the administrative groundwork necessary for running 

an efficient organisation - the constitution, on what hasis 

membership -,vas to be allowed, even the name 3 - ,,,,1as not 

established in April 1954. 'I'he f inalis;::; tion of these 

matters took many months and, as well as being a source of 

fr us tratio!'l, diverted ene:cgy awc.y from the important tasks of 

recruiting membe~:-s and p.roceeding v.:i th a programme of action. 

It was not: until 1956, at the second natior;al conference, 

when a cons ti tut ion was finally adopted, that this prelim~_nary 

process of defininq its structure was completed. 

'i'V.:.11ut the inaugural conference did achieve was to elect a 

National Executive Cornn1ittee (NEC). Ida Mtwana, already 

nati0nal president for the ANC\rJL, was elected the first 

national president of the new organisation. She does not. 

appear to have played a dominant role in c0nvening the conference. 

but she enjoyed considerable prestige, particularly in the 

~ransvaal, as Women,s League President and a former ANC 

1. FSAW~ 'Report', pp. 8,9,12. 

2. PSAT\T correspondence, 17/5/54, FS1~h' B II. 

3. The first time the name 'Federation o:E South l\frican 
Women' Wils used in corres~ondenc2 was in late 1954. 



·:itou th Leaguer. Her election l~S tnbl ished c J.early the 

leading role the .ANC ·would play in the affairs of the FS.PiW. 

The pivotal position of Na ti on al Secretary went to, Ray 

Alexander, a recognition of the central part she had played 

in getting the conference off ,.:he gm und. .At this stage, 

she was undoubtedly the strongest influence within the new 

movement. Hc~tty McLeod of SACPO (at one time secretary of 

the Women's Food Committee) was elected Treasurer. The 

remaining officers were four Vice-Presidents, one for each 

of the four geographical regions into which the organisatio11 

was divided - Lilian Ngoyi, Transvnal; Gladys Smith, Cape 

Florence Matomela, Cape Eastern; and Bertha 

TJ.-iese v.iornen would head the :i::-cgionc:l cci"'."mittee~;1 

s'cill to be elected at reg-ional conferences. Tn adc'!i.t.ion 

to these office-bearers, a further nineteen committee members , 
were elected to complete the execL1tiveJ.. 

The National Executive was comprised of women living in wideJ.y 

dispersed areas. To solve the problem of running the orga-

nisation on a day-to-day basis, a Working Committee ·v.1a1:, 

established from within the National Executive. 

M---....... -------·----------_____ , __ _ 

1. The full Committee was as follows: 

President: 

Vice Presidents~ 

Secr0tary: 

T:ceasurer: 

Committee: 

Ida M,twana 

Gladys Smith 
Lilian Ngoyi 
Bertha Mkize 
Florence Matomela 

Ray l-\lexander 

Hett.y McLeod 

Elizabeth Mafeking, Dora Tamana, Katie 
Vfui te, Fr 2da van Rh.cede, Annie :)iling-a, 
Louisa Mtv·:ana, Cecilir:i Rosier,. Winifred 
eo1·q·"~n~ Ir -... "rr 0 J··-hof" (c-d-.,.)e rno,,n...,)·· Hi' 1 a·1 :~ rJ , • V'<f 0 ,;. ("'".J J '\. D .L.J::., .... ,. - ) -- .f': J,. \il(J... j .. • J., U 

Watts, Hetty du l?reez, AJ..ber·'-:in;:;i 
Sisulu, Helen Joseph (Rand): Frances 
Baard, Miss Njonwe, Ch~issie J2sson 
!p r'- El.; 7.'<bc>·l··j ., • .,.., .... ~ - M_,,_, - rr--r· ., .. ) \ .. , o _ L. --~·J'"' '-., .. ,),I J.; a L.J.TD.d •• E. .• _)_ \ .1u ... Do1l , 

.Viiss M.F. Thompson (K:i.mberley) -

FromiFSAW correspondence, 12/5/54, FSAW B II. 

. \ 



consist of al1 mernb2rs living in the irnm2diate \ .. . . . . 

vicinity ::.------
' 

Head Offi.ce-' whi~h in i954 was located' in Cape 'rown (p.resuma-

bly because this was Alexander.'s home). The Cape Western 

area t.h1Js receivGd a larger quota of cornm.i tt.ec r::lembers to 

form the Working Committee. In addition to Smith, 

Alexander and l\'lcLeod, a further eight of the Committee members 

came from Cape 'I'own and vicinity. The remainder were dis-

tributed betvJeen the main centres as follows: the~ Rand, 4; 

Port Elizabeth, 3; 

member each. 

and Durban and Kimberley, one committee 

The newly elected National Executive included several women 

who wer<::> already well knoVJri in Congress circles - Ida Mtwana, 

Rc:iy .Alexander, Bertha Mkiz2, Hilda W21 tts, Florence J\1.a tomel a, 

Hetty McLeod. In this wa~ a certain amount of continuity 

with the work that had already been done amongst women within 

the national liberation movement appe~red to be promised. 

There were also several more recent recruits 1 \'\1hose rise to 

. prominence within the Congres~:; J.\)Jiance would be .t'cipid after 

1954. Here, the two most significant women were Lilian 

Ngoyi and Helen Joseph ·who, after ]_956, v1ould take over a:::; 

National President and Secretary respectively. 

'I'he '\vo:Tten 's Charter' 
#-----.~--

The other ma jo:c achievernen t of the conference was the adoptio:1 

of the 'Women's Charter' and the aims of the new organisation. 

The charger was a 2~ page document which set out to describe 

the position of women in South Africa, as the sponsors of 

the F.Sl~W saw it. It formed a manifesto of the ideas that 

had gone into the calling of the inaugural conference. As 

such, it is an inportant landmark in the development of ~ 

distinct political bonsciousness amongst women within South 

!C:frica. 

I'he 'Charter.' beqan by affirming E'mphatica:Lly the overriding-

t;;ommuni ty of interests women :~han~d w.:i_ th men. 



"We women do not form a society separate from 
men. There is only cne soci2ty and it is 
made up of both women and men. l\s women we 
share the problems and anxieties of our men 
and join hands with them to remove social 
evils and obstacles to progress. U:L 

At the same ti.r!"le, however, it recognised clearly t:hat -..vomen 
n . 

were discriminated against on the basis of their sex and 
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comi tted the FSAW to working for the re:,1 oval of all "the laws 

and practices that discriminate against women", Through-

out the'Charter~ as in the invitation that had preceded the 

inaugural conference, the dual nature of women's struggle 

for equality was stressed. 

"As members of the National Liberation move­
ments and Trade Unions ... we march forward 
with our men in the struggle for libcrtition 
and the defe~ce of the working people ... 
As women there rests upon us also the burden 
of removing from our society all the social 
differences developed in past times between 
men and women which have the (~ffect of keep-­
ing our sex i.n a position of inferiority and 
s ubordinat.ion," 

The 'Women's Charter' was quite explicit on the need for 

change in the position of women within society. It dealt 

gently with the "ancient and .revered traditions" by which 

the continued subordination of African wom2n,in particula~ 

was justified, conc1:"ding that "no d0l1bt" th:ese had once served 

"purposes of great value". 

times were past. 

Nevertheless, it declared, these 

"'l'he tribal and township society to wJ-:~ich 
they belonged has been destroyed as a result 
of the loss of tribal lands, migration of men 
away from their tri.b<::,il home, the grow~.h of 
towns and industries and the rise of a great 
body of wage-earners on the farms and ir, the 
urbcin areas ... " 

1. 'Women's Chartt-::r' in F'SA\\f: 'R\~port', p.14. All other 
quotatiomi in this sec ti 011 t"efer to t.he 1 Clvn:-te:c' unless 
otherwise specified. 
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It went ont to add that women had shared in these developments 

-- large numb2rs of worner1 Wt~re 
: ... ·':..-"'" •''>·'· 

in fact the sole bread-winners 

for their families. Despite t.he'se dcvGlopments, the law 

"has lagged behind .• , it no 1.onge;:- corresponds to the actual 

social <:md economic position of ·,qomen". 

At the same time, the 'Charter' was emphatic that attitudes 

towards women in the national liber~tion movement had also 

not kept up with the cbanges in their position. In its 

view1 many of thene attitudes mirrored the very prejudices 

that women had to combat in the wider society. 'Thus a "large 

section of our menfolk" ,,vere held responsible for helping 

to perpetuate women's s ubord ina te position by thei.!'.· ref us al 

t.o "concede to us \..;omen thE rights end privileges v/hich 

they demand for themselves". In addition, it also recognised 

that many vmraen themselves "contin\..H:: to be l .. H)Lmd by traditional 

practices and conventions, and fail to realise that these 

have become obsolete and a.brake on progress''. (Hence, no 

doubt, the extreme tact' with which the 'Charter' discussed 

the "revered traditions" of tribal society.) 

In its conclusion, the 'Charter' asserted that an "intimate 

relationshid' existed between women's inferior status and the 

in fer :i..o:c stat us assigned t.o people by "dis er imina tory l av.'s 

and co.lour prejudices". What exactly t.J-w n;::itur e of this 

relationship was, it did not develop: n~vertheless, it made 

it clear ~--hat the struggle to ·~mancipate ·v1on1en from discrimi­

natory laws and conventions should be an intrinsic part of 

any general liberatory struggle. 

II freedom cannot be won for any one section 
or for the people as a whole as Jong as we 
women are in bondage". 

Since patriarchal. ideology was still so desply-rooted and 

largely unquestioned amongst many Congress supporters, contained 

within this standpoint lay the seeds of potential conflict 

between the new wom,211 1 s rrlOV emen'c. and tLC' male-·dorninated 

Congress Alliance. 



'l'he :worr:en 's Charter' represent.E~<~ a fairly 

viewpoint on the position of women; in it many traces of 

the radical ideas and language of the ex~CPSA can be seen. 

In its ccmmitment to the emancipation of 1,.,iorr:2n from their 

"bondage" as wornen, it was probably in advance of the thin.king 

of many delegates to the inaugural conference. 

w~nen a wide and not al~ays strictly consistent cross-~ection 

of views on women's position prevailed. 

Tht:; women \·Jho came tcgether J_n 7-ipril 1954 shared a broad 

political allegiance to the Congr~ss Alliance and its basic 

poLi .. ticul ass umpticns. They were committed to the libera-

tion of the black majority in South Africa from \vhite rnj_no:city 

rulc 1 by ;:i piocess of t~xt:ca-Parl :Le<ment.aJ~y bL~t peaceful chanqe. 

IndiYidual v10men may well have difie:red on their long-term 

pQlitical objectives - for instance, viliether a socialist 

future was envisaged or not. In 1954, ho\.vever, faci:~d v,1j_th 

the immediate and dauntinq task of the ne.:.:tional strug9le, 
. . t . tnis was no an issue. 

Along wj.th this fundaffiental commitment ~ent a general recog-

nition that women, as a distinct group, needed to rnalc8 a 

larger contribution to the national struggle. 

vidua1 views on what that contribution sL0~1ld be ;..:ind how 

best it could be realised, probably varied qui.te considerably 

from woman to woman. Certainly there was a shared impatience 

with practices which kept women out of politics and ti.Ed 

them exclusively to the home. This extended to criticism 

of many of the men in the Congress Alliance who wer0 blamed 

for upholding the status quo in this reg~rd. Lilian Ngoyi 
/ 

was applau.dE~d by the conference ·when she said that had it 

not been for "the hL1sbands, who k(~pt back many of thE~ worr,en", 

there vlculd have been many more deJ.er;ate:s present -- "tlv:­

husb~nds talked of democracy but did not practice it''. Yet 

·at th 02 same time,, most delegateE: c:iccepted with out <:;:Des tion 

that women's primary identification would be with the home 

nl~d issu~~s i:elated to that. They did not come into fun-

damental conflict with established ideas on the role of woracn 
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within the family, as w:t.fe and Ino th er. The theme of fighting 

for their children's right and future was a major one that ran 

throughout th~ conf~rence proceedin~s: it would dominate in 

the subseqLJ.ent history-. of the F.'Sli,W as well. In her opening 

speech 1 Ray Alexander.referred to 11 the right of our children 

to be .!Jrought L1p in dece.nt homes, schoo1s and with opport.uni-­

ties ·for a full life 11 as one of the issL1es "which mean so 

much to women 111 • These sentiments v:ere echoed by Ida Mtwana .. 

Hilda Watts and numerous speakers from the floor, as well 

as being taken up in the 'Women's Charter• 2 . 

Although there was ~ strong streak of conservatism in their 

thinking about institutions like the family and marriage, 

dP.1egates to the conference nevertheless made it clear that 

they did not inter1d to accept a pass :i. ve and s L1bordinate role w:i thin 

the Congress Alliance. They did not view the new org~nisation 

as a mere auxiliary to the existing male-dominated structure 

of the Alliance. rrhe scope of women's poli Li cal work within 

the nation0J. liberation movement needed to be expanded, partly 

to allow them to concentrote more vigorously on domestic 

matters such as child-c~re, rising food costs, the family. 

The new women ';5 organisation should hot be concerned simply 

with mobilising wor.wn to work for the existing progr<:rn1me of 

the Congress Alliance. '1'he content of that programme itself 

. needed to be broadened to pay more attention to the;::; e irnport-­

a~t areas of concern. 

In addition to the 'Women's Charte~', the conference adopted 

eight more specific aims for' the new organisation. 

wer2 set out as follows: 

II (1) The right' to vote and to be elected to 
all state bodies, without restriction 
or discrimination (i.e. universal 
suffrage}; 

These 

--.. ~-~~~-· ---------· --- ----·-----~~·-·-·--...·--------- .. -•r---·---------~· 
'Report of the first National Converence~ p.2. 

2. Sec, for inst.cmce, tbcquotat:i.on on pJ<~o above. 



(2) The right tb ~ull opportunities for 
employment with equal pay and possi­
bilities of promotion in all spheres 
of ·work~ 

(3) Equal rights with men in relation to 
property, marriage and children, and 
for the remova} of all laws and customs 
that deny women such equal rights; 

(4) For the development of every child 
through free compulsory education for 
all; for the protection of mother and 
child through maternity homes, welfare 
clinics, creches and nursery schools, 
in countryside and towns; through 
proper homes for all, and through the 
provision of water, light, transport, 
sanitation and the amenities of modern 
civil is a ti.on; 

(5) For the removal of all laws that restrict 
free movem8nt, that prevent or hinder the 
right of free association, and activity 
in democratic organisations, and the 
right to participate in the work of 

(6) 

( 7) 

( 8) 

these organisations; 

To build and strengthen women's sections 
in the National Liberatory Movements, 
the organisation of women in the trade 
unions, and through the people's varied 
ors an is at ions; 

To co-operate with all other organisa­
tions that have similar aims in South 
Africa and tlu:-oughoiJ_t t.he world; 

To strive for permanent peace throughout 
th<~ world. 111 

'I'his was .a comprehensive and ambitious programme, far more 

sweeying - in its proposals than any put forward by other 

contemporary women's organisations. It could best be 

described as a liberal, democratic programme, al thoug·h 

traces of Communist Party ideology were clearly present in 

some of the terminology and objectives. The concept of 

equal rights and opportunities - for men and women, black 

and white - was dominant. The FSAW was heir tu a long 

1. 'Our Aims' in PSAW: 'Report', p.lG. 



tradition of politic al thinking that still soug·ht inc1L1si on 

in the existing political and economic institutions of 

society, even though by 1954 faith in the ability of these 

ins ti tu ti om to accommodate black aspi.r at ions was beg inn:i.n:; 

to waver. In thinking about womenithe FSAW had adopted the 

tone and term~:; of the national liberation movernent in \vhose 

shadow it had taken shape. 

In l\pril 1954, the direction the FSAW would take in translating 

its aims into action was not clearly d~fined. No strategy 

for achieving these aims was spelled out, other than a vague 

reference to a "nation-wide prograrnr;;e of education" in the 
1 Women 's Charter'. At the inaugural conference '.vomen were 

beginning to ~rticulate their experiences - for many, it was 

their first opportunity for reflecting critically upon them. 

Despite the polished and confident phrases of the 'C1.arter', 

they were still groping for a way 6f expressing these ideas 

~-n practice. 

In addition, as the following chapter will make clear, the 

FSAW was established at a time when the extra-Parliamentary 

limits in which political opposition to the state could 

manoeuvre, were being drastically curtailed. The conference 

had sketched a rough outline of an organisation and its out-

look. Much of its identity and the details of its programme 

WOL1ld be shaped ~y the pressure of these events, too. 



Cl-I.AP 'l'ER 5 • 

1954 - 1963 ---·----··----

This chapter will be looking at the history of the FSAW in 

the years after 1954. However, before looking at the FSAW 

itself, developments withj.n the national liberation movement 

at this time need to be briefly outlined, since it was in 

this context that the FSAW was to function. 

The FSAW was formed less than two years after the Defiance 

Campa:i..9T1 hc:id foundered to a halt, in December 1952. lit tho t 

stage tb·~ national liberation movement st.ill 2ppeared in a 

relaLively strong . . ' . • J position vis-a-vis tne government· The 

ANC membership had incr2ased to an estima~ed 100 000; the 

establishement of the Congress Alliance, in 1952/53, held 

out the possibility of a unified and strengthened national 

liberation movement, operating on a larger scale than before. 

In addition, it took the Nationalist government a few years 

to consolidate:; its position after the elections of 1948. Th2 

substantial mining and industrial sectors of the economy 

still had to be convinced that the government's ap2rtheid 

policies were practicable and not till 1953 did the National 

Party gain an absolute majority of the seats in Parliament. 

One indic<:}tion of the relative restraint with which the 

government felt obliged to deal with the national liberation 

movement at this time, lay in the ::;xtreme caution with wh:i_ch 

it approe:1ched the infl amn1atory question o~ pass es fo:r womcm 

i~ 1950 and again in 1952. 

1. For c; discussion on :celat:i .. oris between an "offensiv,'.::" 
black opposition au1 "dE~fenr;ive" state durii19 the 
late 1940's and the changes this had undergone by 
the mid-1950's, see D. Lewis: 'l~fricc:n Tr::ic\e Union~3 
arid the South African State', 1947·-··1953. 



In the short space of time that sep~rated the ending of the 

Defiance Campaign and tne founding o:f-:' the F.SAW, however, the 

initiative came to be gTc;sped more and more firmly by the 

government. By the mid-1950;s the state was, to borrow a 

pbrase from D. Lewis, on the "o.ffensive" 1 , while the Congress 

Alliance was being thrust incTeasingly into a defensive 

position itself. The impli.cations for the new women'~ 

organisation, founded in such optimism in April 1954, were 

ser1.ol1s. 

During the course of the J .. 950's, pm·;er ~:.Jas being steadily 

concentrated in the hands of the state and used increasingly 

effectiveJy ~gainst the national liberation movement. 

Be';):i.nning ';Ji th the Suppress ion of Commu.11ism Act in 19 50, 

augmented by the Criminal Laws Amendment Act and Public Safety 

Act, both of 1953, the government relentlessly extended the 

range of coercive powers already at its disposal to use against 

any serious resistance to its apartheid policies. At the 

same time, it beg~n on a far-rffiching process of constitutional 

restructuring - the Bantu Authorities Act in 1951, the 

Separate Representation of Voters Act, finally passed in 

1956. These Acts were design~d to entrench its own position 

as a white minority government and deflect black political 

aspirations into apartheid institutions. 

The Congress Alliance, in its turn, failed to generate an 

effect.i ve a:'.. ternative strategy with which to meet thr2 challenge 

of an increasingly totalitarian state. For a long time it 

continued to :r.ely on its earlier tactics of mass, non--vio1ent 

demonstrations, rallies and moral appeals to the conscience 

,... ' "' t h · l t' r h 1 · +- • 1 or i~s opponen s, even w i e .ne scope ~or sue. po i_ica 

~ctivities was being ever more drastically curtailed. In 

ad di ti on, and pax:t:ly as a res u.l t of the pressures to which it 

was being s~bjected, the Alliance was weakened by internal 

differences. These centred around the emergence of an 

'Afr ic;rnis t' faction within th(c '11 rans vaa 1 ~.;Ne, hos tile to 

1. D. Lewis, op.cit. 



the.-: mL<1ti-rCJc5.al canpoE::i.t.Lcn of the Congress Alliance and 

vociferously critical of the ANC's performance. 

By the middle of 1958 the ANC was in a seriously weakened 

position. Already it had been bannsd in several districts 

of the African 'reserves' a:.J.d ::he possibility that it would 

be banned outright was being discussed in Congress ciicles. 

Furthermcre, since December 1956, the top leadership of the 

Congress Alliance had been effectively restricted in their 

politicc.l work by their arres l: and subsequent protracted 
1 

pro3ecution in the mammoth Treason Trial~. In April 1958 

a proposed nation-wide stay-away from work, timed to coincide 

with the Parliamentary elections, was a disastrous failure 

for the Congress Alliance. At the end of the year the 

Afr icanis ts fin a1.J.y split. from the l\NC to set up the rival 

P ;rn-l\ fr ican Congress {Pi.'\C) . 

After the abortive stay-at-home of April 1958, political 

tension in th0 country steadily built up to a crisis point. 

In 1959 the !~NC called :[or a gradual esca:tation in its on-

goiEg an.t:i--pass c arnpaign, to culrnin ate in mass i vc.:.; demons tr at ions 

across the country on th2 31st March 19GO. 

this event by ten days, the PAC triggered off the looming 

government crackdov.rn on the int."i..ona1 liberat:iD n movement. 

On March 2lst,PAC anti-pass demonstrators outside the 

Sharpevil le police--s ta ti on near Ver;:.::eniging v1ere fired upon 

by the police - sixty-nine Africans were killed. 

Sharpvill c sboot ings were an epoch--rnaking event. 

The 

As well 

as acqt1ir.ing a profound symbolic significance, t.hey marked 
., I 

a turning-point in this history of the national liberation 

--------··----
1. 'I'he fin~t arrests (:L56 people) were mad.<=) in December 1956. 

After a year-long preparatory examination, 9~ people were 
brought to trial, wllich began in .lwgust 1958. Subsequently 
the state withdtew its indictment, and a new indictment, 
against 30 of the accused, was put forward. Included in 
these thirty were bvo women, Helen ,Joseph and Lilian 
Ngoyi, National Secretary and President of the FSAW res­
pectively. This phase of the trial began in November 
1960. Fin~lly in March 1961 they were acquitted and 

' ' h . . 6- ·~·d (<' . cnarges agciJ.n,:;t t 8 rerr:21.nu19 -iJ. wJ.c:.n .rawn. ,,ynopsis 
t;:iken from .M. Horre1.J.: As;.!~i:on, ...B.?0ct.~on and c;:9unt_~E..§~tion) 
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movement. In the aftermath of Sharpcville, the government 

moved quickly to stam:P out black opposition groups~ li 

State of Emergency was declared and hundreds of political 

leaders throughout the country rounded up and de ta ihed .. This 

was followed, in April 1960, by the banning of the ANC and 

PAC a~ lawful political organisations. Their activities were 

thus driven underground: thereafter the national liberation 

movement made the momentous decision to turn to violent methods 

of rEJsistance. The first act of sabotage by the banned 

ANC followed in December 1961. 

The history cf the FSAW, an organisation formed within the 

shadow of the Congress Alliance, and operating largely within 

its framework, was dominated by these developments. It was 

formed at a time when the limits in which extra-parliamentary 

opposition to the government could operate,were being dras­

tically reduced. Its major campaign, that against passes 

for womer1, proved the most sustain~d, militant and extensive 

polit.:i.c.:1 1 carnpziign of any mom1tE'.d by the Congress Alli;:Jnce 

during the 1950's, but by the end of the decade it., too, had 

After 1960, and the banning of the ANC anct 

ANC\tll·, it found it impossible to _sustain itself as a viable 

political org-anisation. 

less ceased to exist. 

By the mid-1960's it had more or 

In the following pages the major developments in , . ' tne growtn 

and decline of the FSI\W bstween 19 54 and approxj_mately 196 3 

will be sketched. The period will be dealt with in three 

sections. The first will look at the FSAW in its early 

years, 1954 and 1955, when it was still getting established. 
/ 

The second will deal with its peak period between 1956 and 

1959. Here the major focus will be on the anti-pass campaign 

which do:rc.i~1ated that pe1:iod and, indeed, the whole history of 

the FSAW. The last section will deal with the period of 

aecline from 1960. Using this historical background as a 

basis, the following chapters will then consider the FSAW 

cJS Clll Organisation :Lr! g:reate:i: detail - fl1(0::ffib2rst-.d.p, strategy, 

relations with the Congress Alliance, etc. 



chapter, an assessment of the FSAW as a political organisa-

tion amongst wornen in South Af:'ricc:, will be made .. 

1. 1954 - 1955 

'l'he FS.AW' s inangural conference was considered a great sue-

cess by those who participat~d in it. At its conclusion 

ent1-:.usi<=.1sm and optimism fo:c the ne·..,i or9anisation (as yet 

without a name), were high. 'l'he task that had been set, 

that of 01:ganising "tl1e most cppresscd, suffering aJ-;d <Jown-­

trodden of our people - the women of South 7>,frica" 1 , was ~m 
immense one. Apart from the gr0wing sh~dow of police sur-

201~ 

veillance and harassment by the authorities that was hovering 

over the Congre~s Alliance, there were a number of problems 

facing the women's movement specifically. The general level 

of political organisation amongst women was pitifully low. 

In the face of ignorance, indi ffere!1ce and even actu;:il 

hostility, thj.s had to be built up virtually from scratch. 

At the April conference in Johannesburg a bare skeleton 

of an o~ganisation had been created. Communications between 

the wide-fl.ung regions represented at the inaugural conference 

was a problem and finances were non-existent. As a 1956 

report by i::.he FSAW ·vJas to point out, it·.s prograrnme was directed 

to the lowest income group in the country, that of b1.ack 
2 women . 

Facing the FSAW in April 1954 were thl1s a m:;rnber of urgent 

administrative problems. Its first priority was to build 

a solid or.g.:::inis ational base: m~;mb~:::rs had to be J.'.'ecruited, 

a cons·citu.tion agreed upon .. relations with the rest of the 

-----------·----

1. FSAW: _St:;:·ijdoIT)_, vou h.?ve struck a __ rock, p.l. 

2. 'Report of the Transva;::;J. region of i::l1e Fed1:::-:r;:1tion of 
So~th l\frican Vbmen to the Bu.rec:L1 o:L the li\io~.nen 's Inter-· 
nc;tionul Democratic FederatiO n' (hcrc:Lna:Ct:.er 'P.eport 
to the WIDE''), FSAW E" 



Congress Alliance clari.f ied and a start made in developing 

its administrative machinery. In the next year or two much 

attention and energy was spent o~ these matters. It took 

time for the new organisation to get off the ground, a source 

of frustration and exasperation to its promoters. As late 

as Febru3ry 19L36, one woman was co:nplaining: "I just ~eel 

that it is high time to put our house in order. We have e:: 

following and if we will neglect it m~ch longer it will dwindle 
,,l 

away . 

Conside:cc.~le difficulties were exr>eri_<rnced ir: this ear.ly p(?x:iod 

in establishing an effective National Executive Committee (NEC) . 

The FSl"W had barely been launched when. i.t was dealt a severe 
' blow. Within a few months of its ina~guration, both Ray 

Alexander, National S0cretary, and Hetty McLeod, National 

T ' .:i • -r -nr.-2 .:i 1:'' d · reosurer, were. Dannec.i ·- in Lune .L'.:l::it! - anu O)J_ige to se'Jer 

all leg5l ties with the organisation. They were the first 

in a long ~, . ...... 
.L lS c. of FSAW leaders thus restricted. Their 

bannings served as a forceful reminder that the FSAW could 

not expect to remain unaffected by the government's drive 

agai.ust the Congresf; Alliance, a drive which by that time 

was picking up momentum. 

The forced removal of Alexander from the key position of 

National Secretary, so soon after t11c FSAW had been started, 

was a great loss to the NEC, based in Cape Town. Her role 

in es ta bl isr1in9 tb(~ FSAV-7 hcd, as w•2 haue seen, been a central 

one and her organisational experience, energy and wide-

ranging pclitical contacts were sorely needed. Al 1.:hou9h 

she coul.d retain informal links with the comrni.ttee, her 

9oing left a vacuum which proved difficult to fill in Cape 

Part of the reason for this lay in ~he extremely prec~rious 

position of l>ifr ican women ·- thf: backbone of the PS/~W - in 

-------·------------------ -·-·-·-·---------------·-··,.-----·----

1 PC'A"- d 1 "/'2/r::r 1.":lC<"· l"\T "B J.·· . .l~. • • ~· •. ::> - 110 corre~:;pon ence, ~-o _.l\), .1: ._.1-1 .. 

2. FSAW circLJ.lar No. 6, F'31\W i\ 2. 



Cape 'l1 own < The African population in Cape Town was a 

relatively small one, with women forming some 40% of its 

total in 1951
1

. From the mid-1950's the position of African 

women in the Western Cape became particularly insecure \·./hen 

the government announced that henceforth this area was to 

be seen a~~ a ncoloured preferE:..iltial I! arc.'a. Muriel Harrell's 

handbook, Legisl_2tio~1 and Race :Rela_!;;_ions_, desc:cibes the 

effeGts of this, thus: 

"The Government planned, as a fin~t stage, 
to remove foreign Africans, to 'freeze' the 
existing position as regards families, to 
send back to the reserves all women and 
children who did not qualify to remeiin, and 
to allow only j:he controJ.led entry of migra­
tory worker!3 . "2 

As a result, ~nflux control measures were vigorously enforced 

and pass raids 2nd arrests in the Cape Tovm area stepped np. 

Women were particularJ_y vulnerable to being endorsed out 

in 0iew of their economically peripheral position in the 

labour m<n-ket. The anthorities also n13de use of this 

opportunity to harrass women who were politically prominent 

1. Calculated from figures in the 1951 Census (UG 42-55). 
'l'his set the official figures for greater Cape Town's 
African population at 32 842 mal2s and 16 951 f~males. 
i:n 19«16 the Fagan Commiss:i.on supplied the following 
figures for the African populations of the principal 
urban centres from which the relatively small African 
population in' Cape Town can be judged: 

Males Females -·----
Cape Town 24 181 11 035 
Johannesburg 245 0.13 ·139 615 
Pretoria 62 825 41 316 
Port. Elizabeth 23 728 23 328 
Durban 82 549 30 543 
Bloemfontein 20 441 22 484 
Kimberley 13 888 11 086 



,< 

with.in their ca1n:nt:rnity and one of the general effects war~ 

to inhibj_t the emergence of a solid 

l.eade:.:-s in the Cape Town l 
area . 

, . bl ana s1ze2 _ e core of 

20"/ 

As a temporary measure, until the next conference could elect 

a new e:;~ecuU_vc, Dora '11 amana oL the i~NCwT. in Cape Towr. took 

over the position of acting Secretary and Cecilia Rosier, a 

member of COD, that of acting Tr2asurer. However, for 

several months of 1955, Tarnana was out of the country on an 
2 overseas tour·, while Rosier';:; work was hampered by ill-health. 

'11 hen in March 19 55, the lrnC was further disrupted vJhen Ida 

Mtwana resig;;,ed her position e:;s National l?residento 'l'he 

reasons for· this are obscure. Person~lity clashes seem to · 

h6ve played a part although, according to one informant, 

the rea!"";on lay in her being president of both the ld:·JCWL and 

the F.SAW - some members of the ANC ,felt the tvm positions 
".) 

should not ovcrl.ap~. In her place, Gladys Smith, of the 

Cope Housffwives' League and cinother founding member of the 

FSAW, took over as acting President. Notlong afttr this, 

in October 1955, Dora Tamana, acting Secretary, was herself 

banned and fer the next ten months the double responsibility 

of President and Secretary was assumed by Smith. 

This situation proved extremely unsatisfactory. 

after Alexander's banning the position in the FSAW wa& 

1. On harrassment 1 see .~evL__!l_g_~, 24/3/55, 21/8/55, 1/3/55, 7/G/56" 
In late 1955, _11,nnie Silinga, ANCWTJ and FSA\~/ activist, 
was convicted of illegal residence in Cape Town, although 
she claimed she had bGen resident there since 1937. 
§he was deported to the Transkei under police escort in 
February 1956, but returned to fight, ultimately success­
£ ully, all f:'. ubs equen t attempts to evict her. 

2. Dora Tamana and Lilian Ngoyi were invited by the WIDF to 
attend an International Congress in Laus~nne in mid-1955. 
Despite considerable difficulties, they managed to attend 
the conference, travelling without passports. Both women 
were subsequently invi.tc~d by other delegates tc the con­
ference, to g-o on a tour which took ther0, inter alia, to 
Germany, China, the USSR and .England. 

3" :~nt.erview \vi th V. Mnqomo. However, it should be noted 
that Ngoyi was able ~o hoid both offices after 1956. 



described as "s 0rious 111 , <1nc1 in_ .May 19 5 5, _Al~xand2r expressed 

her private misgivings about the NEC in an unaddressed letter 

to a Trar:.svaal membei.- of the PSAW: "Am ve1y unhappy abOtJ_t 
- ? 

the NEC ... they do not show enou9h responsibility"·-·. At 

that stage she was already urging the transfer of the Head 

Offic8 to Joh~nnesburg as a remedy. One effect of the 

instability within the NEC was- to hinder the establishment 

of a strong, centralised identity and control within the 

FSAW. In a report made to the WIDF in early 1956, the 

T~ansvaal region of the FSAW commented that it had becbme 

"to some extent an autonomou.s body, acting freqyently on its 

2.0fl 

own initiative in response to prevailing nation0l and . --regionaJ_ 

situations and pressures", altho~gh it did maintain links 

"as closely as possible under tht:: circumstances" with the 
~ 

Head Office in Cape Town-. 

Hy mid--1955 it had become cl.ear that Cape Town was not c:rn 

adequate venue for the Head Office and the ideo of its shift 

to JohannesbL~rg, the Congress heartland and politic al storm-

centre of the country, began to gain support. however, 

was not achieved till the second National Conference in 

August 1956. Theret a new Nation al E;cecuti ve \\1 C:JS elected to 

replace the caretaker one. Under the effective partnership 

of Lilian Ngoyi, President, and Helen Joseph, Secretary, a 

fresh start could be raaae- to re-establish the NEC on a 

sound footing. 

A furth-sr major stumbling block for the FShW in thi.s early 

period arose over the question of how its mem"bership was to 

be constituted. Two alternatives were put forward - to 
/ 

seek its own mass, individual membership, or 'co base itself 

on affiliated organisations whose own members would thereby, 

indirectly, become F'SAVJ mem,1Jers. At the root of the debate 

. 
-------------~-----~-------·---

1 FC:"TJ ~ 1 5/10/r::4 T;•r~-;:_\ 1 '1 B·J·I ~. ·.~F·l corresponaence r .L :J- - ' L: -~-. vv - • 

2. Ibid., 12/5/55. 

3. 'Report to the WIDF', p.1, FSAW E. 
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between these proposals lay a matter of central concern, 

the relationship between the FSAW and ANC. 

At the in.aug1..::rc:;l ccnfert:!nce this quest.ion was not resolvGd 

although a draft constitution, incorporating the principle 

of an individual men~ership, appears to have been circulated1 . 

This draft constitution was probably the work of Alexander. 

Certainly she was the leading spokeswoman for the group, based 

on the NEC in Cape 'I'own, who were anxious to establish the 

FSAW as an organisation open to "all women who subscribe to 
" these airns "/... 

reasons fully. 

In September 1954 Alexander set out the.:Lr 

'J'heir biggest concern v.ias that, if the FSliW 

was to be based on affiliated groups only, it would exclude 

many v,;omen v1h0 were not members of ex:i.s ting organ is at ions 

such as ·the ANCWL, or for whom no such organisations existed. 

(Here Alexander referred to Natal where many Indiari. wom2n 

were not members of the Indian Congress, and to 'Coloured' 

women who were without a separate organisation of their own 

which could affiliate to the FSAW.) A further consideration 

and one which her own banning shortly a.ftcn,,10;:·ds higl::lighte:d 

\·Jas that individuals banned from affiliated org«misat:",.,on::> 
-:i 

would be thereby banned from the FSAW as wellJ. 

1. A statement issued by the FSAW NEC in 1956, 'Statement 
for the Information of Congress of Democrat Members', 
FSAW A 7, refer~ to this. Two 'Draft Constitutions', 
both undated, have been found, one c~tlining an individual 
rne;:nb ership (Un is a Documentation Centre of Afr iczrn Studies, 
,Access ion No, 105 ( 20. H3 )), the other e:1 membership 
pas 2d on affiliated org<:rnis c;tions (FSAW l~ 7) . 

It seems likely, in view of the subsequent d(~bate, that 
the :i.ndividual membership draft ·was the earlier of th-2 

" two and hence the one to hC1 ve been c:b:·cuJ.a ted at the 
inaugtD:al ccnferr0nce" Subr;equently, the second 'Draft 
Con.s ti tut .:!_on' b(.::came the ob-'i ect of a dis i..'lgreernen t between 
thE: FS:.1CiW and COD. Sec."! below, p. S ~.I . - (I am indebted 
to Debby G<:iitskell for supplying- me with a copy of t:he 
fir1';t 'Draft',_) 

2. ·Draft Cons ti tL1 t.ion'. Un is a Document<ition Centre, of 
l-ifriccin Studies, J;c~:::c::;s:ion No. 105, (20. 18). 

/ 
\ 



Opposition to this standpoint ca~R chiefly from the Trans­

vaal ANCWL, acting, it would seem, on the instructions of 

the Provincial ANC 1 . It was voi"ced by th<~ National Presi­

dent of both tl-ie Women's League and the FSAW, Ida Mtwana. 

'J:'heir main fear was that if the F'SAW was constituted on the 

basis of an individual. membership, i. t would comp<:~te. ag~ins t 

the l~NC\r\fL to the detriment of the latter. In this dispute 

some of the ambivalence the ANC felt to·wards the J?SAW 'tJas 

clearly expressed. While support:1-1~g the organisation and 

wel.coming the entry of women into the national liberation 

movement, it was anxious to retain control over their acti-· 

vities - a control that could be effectively exercised over 

the \\rornen 's League but less so over an independent FSl\W .. 

Or; this j_s,:;ue the l1HC was adan;.art and the individ1J.al rne:nber-

ship group, recognising the central. place of the ANO\TL in 

the FSAW, yielded reluctantly towards th~ end of 1954. 

2 .L 0 

Writing to the Transvaal region of the Federation in November,. 

Dora Tarnana, by then acting Secretary for the banned Alexander, 

set out thEir reaRons for this: 

"We believe that this opposition to indivi·­
dual membership is due to a fear that if our 
organisation beco~es a mass organisation, 
it will draw women away from the ANC and 
perhaps lead to divided loyalties. We do 
not think there is any justific3tion for this 
fear, but we might not be able to dispel it 
easily or quickly. It is only through our 
work that we shall be able to prove that we 
have no wish to comoete with other oraanisa-
tio~s. We h~ve therefore deci~ed to 
make this special concession and exception 
for the Transvaal 11 2 

Even so, the question was not fully resolved. The NEC in 

Cape Town raised the issue again a number of times an6 w0s 

---·-~----·------·--------------------·-----·~----·~-·-· 

. 
1. This is t.hE: inference to be dra·wn from the remarks f;,y 

Dora Tam an a, quoted below, which S'evera1 :i.nforrnrm ts' 
accounts of relations between the FSAW and ANC (Tvl) 
s u.pport. 

2 Fs ·ri-·r d 6/"' l/r· 11 T;ie~r,; B I' • , ,_,\'v corref;pon once, .L . .i-1, ·" ._.li,, .r ·-'·. 

------·--~· 
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clearJ.y unhappy ~t the decision. It was not till the adop--

tion of the F.St,w constitution at its second National Conference .. 

in Ac:.gust 1956, that the affi.lia·b:~d mernbeJ:·ship provision was 

formally accepted: 

'"rhe Federation shall be open to organisations _ 
Or group <: of f"'"'lal ""' abc·)'Te t"he .-..ge of _l 8 yr:_'a.~_-c:". J.. •. , t;." t:. '" \ - ,_, . ' ~ 

In subsequent years the FSAW would use this clause several 

times 

as an 

to allay fears within the ANC abo~t its 

organisation2 . On these occasions it 

intentions 

appeared to 

argue that the affiliation-only measure had been adopted by 

design, to prevent competition with other organisations. 

Yet. in 19 S4/S5 it had r;ot bc~en accepted withOL1 t v igorc)~l.s 

inteor:nal opposition and debate. 

In this issue the superior weight of the ANC had prevailed 

- its insistence on its seniority and the maintenanc~ of 

its African identity within the Congress Alliance had come 

clearly to the fore. On the ideological level, t1w member-

s!"iip decision reflected the dominance of a multi·-racial, as 
") 

opposed to non-racial philosoph~within the AllianceJ. 

Though the constitution did not exclude non-racial organisations 

from affiliating to the FSAW, in practice it was the ethnically 

based bodies of the Congress .~11 iance which fm:·rned the bas is 

of its membership. The FS.AW 'ivas, the:ce fore, stamped with 

that multi-racialism which the P.?,C breaka·way··-group \\1ithin 

----------·-·----
l. This is taken from the second 'Draft Constitution' found 

among the FSAW papers (FSAW A 7) and the one apparently 
adopted in J"ohannesburg i!l l~ugust 1956. 

2. 'Thus Marcelle Goldberg, Transvaal President of the E'SP,W 
in 1959: "I would like to remind you that the Federa·­
tion ... is not. an organisation set up in opposition to 
those already existing organisations ... whilst the ANC 
Women's League struggles specifically for the rights of 
African women, the Federation by its very nature and 
composition ... strivt.>s to bring all women together ... " 
1<' 1 .. orrt ' 1':> re- s ·i c"t '-'"1 t- ' ,.. Re-1) nr i· t· ... , ·1- •- ... ~ D '-o '·' ·11-. -~ J. '"' l Co·1 'c"" ,..P·n c •·"-' o .r.. l.:.. ··-""~~ ·- ,:::;, . !.:'-"".,. _,.__.,: '- ... J.~ - .. \..,..,.,, __ .il.,.:.-~...) ... J .. ..J---···-· ........ .L 

, • "' ] 1'~7\r,-- i 2 7 11 jt:·') }""S"1'W 7\ 13 c.11e .1_ \] _ .,. .• ;Jl:iv.J , ... .1 ~... ~J~..: 1 .1 L. iJ 1:1 • 

3. In a 'mnlti.·--rcic:ial' ~>t..i:·ucture, ethnic .idt-;rd:i.ty along colour 
lines is still maint<3ined, ~;lthough r:1utual co·-opc:r<J':.::ion ar:rJ 
contact <Jcross thesz~ lines is cnc0Lffaq2d. In a nori-racic:iJ. 
f~tr~1ctm~e colour, 'race~', ethnic :i.ty,. etc., play n:..; p<'1rt. in 
f3 c~~t c~1,,.r;1j_ n i r\g rr~l:".!mheJ:"S 11. 5_ \.) .. 



the ANC would later describe as another form of apartheid. 

On the available material, it does not ~ppear that the idea-

logical debate between multi- or non-racialism was at issue 

in the FSAW in 1954/55. The major concern of 

of an individual. membership was to ensure that 

not lose Ollt on potE.'ntial members" 

the supporters 

th2 FSAW did 

J:n lat.er yean3, the form of the F'SAW membership took on a 

further sign ifi.cance. When the ANCWL ·was banned in 1960, 

the FSAW was suddenly deprived of the bulk of its membership 

aDd attempts to redirect Women's League rnembers into alter­

n~tive societies, which could then affiliate to the FSAW, 

were not successful. In 1954, howeveri this threat was riot 

a consiaeration. In the face of ANC insistence there was 

little alternative for the individual membership group but 

to c o:-i.c;ede. l\s the FSAh1 1 at.er po.in tcd out: 

"The 7~fr:i.c0n women as the overwhelmingly 
largest racial group must always form the 
main basis of a multi-racial women's orga-· 
ni~:;ation". 

"Any vmmen 's organisation that stands OL'.tsiae ti1is 
(the national liberation) strugg::..e mL1st stand 
apart from the rn:'..'s.s of women. 11 l 

Even once the membership question had been settled, the 

actual affiliation of organisations to the FSAW proceeded 

very slowly. The first of the Congresses to affili.ate, 
') 

COD, ,did so only in June 1955£, more than a year after the 

inaugural conference. By the following June none of the 

oth2r Congresses had followed suit and the FSAW was obliged 

1. 'Report to the WIDF' 3 p.l, FSAW E. 

2. 'Statement for the Information of COD Merr,bcrs', p.J, 
f'SAW A 7. 
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to send cut a circula~ urging them to attend to this matter 

and reminding them of an earlier reqL"test for affiliation th<Jt 
. ,.. ..:. ·l 

been sent out towards the end or 19~5 . Later that 

year the Food and Curmi.n·~J Workers Union cor,1pli.ed, but it 

Was not till 1957 that the I"SAV~ could report that all tlle 

Congress groups had finally pald their affiliation fees of 
- 2 

£1. ls .. 

within the Congress Alliance it does not seem that there was 

overt opposition to the FSAW. Rather, member groups were 

either too poorly organised to deal with the administrative 

dGtail. of thei.c formal affiliation promptly, or else, as 

suggested ear:li_er by Advar}_g~'s tre~;tment of the FSAW's in.:... 

ciu.g-ural conference, did not see the new women's organisation 

as a particular priority. Like the ANC itself, the FSAW 

experienced d if f icul ty in ·t:urn:Lng general sentiments of 

s~lpport into formal membership. ('I'his, of course, was 

especially important from the point of -..riew of finances ·­

membership dues.) 

However, this did not prevent it from ~wting en the .. 
ass D.rnp·c1.or1 

F:ven though 

the merrJ)ers of the Congress Alliance Wf-~re extn:rr.r:;1y slack 

about formal affiliation, they recognised the FSAW as a unit 

within the Alliance from the beginning and included it within 

their 2ctivities. 'rhroughout these early yec-;rs the FSl\W 

held joint meet.ings with the liNCWL Executive and was invited 

to send delegates and fraternal greetings to Congress con-

ferences .. It was included within the consultations of 

the National Consultative Committee (NCC) of the Congress 

, _________ ------------· 

1. I Sta i:ernent for the In form;) tion of COD Members ' r p ,. l, 
FSAW l\ 7. 

2. See "l'he Work of the Federation of South African Wornen', 
pamphlet, April 1957, FSAW E. 



1 
lolliance·· and invited to participate in the 

the Congress of the People in June 19552 . 

COffi1Eming 0 -r-
J. 

Its O\vn demon·-· 

strations and campaigns were seen as part and parcel of 

the national liberation struggle by the Alliance. 

Outsiue cf the CongTess Alliance, FSAW attempts to .broaden 

its membership,. by drawing in other women's organ is ations1 

failed to elicit any posj_tive response during this period. 

Its failure ·with white women's organisations, such as the 
3 Black Sash and the NCW, the FSAW ascribed to "colcrnr 

4 prejudice" on their part . 'l'houc;;h racism might well have 

been a factor, probably more at stake was the FSAW's 

association with the national liberation movement and its 

commitment to the overthrow of ivhi te minority rule~. Des pi. te 

these early rebLi.ffs, the FSAW did not abandon the attempt 

to broaden its sup port amonst v1hi te women. Tr1is wa~1 in 

keeping with its goal of an open, multi.-racial organisation 

embracing all South African women. 

1. The NCC was the highest policy-making body within 
the Congress Alliance, on which all the meniliers of the 
Alliance were represented. The FSAW itself was not 
officially represented on it becal1se it was felt that 
this would duplicate its already existing representation 
via its affiliated organisations. I-Iov.iever '· Helen Jos9ph 
was a member of the NCC, representing COD, and in practice 
the FSAW did liase with the Co~nj.ttee. 

2. See below, p.217. 

3. The Black Sash was formed amongst white women in 1955 as 
'The Women's Defence of the Constitution League', in 
opposition to government tampering with the South African 
tonstit6tion in its manoeuvres to get the Separate Re-
presentation of Voters Act passed. It acquired the 
name 'Black Sash' from a sash worn to mourn the death 
of the Constitution.. See c. Michelman: The Black 

-·----~--

Sas£ of Sou.!:h_AfrJ:.gA· 

4,, 'H.epo:rt to the WIDF', p.2. 



The other important t2sk facing the FSAW in this early stage 

was to estc.1blish regional committe(:os and a local following·. 

Dtlring 1954·-55, i::.he establishment of cont:nittees in those 

regions which hud been repr0?sented at the inaugural conference 

proceeded slowly. At first only the Cape Town and Johannes-· 

burg ~2gions seem to have been at all active. There the~ 

c-::mphasis initially was on recruiting women members· for the 

diffc"r.ent Congresses and popl1larising the FSAW as an org::E1i­

sation among~it them. - "hard ·wo:>:k, but the results are excel-· 

Jeng in rnany ways", cornnwnted the Cape 'roT/ln region en~our2ginc,:ly 

in .Ma:r.ch 19~:s 1 • A year after the ina11gurc.l conference, the 

NEC was complaining that the Eastern Cape and Durban regions 

seert\ed to bE· doing nnthing·2 . In Kimberley and B}.oc~mfontein 
(::ind. t;ie Orange Free State in general), separate FSl,W cormnit-· 

tees were never established. In these areas ·where the only 

active Congress organisatio~ was the ANC,there was no basis 

for a sepa~ate FSAW committee: 

for it by the local ANCWL. 

all work was carrisd out 

From the beginning1 the FSAW recognised that the most effective 

way of building up support was to take up locaL issues that 

wGre affecting women. In 1954 it chose to make the question 

of rising rents in 10cal Cmmcil housi1·1g its chi0f carnpa.:i.gn. 

Both the Cape Tm·Jn and ..:Iohannesburg regions held Eent;::;l~; 

Conferences d!..lring November c.nd the NEC Drged other :cegions 

to make this a national campaign. 
\'. 

"In this work '.ve can establish <~ tmited CQm­

paign with other women's organisations, as 
the women feel bitter about these rent 
:Lnr~reases., 12 3 

~'he rentals campaign does not appcc.ff to have been a marked 

success, perhaps because the FSAW was still finding its feet 

] p0'1·-· :i 21.1/3/5~ '="c::11r.-, B ~-r . • ..' .:•hW corresponc.ence r ·x , ::> r .t ,_,.n V'/ J J ...• 

2. Ibid. 

3. NEC circular, 21/9/54, FSAW A 2. 



and it was not an issue that was t~ken up by the Congress 

Alliance in general. More importc:mt for the FS.AW at this 

') 1 .­.:.. ... t> 

stage ·were three other ge:1eral ca·mpa:i.gns, a9ainst Bantu 

Education, the Group Areas Act and the proposed Western Areas 

Removal scheme in Johannesburg. These were all emotive 

issues with a particular appeal to wornen, since they rt::lo.ted 

directly to their children and their homes. 

In 1955 opposition to Bant~ Educatia1 and the removal of 

African residents from the Johannesburg township of Sophi~to0n 

(under the removal scheme) dominated the l'INC programme of 
i • l ac.:ion . However, on both occasions the ANC failed to 

produce a strategy that could harness the strong· popu-

lar dism nt.ent into a coherent and effective method of resisting 

the two measures. It organised a schools boycott movement 

and attempted, with the siJ.ppc.rt of the Allianc•2, including 

the FSAW, to devise an alternative educational movem2nt in 

the form of 'Cultural Chibs' for the !\fr ican childr.::"ri thL1s 

withdrawn from Bantu Education schools. In ths face of 

severe intimidation and harrassment by the police and authori­

ties, however, this movement could not be sustained for any 

length of time. 

The Western Areas Removal scheme, finally begun in February 

1955, appeared in the short-term, an c,ven more explcsive 

issue. Sophiatown was an ANC stro~ghold and opposition to 

the move by its residents was deep and intensely felt. On 

the eve of the move, po1::mlc:ir spc~culation 2s to the resistance 

it wo~ld provoke ran wild. To deal with this, the authorities 

produced an enormoL1s showing of force~ that completely over-

powert::d any attempts at challenging the removals. 'l'he 

resistance was smothered. For th8 hNC it was a humiliating 

and demoralising defeat. 

1. On these campuigns.see grmeral histories, e.g. Roux: 
'r i~G _LC'.'.._nq€.!-..........U~.~L1 Rope; Bens on: ~~l]_'?_Ji_i::.n~g:s-Ll:..~_fg_:i;:_ a 
Birthriaht; Kucer:'African NationalisLl'in the Oxford 
~- ·---~-,,_. J_ ..... -~~------

!-Jis tmx_g.f __ §_o u~.h ~ft:-_L'-Jl~.' Vol. II. 



Despite the defeat of thE~se campa.i_gns, the .isstJ.es with which 

they were concerned undoubtedly contributed to a growth in 

political militancy amongst black women. FSlnv women felt. 

very strongly about them. In a memorable phrase, Lilian 

Ng·oyi, at thc::t. time president of the FSZ-\l'J in the Transvaal, 

once likened mothers under the Bantu Education Act to hens 

laying eggs that were then taken away from them. In .March 

1955, the magazine Drum corruTtented on one effect o:f the Sophia·­

town evictions: 

"i'i:Erican women too are appe0:cing more and 
more at Congress meetings, particularly in 
Sophiatown where the present move to Meadow-
1 ands has a roused great in b~res t ... 11 l. 

By impinging directly on black women in their homes, legis­

lation Jike the Bantu Education Act and· the Group Areas 

':1 1 w-7 
4-· ~I.,.. ( 

Act forced them to take stock of the wider political situation 

in which their daily lives were located. Undoubtedly the 

FSAW benefitted from this development. 

By the middle o~ 1955 activity within the FSAW was picking 

up. In May a Cape Town correspondent was writing to the 

Transvaal region: "Am glad to hear that your end is li.veni.ng 

up, so is our end too"
2

. By then the FSAW had established 

committees in the four main centres of Johannesburg, Cape 

Town, Port Elizabeth and Durban. The convening of the 

Congress of the People in June of that year supplied the FSAW 

with a further opportunity of popularising itself amongst 

bl ac:k womc-on. It also establj.shed the women's movement more 

firmly ,.ij_ th in the Congress Alliance. 

In Au~ust 1954 the FSAW was approached to ass~st with the 

organisation of the Congress of the People. 1'his Congres!':' 

1. I?.fum, Marcb, 195~5: 'New Faces in Cong~ess', p.24. 

2. FSAW correspondence, 26/4/55, FSAW B II. 
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was envisaged as a kind of popular ~Jutional Convention, a 

mciss politic al rally, at which the manifesto of the national 

liberation movement -- the 'Freedom Charter•· - would be adopted. 

The FSAW responded enthusiastically: 

"It is our responsibility to gather the women 
of South Africa to acquaint them with our 
aims, to acquaint them with the Congress of 
the PeopJ.e so that they, too, the women, can 

1 play their part in the struggle for freedom ." 

Al though concern was expressed that the FSAW' s role should 
2 not be just that of "bottle-washers" , the Federation agreed 

to assist with the accommodation of delegates, on the grounds 

t.hat this would provide a "unique opportunity" for it to ad­

vertise itself to women in the Johannesburg area, since it 

would involve meeting and organising with women in all the 

local townships. According to a report made by the Trans­

vaal FSAW afterwards, "this work brought the Federation 

to large numbers of African women and won for it the high 

status which it did not previously possess" 3 . 

In.mobilising v.omen for the Congress, the FSAW urged its 

branches to hold house meetings and local conferences at which 

the idea could be popularised, wanen 1 s delegates elected and 

the demands of women for incorporation within the proposed 

'Freedom Charter' formulated. In Johannesburg such a meeting 

took place on the 29th May in the Tr.a.de~ Hall. At this 

1. FSAW circular letter No. 3, 25/8/54, FSAW B II. 

2. !!'SAW correspondence, 1/4/55, FSAW B II. 

3. 'Report to the WIDF', p.2, FSAW E. Nevertheless it 
was also a sign of what the Congress Alliance as a 
whole viewed as appropriately 'women's work'. Sub­
sequently at al~ major Congress conferences - the 
National Workers' Conference in 1958, the Anti-Pass 
Conference in 1959 - the FSNi/l, with the l~NCWL, took 
responsibility for the accorr~odation of delegates. 
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meeting, attended by ever 200 women, a list;. of women's demands 

in the form of a pamphlet, 'What ·women Derr:ar.d ', was circulated 

and discussed under the chairmanship of Josie Palmef, by 

then Transvaal president of the FSAW. 

1 'i\71lat Women D-emand 1 is a revealing document. It can be 

regarded as a more detailed exposition of the ideas contained 

in the 'Women's Charter' and aims of the FSA~ adop~ed at the 
~ \ ; 

inaugural conference. This document focussed mainly on· i"fsues 

related to healthrore, education, housing, social services 

and food, discussing its demands concerning these in some 

detail. For instance, the paragraph dealing with housing 

conditions specified controlled rents~ indoor sanitation;'water 

supply; street and domestic lighting; adequate roads; storm 

water drainage; "the right to live where we choose"; the 

right to ownership of property~ provision of parks, recreation 

facilities, public conveniences and adequate public transport
1 

That the women should need to list so many basic amenities 

provided a very clear picture of the grossly inadequate living 

conditions most of them had to deal with in the townships. 

' -. 

A further paragraph took up the question of a fair distribu-· 

ti on of land which was linked , to "improved farming methods 

and "sufficient food for all people". Related to this was 

a demand for improving conditions in the reserves by abolishing 

migrant labour "which destroys our family life", a redis­

tribution of land and the provision of medical, educational 
') 

and shopping facilities~. The emancipation of women was not 

neglected. In the second last paragraph a strong demand 

was made fo::-:- full equality for women with men in all spheres, ,,. 

., ______ , ____ ----

1. FSAW: 'What Women Demand', FSAW II A. 
for a copy of t.he pamphlet. 

See Appendix C 

2. Snbseq uently the FS.t;W was criticised for thereby 
tacitly accepting the "racial basis of land alloca·­
tior." in South Africa, a criticism which it accepted 
as justified. See FSAW Letter to the Editor, New 
~5:_, 9/7 /55, PSAW II A. 
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political, legal , economic and marital. In conclusion 

the document asr:;erted "'i'le demand o ••• that there shall be 

PEACE AND FREEDCM. FOH OUR CHILDHEl~J" • 

At t:he me2ting the most provocative demand appeared to be 

that for Birth Control clinics. This sparked off a lively 

discus~1ion ·whicri. touched upon many fundamental issues relating 

to the position of women in the family. The response 

from the floor was mixed. Attitudes ranged from approval 

- "Once you have children every day it is ruining your life", 

"We should instruct children in this. All the children 

we have today are children from school children and ... 

from our daughters 11 
- to fear of disrupting <2s tablished 

patterns of sexual relationships - "We cannot do it if our , 
husbands want children 11 

_._. 

. .. ~ 

In discussing such a topic at a public meeting the FSAW was 

breaking new ground. Al though the sponsors of the conference 

supported the call for birth control, Josie Pc:;lmer in the 

chair was 0nxious to avoid any impression 

forcing "this very delicate matter" upon 

tr1at they were 

a11 ybody: "those 

who accept it, OK! Those who feel it is against their con-
2 science, very well" 'l'he controversy was not confined to 

the women's meeting either. One informant recalls how its 

inclusion within the list of women's demands for the'Freedom 

Charter' was met with derision by some of the men in the Congr.ess 

Alliance. They could tiot see the question of family plan­

ning as a serious political issue 3 . In the event, this demand 

was not articulated clearly within the final version of the 

The closest that it was approached was in the 
,., 

clause dealing with "houses, security and comfort~, in 

l. 'Women's Meeting: Held in the Trades Hall, 30 Kerk 
Street, Johannesburg, on the 29th May, 1955', pp.2, 4. 
Treason Trial exhibit, G771. This document is a pclice 
tran:.::cript of the proceedings at the r:ieeting. 

2. Ibid. I p •. s. 

3. Personal communication from V. Mngomo. 



which free medical treatment "'14ith special care for mothers 

and young· children" wa:::~ ca:Lled for 1 . 

At the actual Congress of the People the participation of 

women was limited. Approximately one quarter of the dele-
2 gates 'were women ( 721 out of a total of 2 848) • Very 

22.1 

few speeches from the floor were made by women and the only 

female speaker on the platform was Helen Joseph, Transvaal 

Secretary for the FSAW and a member of the Ncd:ional Executive 

for COD. To her was given the task of proposing the clause 

on "Houses, Security and Comfort"
3 . This was clearly 

regarded as pre-eminently a woman's concern, a view that the 

FSAW's ow~ formulation of 'What Women Demand' had endorsed. 

The'Freedom Charter' itself was a document for liberal, demo-
-

cratic reform. It stated in general terms the principle of 

equal rights for all, without discrimination on the grounds 

f I! ] b 1 • f II 
4 

p t f th nb 1 d o · co .our, race, sex or e. ie . ..or mos o _ _ ose ass er e 

at Kliptmvn, the dominant contradiction in South African 

society was seen in racial terms and it was with the resolu­

tion of this that the Charter was mainly concerned: "South 

Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and white" 5 . 

The position of women in society did not receive particular 

attention while, as already pointed out, some of the specific 

demands that women had put forward were not taken up by the 

, _______ , __ _ 
1. 'Freedom Charter', FSAW II A 12. 

2. ~xtr~ct from 'Report of Credentials Committee, Congress 
of the People', FSAW II A 13. 

3. 'Agenda for the Congress of the People', FSAW II A 8. 

4. 'Freedom Charter', FSAW II A 12. 

5. Ibid. 



organisers of the Congress. Ncvert.11eless, the existence 

of the FSAW had ensured that women had not been totally 

excluded or overlooked. Their p~rticipation at the Congress, 

though limited, had not been insignificant and in the 

organisation of the event, they had been singled out as a 

necessary and important area for preliminary work. 

By the second half of 1955 the Federati6n was asserting it­

self with far more confidence, particularly in the Johannes-

burg region. As an organisation it was still limited to 

the Congress groups in the four centres already mentioned, 

but the involvement of women within them, in the ANC in 

particular, was on the upswing. The various acts· of legis-

lation that were encouraging women to turn their attention 

to political questi.ons - the Bantu Education Act, the Group 

Areas Act - have been mentioned already. Then, in September 

1955, the potent issue of passes for women burst to the 

fore again, with the announcement that the government would 

start to issue reference books to women from January 1956. 

Immediately the FSl1W and the ANCWL began organising in 

preparation for a campaign of resistance. More than any other 

issue, ·the anti-pass campaign stirred an enormous response 

c;mongst black women and provided the FSAW with a focus for 

action and an identity. 

Signs of the increased tempo of activity within the FSAW 

manifested themselves in October 1955. At a Transvaal 

report-back meeting on the Congress of the People, held in 

August 1955, the women resolved to organise a mass deputation 

of women to the Union Buildings in Pretoria to protest about 
_,,. 

several contentious issues - Bantu Education, the erosion 

of civil liberties, site and service schemes, passes for 

African women, and the reclassification as African of many 

'Colour~d' people undei the Population Registration Act1 

~he resolution e~anated from the floor; the idea had been 

suggef;ted by another rally, of white women, that the Black 

----·---- .... ---·--------·-------· ·-------·---
1. FSAW leafl~t, FSAW C 1.2. 



Sash had organised outside the Unicn Buildings earlier that 

year. That rally (to demonstrate opposition to the govern­

ment's treatment of the Constitution in order to get the 

Separate Representation of Voters Act through Parliament) 

had been confined to white women only. The FSAW, by con-
1 trast, asserted that its rally would be open to all wom0n . 

At that stage, to many of those in leadership positions, both 

within the FSAW and the AN~ the task or organising such a 

demonstration appeared a formidable one. There were fears that 

the women were being overly ambitious. Helen Joseph, for 

instance, has described ber apprehension at the magnitude 

of the undertaking2 . Previously, similar demonstrations 

orgc:inised by the FSAW and ANCWL had been to Native CorTu.'Tlissioners' 

offices or local municipal authorities. What was being 

proposed here was a confrontation with the central government 

itself. 

The leaders need not have feared. The demonstration which 

took place on October 27th 1955 proved a resounding success, 

a landmark in the emergence of the FSAW to national prominence. 

In the face of enormous organisational obstacles, police in­

timid.ation and harrassment - including the banning of Josie 

Palmer a week before the demo~stration was due 3 - the FSAW 

·l. Evidence of Helen Joseph, Treason Trial Record, Vol. 66, 
pp.14165-66. 

2. Personal communication. 

3. In a letter to the Pretoria News, 28/10355, Helen Joseph 
spelled these out: Natalspruit women were refused a 
license to hire public transport and obli9ed to walk 
the eight miles to Germiston before proceeding to 
Pretoria; Alexandra women travelling on public trans­
port were delayed by police; many women trying to buy 
rC1ilway tickets to Pretoria were refused by the ticket 
officials; private cars travelling to Pretoria were 
stopped and the occupants questioned by police; the 
Railways refused to supply extra coaches while bus 
companies refused to supply extra buses and transport 
the women from Pretoria Station to the Union Buildings, 
a distance of some miles. (FSAW correspondence, FSAW 
C 1.2). In addition, the Town Clerk of Pretoria refused 
permission for the FSAW to hold a public meeting outside 
the Union Buildings or organise a procession on the grounds 
that it would create a public disturbnnce and provoke ''feel­
ings of hostility between different races''. See correspon- _ 
dence betw2en the Transvaal Regional Secretary of the FSAW and 
Town Cle:ck, Pretoria CjJ.y CoL1nciL October 19 ·:. 5, !:;isz:i,w C I ~~. 



managed to assemble a_ crowd. of. between. orie and. two. thousand 

. th d f th U . ,, ' 1 d' l A women in ~- e gr oun s o l e nion .oLu ·- in gs • ttempts to 

secure interviews with some of the Cabinet Ministers had all 

been refused so, in lieu of them, the women left hundreds 

of signed, individual protest papers outside their offices. 

The impact of the meeting was considerable. 'l'here was 

something very unusual and provocative in the sight of this 

large, multi-racial gathering of women with a political purpose .. 

Newspapers around the country gave it quite extensive coverage. 

For many of their readers, it was the first time they had 

been exposed to the existence of the FSAW as a seriol1s poli-

tical organisation. The fact that it was a multi-racial 

(though predominantly black) gathering was singled out for comment 

Many whites found it impossible to conceive of such a demonstra­

tion except as the result of incitement by 'Europeans', 

Thus, Die Vaderland, a pro-government daily in Pretoria, focussed 

in its report on the presence of white women amongst the 

black crowd, presenting them as the co-ordiriators and planners 2 . 

Prime Minister Strydom described the demons tra ti on to a 

women's branch of the Nasionale Jeugbond as "scandalous 
3 because it was incited by Europeans" . 

Within the Congress Alliance, at that stage experiencing a 

slump in the wake of the Congress of the People .. the demon·­

stration focussed attention on the women, their drive and 

ability, and enhanced the prestige of their organisations. 

One fairly direct result came in December of that year when 

the National Conference of the ANC elected Lilian Ngoyi, one 

1. FSAW leaflet, FSAW C I 2. 

2. D:Le Vaderl and, 28/10/55 - 'Blanke vroue' " was docnig 
met clie reelfngs ii I "veral bedrywig 0ffL toe te Sien dat 
alles stil en vlot ve:rloop". 

3. This is mentioned in a letter from L. Ngoyi to the 
Rand Daj-.lY.J:-S:_il_, 2/11/55 which dimnisse3 the allegations 
i:1S "absolutely unfounded", FSAW C I 2. 



of the Pretoria leaders, to its National Executive - the 

first time a· woman had been elevated to such ~ position. 

For the FSliW, the demons tra ti on was scmethim3 of a break·-

througJ..-~ and ::> major morale-boostGr. It also singled out 

its mult~racial character as having special significance -

it was "of historical importance for it is.the first time 

that worn.en of all races have joined together in such a 

protest" 1 . The success of the demonstration established. 

the FSAW's credentials as a serious political organisation. 

In congratulating the Transvaal region on its achievement, 

the Cape 'l'own branch commented that "the 27th affair will 

make many organisations ~10 in the past ignored our letter 

to reconsider their attitude" 2 . By late 1955, with this 

achievement behind it, the PSAW and ANCWL were both in a 

bouyant mood and preparing to tackle the anti-pass camp2ign 

with vigour. l\t a Women's League conference in November, 

Lilian Ngoyi declared confidently: 

2. 1956 - 1960 

"We have decided to join battle with Ver­
woerd on t.his issue and we say without 
the slightest hesitation that we shall 
defeat the government."3 

On this note of ~ilitant optimism the second phase in the 

history of the FSAW opened. From 1956 the is~ue that dominated 

all others v.·as passes for African women. For the next four 

to five years· most of the PSAW's energies were di..rected into 

the Campaig·n. against them. The demands of this campaign 

were such 'c.hat there was little time for sustained activity 

in other spheres and inevitably many of the FSAW's more general 

1. FSAW leaflet, FSAW C I 2. 

2. FSAW correspondence, 17/11/55, FSAW n II. 



aims for improvins:_r tl1e position of women in South l--1£rica 

were neglected. Nevartheless, as the FSAW realised, this 

was the major issue confronting the majority of South African 

women and, us such, took precedence. 

Within the Congress Alliance passes were identified as a 

key structure in the political economy of the apr::rtheid 

state. "There is nothing in the country that makes an 

African a prisoner ~ .. more than the operation of pass laws",· 

declared a memorandum drawn up by the National Consultative 

Committee(NCC) of the.Alliance in October 19561 . The. FSAW 

shared this perspective. In organising against passes it 

was act-ing on the belief that not till the apartheid. state 

had bee:; dismantled could women begin to emancipate themselves. 

However, while passes were of major concern to African 

«11'0men, the fight against them was not a sectarian one; it 

was a struggle that err.braced the whole liberation movem<::mt. 

"The struggle against the pass laws is 
not a matter for African women alone~ 
it is not a matter· for the African people 
alone. It is part and parcel of the 
struggle for liberation. 11 2 

The announcement in. September 1955
1 

that passes were soon to 

be issued to women, precipitated a flurry of activity that 

greatly stimnlated the FSAW. The pages of New_.:3.§:. in late 1955, 

early 1956 were filled with news. reports, letters and editorial 

cor:rrnent on the gathering anti-pass campaign. In January 

1956 Drum carried an article entitled 'Will our Wo~en Carry 

Passes? 1
, a quest.ion it described as the "very big" one of 

~ 
the New Year~. The following month it described the impact 

------------·----------·-·--
l. NCC: 1 Memorandum on the Anti-Pass Campaign', p .1, 

FSAW II B. 

2, From an article by Helen Jes eph in ![ igh~~in_g_~~'.lK, ,Jan. 
1956, quoted in evidence h~ard during the Treason 
Trial. T~::-e~s~2).]__~:r).:..§l R_§_co_:i::-9_, Vol. 67, p.1-1234. 

3. Drum, Jan. 1956: 'Will our Women Carry Passes', p.17. 



of the passes announcement on women thus: 

"On the politic al plar!e too women have 
come to the fore ... For the laws of this 
country have now started pots and pans 
rattling in the Jd±chen and a number of 
things are on the boil. Passes for the 
women, for instance, and the schooling 
of their children under Bantu Education are 
on their minds. 11 1 

Once again, as in earlier anti-pass cc:mpaigns, the threat 

the pass laws posed to the home was the dominant concern. 

"The P·ass Laws ::t1eans the death of our 
child~en. The oppression of the Pass 
Laws is going ~o bring destruction to 
our homes ... 112

• 

Women's meetings across the country drew enormous crowds. 

In Bloemfontein, in Novernbe:r-, an anti-pass meeting was 

attended by some 600 people. New Age described it as the 

] t t . h , ., t' 3 El , . th 0 .arges mee ing ever e.1..0 nere . s ewnere in ,e range 
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Free State there was a spate of meetings organised by tbe ANC. 

Meetings were spirited, optimism high. According to a report 

on a gathering in Bethlehem: 

"This Sunday seemed as if it was the Day 
of Freedom. Eve~ybody was shouting 
Afrika Mayibuye. 11 

An anti-pass meeting in Port Elizabeth in January 1956, 

addressed by Ngoyi, drew a huge crowd estimated at some 6000 

d 
5 

T J h b • f t' 1 • d men an women . ~n o annes urg a series o mee ings cu minate 

l. D~, Feb. 1956: 1 The All-in Congress', p.20. 

2. From a speech made by a delegate, Alice Kunene, at a 
conference on the East Rand, March 1957, from a verba­
tim report, FSAW A 9. 

3. ~-ew ~. 24/11/55. 

4. Letter from M. R;:,ntekane, Bethlehem ANC Youth Lee:1gue, 
Ne~-~9.~' 26/1/56. 

5. New Aae, 19/1/56. ---··--..L..-



in a FSAW meeting to com<!lerr:0rate Int:Ernational Women 1 s_Day 

in early March. About 1000 women were expected, but the 

final attendance wag cla; er to 2000 women1 • The meeting 

was considered an enormous success by the FSAW. Here, too, 

passes formed the major topic of discussion. A pamphlet 

put out by the FSAW to adverti3e the meeting proclaimed: 

"Women do NOT \,,·ant Pass La1vs ! We are 
not prepared to submit to the humiliations 
and sufferings that Pass Laws bring . 11 2 

In Durban, J<.::ast London, Cape: Town and Germis ton there were 

/ similar, if smaller, protests and mee~ings in anticipation 

of the issuing of passes as well. 

The mood amongst women at these meetings_was .militant. In 

1955 Annie Silinga of the ANCY.TL in Cape Town had declared 

that "intimidation does not frighten us and we women are 

prepared to fight these passes until victory is ours 11
•

3 

By contrast, the ANC leadership was n-1ore restrained. It 

was taking seriously a warning issued by the Native Affairs 

Department that "the government will take the necessary 

steps" against any organisation that tried to launch a earn.-
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A. 
paign against the issuing of passes to women-. Passes dominated 

-proceedings at the annual ANC conference held in Decernber 

1955. There the ANC postponed making any decisions on the 

line of action to be pursued until an Action Committee could 

report to a special National Conference scheduled for Easter 

1956. This earned the ANC leadership the vociferous condemnation 

1. FSAW correspondence, 5/4/56, FSAW (Tvl) to Indian Youth 
Congress, FSAW A 5. 

2. 'Transvaal Women's Day' pamphlet, March 1956, FSAW A 5. 

-3. New_!}g__§_, 2 7/1/55. 

4. Quoted in New Age, 6/1/56. 



of the Africanists, who ernerged as a definite faction within 

the ANC at this 1955 conference. According to Drum "hot-

heads" were urging that resistance to passes should take 

the form of destroying them, "but the official ANC line 
. 1 

is to work out a careful campaign" 

This approach communicated itself to some FSAW leaders. 

In early 1956 a letter from the NEC in Cape 'l'ovm urged caution 

in the Transvaal: 

11 Re pas~>es for African women - note I was 
careful about it not only from the reper­
cussions po.int of view, but also what it 
will entail to the African women. W~ 
must have greater discussjon and appraise 
the situation carefully."2 

From the beginning, however, the women's oppo~ition to passes 

kept spilling over the limits laid down by the ANC. 'I;he 

first area to be issued with reference books was Winburg 

in the Orange Free State - the same town where,some forty 

years before,women had demonstrated so strenuously against 

passes. Here the so-called 'Reference Book Units' started 

issuing books to women from_the middle of March 1956. 

Initially they met with no resistance arid by the 22nd March 
3 1 429 African women had taken out passes . Developments 

then took an unexpected turn. On 8th April a women's 

meeting was held in the township, attended by some senior ANC 

officials from the Transvaal (including Lilian Ngoyi) . 

At this meeting the assembled women denounced the attempts 
Ll 

to impose reference books upon them-. Their newly issued 

1. Dru~, Jan. 1956: 'Will our Women Carry Passes?', p.19. 

2. FSAW correspondence, 18/2/56, FSAW B II. 

3. Ne_w l1g~, 22/3/56 . 

. 4. 'This account is pieced together from reports in ~·ey!_~g~, 
in April 19 56; prl}_~, May 19 56, 'HinbLu:g: Target for 
'Women's Passes', (May 1956); Police report on the 
meeting of Winburg women headed 'Sondag 8/4/56', Treason 
Trial exhibit G 900; interview with L. Ngoyi. 



books vU?:.re then co)_lect~d f:~>gether.· an(.'t° .the folJ~owiJ1g _ aay. these 

v.7(''?.re tal:en <:n1C1 b1..::.rni: outside the JVi0gis tr ate' s office. 

·opposition to passes had burst into open defiance. 

'l'he decision to burn th'2 passes appears to have been a spon­

taneous one, emanating from tiie Winburg \vomen themscl ves. 

The ANC instructions to its representatives had in fact been 

to avoid any -"rash 
1 

act ion"·- Once in Winburg, ho\·Jever; 

they had found the mood amongst the women so strong that 

they had decided to go along with it. Nevertheless, the ANC 

had clearly played a part .in bringing the ·women ot Winburg 

to the point of defiance. One of the Winburg leaders had 

attended the spE~cial anti-pass -National Conference that h·aa 

been hel~ by the ANC in Johannesburg the previous week. 

'l'bere, she subsequently con.fessed at the_ women's m-::=etin-;J in 

Winburg·, she had felt ashcimed becausE tlH:~y had already 

taken out passes so mee}cly ·- "Ek het ... eintlik skac;m toe 

hulle my s@ julle Winburg vrouens het die stam 

0 . r . -1 1 C> d. e P·"""~:-,tP ge"vat h~'L· " 2 T'-,e r· r 0 r.>Y-. ;E o Jll·.-1.·- i __ ~- ~ _ '" - r. J.~s"',,c..>-~ 

doodg 2rna aI'­

c! i: -Lhe:{r. 

meeting· of leading liNC executi•1e membe-rs and espcially 

ANCWI~ President, Lilian Ngoyi, tnust also have encouraged the 

women of Winburg to demonstrate emphatically their rejection 

of their reference books. 

The impact of these pass-burnings was considerable. For 

the Congress Alliance it came as a great morale-booster after 

the gloom spread by the apparent e~~e with which 

the first reference books had been issued, even though the 

Winburg women had overstepped ANC instructions. rrhe .:.i..i.thori ties 

to~sthe defiance very seriously. Numerous arrests followed 

iri Winburg and in several cases bail was refused tc the 
• ~ • - .. tr t- f. II 

3 I 1·~ l' 56 . ·woracn ct',arg2a vn.. tn common ne··t n ·.l3Y · 9 Ne~,-~:.9e 

carrj_ed a report that women were being refused their monthly 

old-age pension ch~ques unless they could produce their 

~eference books - the first reported use of a pressure tactic 

-------·~...,.-........... -·-------·---·--, ... ---·· __ :__._~ ..... __ . -·-·------·-----·-·-- ----------..---·--~- -··-·-----·-- __ _..,... ...• 

Inti=1.r·vievviith I.,. Ngoyi. 

report 
h.-::c..ded 

Hinburg 
1l!~r i a 1 



t:hat VJOL~ld __ b(:; '~·J:Ltj(~_l~r .u.;:~~cc1 ])y the .outl10:t"it:ies i.n. ptl1ex· C~.r·eas 

i .t .1. .Lacer • After Winburg the reference book units proceeded 

ve-:t:y ca.U t.it)UG ly" The .strategy u'ntil weli into 1958 was 

to avo:Ld the J.a:r.ge urban centres where the ANC , ..... ias rnos t f)trong:Ly 

entr2nched. B~l September 1956 37 small country towns had 

been visit~d and some 23 000 passes issued to women 2 . 

. The pass-burnings at Winburg were the start, in a huge wave 

of protests that swept the country from 1956. In the 

first seven months of that year alone, the FSAW estimated, 

approx:~mately 50 000 women took part in 38 demonstrations 

. ' +-'- J . 30 ~ . ff . ' t J Th agau1s (. -•1e pass . aws, J.n ai -eren-c cen -res • . ese 

incluc10d Klerksoorp (400 women), Brakpan · (2 OOG vlomen), Beth··· 

iehern ( 400 \vomen), ~rohannesburg, Pretori;:;, Eva ton, Errilelo, 

Port Elizabeth, Kimberley, Durban, Uitenhage4 Mostly, 
,. 

.Ln the snFJller to11Jns, these were organised by the local l~Nc 

"' or ANCWL with lhe FSAW active in th,~ major towns~. 'l1 he format 

of these protests was generally the same, either mass meetings 

at. which resolutions· condemning and rejecting passes wer,~ 

adopted or mass deputations to the authorities, generally 

the local Native Commissioner. · The emphasis was on peaceful 

dernonstr2ticns of opposition and in this early period they 

met with little counterforce. 

2. Sou~h Africa~ Institute of Race Relations; Aurvav of Race 
;R.e:l__?. ti.Q.r.~>?._, 19 5 5-56 I p • 82 o 

---"'----.... ·---· 

2. From evidence submitted by Liebenberg (for the Sta~e) 
j_n th<-~ 'rr:eason 'l'rial, •rrcasorl_ __ ~rial !~ecQ~_9_, Vol. 70, p .14818. 

4. J?rcm untitled typescript on resi[.; ta nee to pass es ·in 
1955-56, FSAW C I 1. 

5. In U:i.-~·-enlE;ge I poJ.ice atternpts to st.op a women Is meeting 
on t.be grounds t~1at it -,vas bein0 conducted by th2 J1NC, 

- t:'i.en banned in the Eas t:ern Cape, wer2 thwarted :!::iy th:::? 
·.-;·:;men asserting that theirs was a FSAW meeting, not an 
ANCv~I.. one. 



The extent of resistance and scale of support amongst women 

gener~ted considerable optimism within the FSAW. Inspired 

by this, as well as the memory of the successful demonstra·­

tion to Pretoria in October 1955, the FSAW l~~nched upon an 

even more ambi tioL~s undertaking: to asserrble another mass 

gathezing of women outside Prime Minister Strydom's of:Lices 

in the Union Buildings, Pretoria, to demonstrate against 

the pass 12ws for women. This, however, would include 

not or.ly women from the Rand as in 1955 - this was planned 

as a nation·--wide campaign, drawing on women from all over 

the country and as many different organisations as possible. 

'v~omc:n's Dav', August 9th 1956 

The proposal to go once again to Pretori~ first surfaced at 

the Transvaal region's meeting to coffiln2morate International 

Women's Day in March 1956 1 • By the middle of the year, 

planning of this meeting was well under way. In June/July 

the NCC of the Congress Alliance sponsored four Congress 

leaders on a tour of the major urban centres to co-ordinate 
~ 

Congress activities and regenerate contact between the 

.~ 32 

regions. Along with Robert Resha (ANC) and Norman Levy (COD) 

went Helen Joseph and Bertha Mashaba, two leaders of the FSAW 

in the Transvaal.· They used this opportunity to consult 

with other women in the various cent.res they visited and 

to make arrangements to send delegates to the mass gathering2 . 

In addition, it was agreed to stage the second National 

Conference ~f the FSAW immediately after t~e Pretoria demon­

stration, to make the·long trip to the Rand as worthwhile as 

possible for the women .. In July a letter was sent off to 

Strydom requesting an interview. This was refused bluntly 

·----------------- _________ .. _ 

2. 'Report on a tour of the Major Centres of the Union, 
submitted to the National Consultative Committee, for 
discussion', FSAW II B. 



but t.he FSAW went ahead with its plans anyway
1

• 

The gathering of women at the Union Buildings on the 9th 

August 1956 was an unprecedented success. 1'he FSl-\W more 

than reached its goal - vast numbers of women, estimated 

variously at between six and twenty thousand, managed to 

make their way to Pretoria and the Union Buildings 2 . Though, 

as was to be expE;cted, the Reef areas were best repres ent.ed, 

substantial numbers of women came from as far afield as Cape 

Town, Bloe:n fontein, Port Elizabeth. The assembly achieved 

extensive front-page coverage on all newspapers across 

the country. The Cape Tim'=.$_ des er ibed it as one of the 

largest crowds ever to-assemble at the Union Buildings -

"and probably the larg-est mass gathering of women in the 

country's history 113 • 

As sheer spectacle, it was an impressive and moving sight. 

The huge crowd of women filled the amphitheatre before the 

Union Buildings and overflowed dm·m the steps .. Many of 

the African women wore t.r.aditional dress, others wore the 

Congress colours (green, black and gold) . Indian women 

·were clothed in white saris. Many women had babies on their 

backs; some cbniestic workers brought their employers• 

children along with them. (This was an aspect of the dernon-

str at ion that dominated Die Vaderl and' s coverage of the event 
4 ~) 

After the masses of individual 1 signed protest forms had been left 

outside the Prime Minister's empty office by the four leaders 

----·----- ---------
1. Cape Time~, 9/8/56. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

'J'he figure varied according to one's degree of symoathy 
for the demonstrators. Die Vaderland, 10/8/56, s~id 
estimates varied between 600Dand 10000. The Cap~)_mef:_, 
9/8/56, put the number at 10 000, the FSAW at 20 000. 
See, e.g., untitled typer.;cript of article on the anti-
pass demonstrat~ons, FSAW C I 1. 

Die Vaderland, 10/8/56, carried two photographs of black 
r)ann:Ces v1{tf1-·mna11 white children on itr:~ front page, with 
the caption "Weet hul ouers waar hulle is?". 



, 

(Lilian _Ngoyi, Helen .Joseph, Rahiiaa Moosa, Sophie Williams) 

the crowd stood in perfect silence for half an hour before 
1 

breaking into the ANC anthem 'Nkosi sikeleli Afrika'h. For 

many who participated in the demonstration, it formed the 

emotional highpoint of their political careers, a yardstick 

by which all other meetings of that nature would br> measured 2 . 

In a booklet printed shortly afterwards, the FSAW described 

't' 1 ° t II t 1 ·• •ll
3 h'l i in g owing . erms as a monumen a ac11.1evemen·c , w. J_ e a 

protest song composed in honour of the occasion asserted: 

"Str:rjdom, you have tampered ·with the women, 
You have strnck a rock. 11 4 

The significance of the protest lay deeper than mare spectacle. 

For most observers, whether sympathetic or hostile, the fact 

that it was women who had organised and carried out so impres­

sive a demonstration challenged stereotyped assumptions 

about women's lack of political initiative and capabilities. 

For the white press there was something rem~rkable about the 

sight of "blanket-clad Native women" confronting the central 
. 5 

government . Once again, as in 1955, Die Vaderland could 

only concei~1e of these women as acting under the leadership 
- -·6 

of white women: . For the upholders of the ideology of white 

1. During the Treason Trial it emerged that the security 
police removed all these documents before Strijdom had 
even looked at t!1em. Drum, Sept. 1957, 'Treason: End 
of Round One', p.25. 

2. For instance, Amina Cachalia has described .it as 
~marvellous'', the greatest demonstration of the FSAW 
and the Congress Alliance generally. Interview. 

3. FSAW: 'Strijdom •.. You have struck a rock', p.1. 

4. From untitled typescript of article on the anti-pass 
ccimpa ign, ·FSAW C I J.. 

5. Ca'.2_e Ti..!!:\£.:2.1 10/8/56. 

6. Dt~ _ __;z:9_qf:.?:::.l~t.i-~:..' 10/8/56, al::-.;o carried a photograph of some 
·vihi te women talking to some b1ack women and a caption 
underne<:lth that. read~ "Hier word gehelp dat die nie-blanke 
vroue die vorms . . . k<m onderteken" • 



supremacy, the fact that it was a mixed gathering of white 

and block women v.1as particularly :rnsettling. 

235 

With the Pretoria gatl"iering the PSJi,W demonstrated to itself, 

the Congress Alliance and the authorities, that it was capable 

of staging a demonstration of major proportions. Henceforth 

it could reasonably claim to be treated seriously as a poli­

tical organisation. Undoubtedly its success enhar~ced the 

prestige of the FSAW within the Congress Alliance. The 

decision to commemorate August 9th as an annual Congress 

event, 'Women's Day', testified to that1 . At the s2rne time, 

this very success also heightened some of the ambivalent 

feelings already present within the Congress Alliance towards 

the women:s movement. The growing confidence and assertive-

ness cf the FSAW within the Alliance did not ~ass without 

challenge. 

For many Congress men, particularly, it seems, in the Transvaal 

ANC, the women's achievement conflicted with deeply-rooted 

views on the junior position women should occupy in society 

at large and within the national liberation movement in parti-

cular. Indeed, for many African men their chief reason 

for opposing passes for women was that the government was 

thereby usurping their o·wn authority. ,,·The government 

cannot give your women pass if you do not want to, because 

the woman she is under the control of a man'', asserted one 

male speaker at an ANC anti-pass meeting2 

Higher up in the hierarchy such sentiments would not have 

been expressed so baldly, but there, too, there were signs 

of unease at the growing independence of the 1AOmen 's organi-

sations. Though generous in its praises of the women's 

achievement at Pretoria, the ·rransvaal Consul ta ti ve Committee 

---·-------------

L F'SAW correspondence with P1NC, 15/7/59, refers to this 
decision. FSAW A 14. 

2.· 'Copy of notes taken by N/D/Conat. John Patose at meeting 
cf .l~N'CWL: SophiatO\m: 12/8/56', p.3, 'J.'reason. Trial ex­
hibit. G 854. 



(TCC) of the Congress Alliance was anxious to assert its 

ul tiraate authority in the planning of the anti-pas3 campai.g·n 

and accord~ngly requested the FSAW to submit a written 

report on the Pretoria demonstration to it. This the PSAW 

rejected - "no further purpose can be served by the prepara·­

tion of a written report" - thl':•11gh it reassured them that it 

would continue to maintain their valuable liason 111 • Furtl1er 

signs of tension \·1ere brought to the surface in September 

1956 with the publication of an article in the ANC bulletin, 

§ech~££!_, entitled 'Don't stifle the work of the Women's 

Pederation" 2 . This reaffirmed the valuable and necessary 

work bein9 done by the FSAW and ANCWL and pleaded for a greater 

tolerance and respect for their initiative within the ANC~ 
I 

The August 1956 demonstration showed clearly the depth of 

black v-1omen's opposition to passes. In 'getting to Pretoria 

participants had had to overcome enormous obstacles. For 

most, the cost of travelling to Pretoria alone was prohibitive 

and involved much sacrifice. When .l\NCWL members in Port 

Elizabeth were asked by Helen Joseph how they intended to 

pay. for their train :fares to Pretoria, they replied: "We' 11 

sell ou.r furniture 113 • Apart from the money, it was very 

difficult for women to leave their families. Many had 

young children and alternative child-care facilities in the 

townships were more or less non-existent. And, once again, 

as in 1955, the authorities had made it as difficult as 

possible for the women to reach Pretoria - the public transport 

bodies refused to assist and police harrassment of partici­

pants was intense. 

l. FSAN correspondence with TCC, August 1956, FSAW C I 4. 

2. 'Don't stifle the 'i/JOrk of thE 'i\romen's Federation', reprinted 
'3s pamphlet from S~c::b_aba, Bullet.in of the ANC, Sept. 19 56 / 
FSAW E. See Chapter Seven for a fuller discussion on 
relations between the FSAW and ANC. 

3. Person<:1l communication. 



The Pretoria demonstration provided the FSAW with a large 

inject.ion of energy. 'rhe second National Conference, held 

immediately afterwards in Johannesb0rg and attended by so~e 

r.:oo ~ , t 1 a · H h f .) , cte.Lega es , vlas a resoun ing success. ere muc o 
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the organisational work of the past two years was consolidated 

and the Federation put on a firmer footing. The Conference 

adopted a constitution, finally, though not without cipposi­

tion from some members (mainly COD) who felt the affiliated 

organisations ought to ratify the constitution themselves, 

first2 . A new and vigorous National Executive, under Ngoyi 

and Joseph, was elected to replace the caretaker one and 

the decision to move the Head Office to Johannesburg 

endorsed. The Pretoria demonstration had already clearly 

demonstrated the ascendancy of the Tram vaal region within 

the FSAW; by setting up its Head Office in J·ohannesburg 

this was formally confirmed. 

Thus by late 1956 the FSAW appeared to have weathered its 

initial difficulties. In a buoyant mood, the_conference 

adopted an ambitious progranm1e for 1957. It was agreed 

to·focus on two issues - passes for women and the Group Areas 

Act. (By taking up this latter issue, which affected. 

Indian and 'Coloured' women most severely, the FSAW was 

making a real effort to make itself relevant to as broad 

a section of women as possible.) The plan· of action called 

for a mass signature drive half a millicri anti-pass 'pledges' 

ar.d 100 000 signatures for a petition against the Group Areas 

Act. This was seen to serve a double purpose. On the 

one h<rnd, it would bring the FSAW into contact with women in 

a '"1ide-reaching educational campaign; on the other, it would 

expose clearly the depth of their opposition to these mE:asures. 

In the FSAW there was little doubt about the strength of 

the mood of resistance amongst women. 

1. FSAW correspondence, FSAW (Tvl) to ANCWI.. (Tvl), 5/4/57, 
FSZ:\W C I 5. 

2. This is described i.n Chapter Seven below. 
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"Women are not afraid of suffering for 
the sake of their children and their 
homes. Women have an answer to the 
threats to their families and their future. 
Women will not face a future imprisoned in 
the pass laws. Women will fight for the 

1 .right to live and more freely as human beings." 

In the euphoria of August 1956 it seemed as if these senti­

ments would indeed carry the day. Yet already the more 

severe count~rmeasures the police were adopting against pass 

protests were sounding a warning. In late 1956 the first 

major violent clash over passes for women took place. In 

Lichtenburg, in November, a large crowd of about 1 000 women 

and some men who were protesting the arrival of the reference 

book units, were baton-charged by the pol.ice. The crowd 

resorted to stor.ing, the police opened fire and two Africans 

were shot dead~ Six police and two other Africans were 

wounded in the confrontation2 . 

Anti-Pass Protests in 1957 

Throughout 1957 and into 1958 the women's anti-pass campaign 

continued to generate an enormous response. A full sc;.rvey 

of all the demonstrations with which the FSA\1 was associated, 

or which it supported,would be impossible to conduct in the 

space available - they chequered the period with such 

frequency. A FSAW fact-sheet listing the women's 

demonstrations for 1957 and 1958 ran to seven closely typed 
3 pages . This kind of occasional mass demonstrations of 

popular resistance at a local level proved able to rally 

considerable support. The more long-term campaign to collect 

individual signatures, in the drive for a million anti-pass 

-----------·------

·l. :E' Sl-\ W: 'Women in Chains', p.12. 

3. 'Resistance of women to Passes during 1957', f'SAW C I 5 

and 'Resistance of women to Passes during 1958~ FSAW 
C I 6. 



pledges proved much less successful. B'oth this campaign 

and the simil~r Group Areas campaign fell far short ~f their 
... 

marki a reflection on the organisational weaknesses of 

the FSAW at the grassroots level" Too few women came for-

ward to take responsib.~lity for collecting signatures in 

the ii. area.s 1 • 

'Women's Day' in AL19ust 1957 was celebrated on a nation:-wide 

scale, with large meetings and deputations to Native Com-

Qissioners' offices. The Port Elizabeth gathering was 

des er ibed as a "huge s ucccss" while the·· ,Johannesburg rnef~ting 
2 drew over 2 000 women . In Cape Tovm, the followi!1g month, 

the FSAW rnanaged to achieve something o.f u breakthrough 

by drawing liberal white.women's org~nisations into its-cam-

paign. At a large mul t::i_..racial gathering of w9men on the Grand 

Parade, a broad 'Cape Association to Abolish Passes for 

African Women' was set up, representing, in addition to the 

F'SAW and A"NC'0JL, the Black Sash, NCW and Anglican Mothers' 
. -. ... . 3 

Union . This confimied 1.:o" fLmction as a loose co..:..ordinating 

body for .several ye ors, encouraging FSAW hopes for buiJ_a~;_ng 

a united, progressive women's movement that would enjoy 

subE;tantial ~:Jhite support. Only in Cape Tov..111, however, 

where there was a long tradition of co-operation between 

various women's organisations, did it make any significant 

progress towards this end. 

During 1957 the anti-pass campaign took a new turn when, 

for the first time, rural wo~en,living in the Zeer~t area 

of the Western Transvaal, became involved in resistance to 

reference books. The FSAW was not direbtly involved in 
/ 

1. · ·see· an undated letter from 'HeJ.cn' -to 1 I{os.fl' ccrn;J1ain3.ng 
about the "ridiculous figure" f.or pledges received on 
tlH.~ Rand .. in v..,·hich .::;he c:issert:s ". ". the target is 
possible :L:f tho women org·anise correctly". FSAvl C I 1. 

2. Telegram~ to Joseph, Ugoyi, on 9/8/57, FSAW C I 5. 

'Multi-Race Protest'. 



in these disturbances i.t,self, but :i.r1 the history of the 

women's anti-pass campaig·n they a:re significant. They 

showed that rural women, too, could be roused to political 

action and hinted at the enormous pressures squeezi~g women 

in the reserves to this point of defiarice. The Zeerust 

disturbances, which dragged O!" for many months, also marked 

a new escalation in violence in the conduct of the carnpaign 1 

on the part of both protesters and autlnrities. 

The causes of the ZeeLust anti-pass disturbances are complex. 

It is another area deserving a study of its own. Here 

opposition to passes for women fused with opposition to another 

inflammatory issue, the implementation of the Bantu Authori­

ties Act of 1951J .. 

Resistance to passes amongst the Bafurut~e began passively. 

Many women simply failed to appear on the proclaimed date 

to be issued with reference books. When the Department 

of Native Affairs summarily deposed one of the chiefs who 

was opposed to passes for women, opposition burst into more 

active forms of resistance - pass burnings, popular action 

against members of the tribe alleged to be police informers, 

boycotts of government institutions. From the middle of 

April the authorities launched a counterattack designed 

to wipe out any form of resistance. A special Police Unit 

was established,with wide powers of arrest and search, to 

patrol the area. Although a ban on people either entering 

or leaving the Reserve effectively suppressed details about 

what was going on in the Zeerust area from reaching a wider 

public, such sto.r.ies as did leak out indicated that oppositior~ 
./ 

-------·---

1. On the Zeeru.s t dis tt;_rbances see Fairbairn: 'Zeeru::; t: 
a profile of resist.ance'; Hooper: ~:ci~_f J.\utrl~~J:...tz; 
D~, April, May 1958. 



was being put down vJith a maximum use of force and intimi·­
. l 

datJ.OD • 

The Zeerust anti-pass disturbances of 1957 were largely a 

grassroots reaction to intolerable local conditions on the 

2~-~.1 

part of the inhabitants of the tribe. For most participants, 

male and female, opposition to women carrying passes was 

bound up with a conservative defence of traditional institutions 

such as chieftainship, the patriarchal family and established 

sex roles. Charles Hooper, an Anglican priest working 

in the district at the time, described the prevailing 

at tit u.des thus: 

"As the women were concerned with the effect 
of pass-carrying on their roles as mothers, 

.so now were the men concerned with the 
effect of this book on their relationships 
with their wives."2 

Male migrant workers were disturbed by reports that pro­

government chiefs were trying to persuade their wives to 

--~ 

1. Apart from arrests and alleged police brutality, 
coercive measures included the closing down of the 
locai school and Post Office, refusal of old age 
and widow's pensions to pensioners not possessing 
reference books, withdrawal of the bus service. 
See Fairbairn, op.cit. A Bafurutse song of the 
time ran as follows: 

"Behold us joyful 
The women of Africa 
In the presence of our baas; 
The great one 
Who conquers Lefurutse 
With his knobkierie 
And his assegaai 
And his gun". 

2. Hooper, op.cit., p.181. 



take out reference books in their absence ~ "How could a 
l woman take a book without her husband's consent?" . 

Yet, as was true of protests in the urban areas as well, the 

effects of the anti-pass protests in Zeerust on the women 

involved were often politicising and radicalising. In 

organising to resist passes, women were learning political 

skills and being forced to discard traditional attitudes and 

patterns of behaviour that did not suit the harsh new condi-

tions with which they were struggling. The lawyer in charge 

of the tribespeople 1 s defence in the numerous prosecutions 

that accompanied the disturbances was a woman from Johannesbu.rg, 

Sh ulamit.h Muller. When Hooper commented on the fact 

th.at a woman should be defending them, the local women 

reproved him. "The women of Africa are on the march", sci id 
2 one • One woman summed up the politicising effect of their 

experiences in jail thus: 

"That. jail is a good school .. When we went 
in we knew nothing. Now we have been able 
to talk all day to our people from Johannes­
burg and to the women of other villages. 
We got organised in jail. We agree about 
these books. We know now what they are for 
and we agree to refuse them. The jail has 
9iven us a better education than these 
Bantu Education schools ... 3 

Although the FSAW was not directly implicated in the anti­

pass resistance in Zeerust, it was not completely divorced 

from these events either. The role of the ANC was exaggerated, 

both by officials anxious to blame the unrest on outside 
11 agi~ators 11 and the ANC itself, anxious to boost its sagging 

performance. However, it did undoubtedly have some links 

with the area. Many of the male migrant workers from the 

area were members of the ANC on the Reef. Through them 

1. Hpoper,op.cit., p.181. 

2. Ibid., p.234. 

3. Ibid., p.128. 



news of earlier anti·-pass activity on the Rand and elsewhere 

would have been relayed back to the people living at home, 

providing an inspiration as well as a potential model for 

behaviour. Once the unrest had started the ~NC made 

atternpts to increase contact with the area. According to 

Lilia~ Ngoyi, she visited the area secretly during the unrest 

and addressed a meeting of local women1 . The FSAW's 

own direct contribution was confined to financial assistance 

towards bail funds and legal defence for the scores of people 

rounded up and arrested during the disturbances. The attorney 

in charge, Shulamith Muller'· appears to have been a member 

of COD and thus affiliated to the FSAW. 

For the FSAW and the anti-pass campaign generally, the events 

in the Zeerust district during the course of 1957 signalled 

that the government was determined to impos_e passes on women 

at all costs. Despite the impressive scale and inspirational 

value of the anti-pass demonstrations of 1956/57 they had 

not stopped the drive to issue passes to women. The FSAW 

had proved it could rally significant numbers of women tc 

it on specific occasions; it had not proved that its tactics 

were capable of deflecting government policy in the long-

term. Mere demonstrations of popular feeling were not proving 

enough. The government was in no way responsible to the 

disenfranchised black majority and with the might of an im-­

pressive police force and army behind it, an ever-increasing 

range of coercive legislation and the overwhelming support 

of the white electorate, it could afford to ignore popular 

discontent or, as in the case of Zeerust, move ruthlessly 

to contain it. 

During this time the glow of optimism generated by the Pretoria 

demonstration in August 1956 began to fade. The 1950 1 s 

had seen a steady consolidation of power in the hands of 

the government and by 1957 it was moving with mounting con-

fidence against the nat. ional liberation movement. The Congress 

-----~----------------·-·· 

1. Interview. 



Alliance was fighting with its back to the wall. 'I'he cover 

for- the COD periodical., f'.":ight~_!?.5.L'I:_9Jk, in May l957, succinctly 

captured the insecurity and sens~ of siege beginning to 

prevail in Congress circles. . It read: ~will Congress be 

b d ? .. 1 anne . . 

2 f{./:J, 

As women emerged as a stronger force in the national liberation 

movement, the repressive m'3chinery of the state vlas increas-

ingly turned against them. Surveillance of women's meetings 

was stepped up so that security became a much more urgent 

consideration at meetings 2 . At the same time, women leaders 

were being harried more and more. Influx control measures 

were used against African women who took the lead in organising 

local protests, by the municipal authorities 3 . In December 

1956 many of the FSAW and ANCWL's leading figures were rounded 

up when 156 front-rank members of the Congress Alliance were 

detained, preparatory to the opening of the Treason Trial. 

Lilian Ngoyi and Helen Joseph, recently elected to lead the 

FSAW, were among the final batch of 30 accused. For four 

and a half years this trial dragged on, effectively crippling 

the political work of the accused and draining enormous 

amounts of money and energy inside the national liberation 

movement into their defence. In 1957 Helen Joseph, secr~tary 

of the FSAW at both the national and Transvaal regional level, 

was banned and confined to the district of Johannesburg4 . 

Although she did not have to sever ties with the FSAW, her 

mobility and efficiency as secretary were thereby curtailed. 

May 1957. 

2.· it times the Security Branch were quite open about their 
activities. Thus, in January 195~ at the Provincial 
Conference of the FSAW (Tvl) they "push tliJ.,eir way in, 
armed with ·warrants to remain at the conference, while 
uniformed police remain outside in a car for the whole 
day". From 'Oper;;tion Umbrella! An "outside" impression 
of a great conference~ anonymous article, FSAW A 13. 

3. See above, p.207, foot.note 'l. 

4. FSAW Press Statement, 26/4/57, FSAW n II. The only 
exception to her restriction order was the pe*mission 
to· travel to Pretoria daily for the Treason Trial hearings. 



By this time, too, the rifts within the Congress .Al.liance 

had become serious. The Africanists had emerged as a 

de.finite faction within the ANC at its conference in December 

1955. They were highly critical of what they saw as the 

ineffectual leadership and overcautious strategy of the ANC. 

Their major cri ti.cism, however, was directed at the cc:1sti-

tution of the Congress l~lliance itself. They held that by 

sharing dee is ion-making in it, on an equal bas is ·with the 

other Congress groups, the ANC had effectively renounced its 

vanguard position as leader of the African majority in .the 

national liberation movement. They also viewed the multi-

racial composition of the Allia nee with suspicion. rrhis I 

they argued, legitimised apartheid because of the enLrenched 

ethnicity of each of the constituent organisations. This was 

accoml'.)anied by a strong streak of anti-white feeling amongst 

the .Z\fricanis ts. They were particularly hostile to the 

\vhite Congress of Democrats which they regarded as a com­

munist dominated body, with an influence on the Congress 

Alliance out of all proportion to its tiny meriliership. 

Although the FSAW did not suffer from the same cleavage 

. ' 1 ' . t k t ' ' t t . ' "NC/D"C 1 ',_ w1.::11n i s ran,·s - -.o a surprising ex en. "L.ne .t-l • .ti~· sp :u:. 

seems to have passed it by - it was nevertheless too 

dependent on the Congress Alliance not to feel the ill 

effec:ts. 

The women's campaign agai!1st passes could not prove success-

ful on its own, as the FSAW realized very well. What was 

needed was for it to link up with a general campaign in-

volving the men as well. FSAW attempts to achieve this were, 

however, largely unsuccessful. In June 1957 the FSAW 
./ 

proposed to the TCC that the Congress Alliance should organise 

a further mass demonstration outside the Union Buildings, 

one that woL1.ld involve both men and women in a common demon-

stration of opposition to passes. The TCC accepted the 

·proposal but thereafter nothing more was heard aboGt it. 

Some eighteen mon~hs later the FSAW was still complaining 

that men had not made an "active entry" into the anti·-pas.s 



. 1 
campaign . 

1958: 'l'he Last Phase of the _Anti-Past:~Ca)11paiqn 
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1958 was a sombre year for the Congress Alliance. 'I'he pressu:i::-es 

against it were mounting; the failure of its 'stay-at-home' 

campaign in·.April was a severe setback. The freedom of the 

ANC to organise was being seriously limited. In March 1958 

the government imposed a ban on the ANC in several rural 

areas (including Zeerust) where peasant unrest was manifest­

ing itself. Already one prominent ANC official regarded a 

blanket ban on the ANC as inevitable "as· soon as· the ANC .: 

shows greater organisational efficiency ... 112 • In its elf 

this was a revealing statement, both about the point reached 

by the state in relation to the national liberation movement 

c.md about the internal weaknesses plaguing that movem.ent. 

In the FSAW, too, signs of strain were coming to the fore. 

In January 1958 the National Secretary, Helen Joseph, was 

obliged to report to the NEC that "owing to the extreme 

pressure of work" she had not been able to carry out all the 
. 3 

instructions from the last meeting Comaemoration of Women's 

Day in Augu$t 1958, a major event in the FSAW cal~ndar, was 
LL 

hampered by a ban on all meetings of Africans-. In Johannesbu::g 

the FSAW arranged an open-air meeting for non-African women, 

l. 'Report by the Pederation of South African Women on the Anti­
.Pass Campaign', p.6, PS.AW CI 6. 

2. G •. Mbeki: 'Bans and Banishment', in Fighting Tal~. 
May 1958. 

3. 'Minutes of the Meeting of the NEC of the FSAW', 
18/1/58, p.l, FSAW B I. 

4. FSAW circular, July 1958, and pamphlet advertising meet­
ing, both FSAW C I 5. 



taking great care to ensure that African women did not 

infringe the banning order. This was not a success. 

The lack of support from non-African women indicated clearly 

that the dynamism of tlle FSAW, certainly on the Rand, came 

from African women. Afte~ four years the FSAW had still 

not been able to achieve the ~road support from South African 

women that it had hopea to achieve in 1954. 

The anti-pass campaign too was being steadily driven back 

onto the defensive. In the first two years of their work. 

h f b k . . ' . 11. 1 t e re-erence oo~ units issues some~ a mi ion passes~ be-

tween January and November of 1958 this figure was doubled to over 

a million books issued 2 . During the course of 1958 these 

units finally began operations in the larger towns - a sign 

of increased confidence on their part and a signal for the 

opening.· of the last phase in the anti-pass campaign. 

The first advances on the towrnby the reference book units 

was oblique. In December 1957 it was announced that in 

future all nurses would have to produce identity nuITu1Jers 

before they could be reigstered for the midwifery course. 

Although no mention of reference books was made, African 

nurses could only acquire identity numbers with these books. 

Black nurses were already in an uproar over·the passage of 

the Nursing Act in 1957 which had introd~1ced segregation into 

all aspects of the profession: trainirig, registration, adminis-
-~ 

tration. The latest announcement provoked further protests-. 

~he FSAW had already associated itself with the opposition 

to the Nursing Act, which it had described as a "further attack 

upon" the non-white women of South Africa, one which amounted 

1. South African Institute of Race Relations: SurveY.._9£ 
R~_fe Relations, 1956-57, p.66. 

2. Ibid., 1957-58, p.51. 

3. On th is see M. Jarrett-Kerr: , '1\partheid in Nursing 1 
• 



to an attack on the health of the nation!1 In January 19.55 

the National Executive agreed to make support for the 

nurses against the compulsory proau~tLon of identity 

numbers "the major.ccimpaign of the F'ederation in 1958 111 • 
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Apart from their genuine support for the issues involved, there 

were some sound tactical reasons for doing this. 'rhe FSAW 

was always anxious to broaden its appeal to as wide a range 

of women's organisations as possible. Black nurses repre­

sented. a particularly influential segment of women since 

nursing was one of the few occupations open to black women 

that carried high status v..1i thin the community. In November 

1957 the FSAW assisted in convening a national conference 
') 

of nurses to discuss the implications of the Nursing Act'. 

In January 1~58 the NEC affirmed the importance of using 

"~uch nationol non-Congress multiracial conferences ..• for 

making fresh contacts with women delegates to stimulate interest 

in the Federation113 • In addition, from the point of view 

of the anti-pass campaign, the attempt to enfo::::-ce reference 

books on African nurses posed a dangerous threat. _The FSAW 

regarded it as a new tactic by the government, a 'thin 
.. -

edge of the wedge' for the pass units in the cities. Now, 

declared the FSAVJ, this move against nurses amounted to 

"an attempt to insinuate passes for women 
into the cities and large towns where until 
now Verwoerd has not dared to send his pass 
units. 11 4 

In preparation for the campaign a detailed program~ne was 

drawn up which relied on familiar tactics: liason with the 

1. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC', 18/1/58, p.3, 
FSAW B I. 

2. Organising Committee of the National Conference of Nurses: 
Circular No. 2, 7/9/57, FSAW C II. 

3. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC, 18/1/58, p.2, FSAW B I. 

4. FSAW correspondence, 3/2/58, FSAW to ANC, FSAW C II. 



nurses 1 organisatio0s~ leafletting; mass demonstrations 

to hospital authorities, the South African Nursing Council, 
'' 

the Minister of Health; attempfs to involve other liberal 

women's organisation; publicising· the government's pro9osals 

internationally. The whole campaign W3s conducted with a 

maximum of newspaper publicity. It culminated with a mass 

demonstration of women outside Baragwanath Hospital, the major 

black hospital in Johannesburg, on the 22nd March, 19 58. 

In itself this was a failure. In the build-·up to the 

demonstration the FSAW had sought and achieved extensive 

newspaper exposure for the proposed gathering. One result 

was an enormous showing of force by the police which effectively 

prevented the mass turn-out the FSAW had hoped for. Little 

more than 300 women managed to circL1mvent the police co1'.'don 

thrown round the hospital. One report described the demon­

stration as a 11 comic opera •.. with a large cast" since 

police, heavily armed, ou trn1mbered demonstrators wh:Lie:: 

inside th~ hospital a siege mentality prevailed1 11 Rumour 

has it that gas masks were held in readiness at the casualty 

station 112 • The FSAW found the police :reaction less amusing. 

It described the display of ·armed force as "unprecedented 

and outrageous" in view of its own repeatedly stated commit­

ment to peaceful methods of political protest
3

. The autho­

rities had made themselves clear: no more Pretorias would 

be tolerated. Yet a limited victory ,,\las gained when the 

South African Nursing Council announced that the identity 
/.! 

number requirement. for African nurses would not be enforced"'. 

The reference book machine was not deflected from its course, 
/ 

however. From mid 1958 passes started to be issued to women 

-----------------------

1. Ja-rrett-Kerr., op.cit .. , p. 36. 

2. Ibid. I p. 3 7. 

4. ~Jarrett-Kerr, op.cit., p.37. 



in Durban, Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, the East Rand. In 

none of these places did they meet with serious resistance. 

By October the reference book unit"s had started to work in 

the vicinity of Johannesburg, the major stronghold of the 
' 

ANC"WL and the FSJ.\W. Inc.re as ingly, a sense of qrirn urgency 
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had replaced the earlier optimism within the FSAW. A letter 

from the joint secretaries of the rransvaal region (Bertha 

Mashaba and Lily Naidoo), sent to the ANCWL to arrange a 

joint meeting where resistance to the pass uni ts in .Johannes­

burg could be planned, captured the gravity of the situation. 

It referred to tbe "hour of crisis" that had approached 

and appealed to the i\NCWL to respond promptly: "Please, 

Dear Sisters, treat this matter as urgent"
1

. 

The arrival of the reference book units in Johannesburg il"'!. 

mid October signalled the last major act of resistance to 

passes for women. In commenting on the lack of n~sist.ance 

encountered by the units in Cape Town and Durban, an 

article in Drum had concluded: 

"Now everyone is asking: when will the 
passes come to Johannesburg and how will ~ 
the \..Omen in that big city react to them?"L. 

The reaction of women in Johannesburg showed that resistance 

to passes had not been completely smothered by that stage. 

At the same time, the course of events in Johannesburg 

during October and November highlighted the limitations of 

the anti-pass campaign,as then conce.ived 1 as a lever for change. 

The Johannesburg Anti-P~ss Demon§trations, 1958. 

Adopting a strategy similar to that used with the nurses in 

early 1958, the reference book units initially moved cautiously 
, __________ ,.. ________________ _ 

1. FSAW correspondence, 14/10/58, FSAW C I 6. 

2. Drum_, November 1958: 1 Why Women Don't Want Passes', p.33. 



in Johannesburg. They s ing-.led out as their first targets, 

a group of black women who ·were particularly isolated poli-· 

tically and vulnerable economically, domestic workeis in 

the w11i te suburbs. In mid October white households in 

Johannesburg were circularised by the Native Commissioner, 

instr;.icting them to send their 11 i''Tative female servant/s" 

to his offices "in order that she may be registered for the 

Native Population Register and issued with a reference 
1 

book" • The weak bargaining position that most of these 

women workers had / was descr ilied by the FSAW thus: 

II living in the servants' quarters in 
the backyards, African women from the 
country, the farms, the small reserves, 
women far from their homes, forbidden by 
trespass regulations to have their husbands 
or even their tiny children with them, to 
lead a family life, isolated and unaware, 
dependent upon the "madam" for the roof over 
their heads .•• "2 

With this approach it seemed at first as if in Johannesburg, 

too, reference books ·would be issued to African women without 

incident. But within a week the picture had changed dramat-

ically. Beginning on the 21st October, local branches of 

the ANCWL organised a counter-offensive which rapidly snow­

balled into an exuberant campaign of civil disobedience 

which too~ the authorities and leaders of the Congress Alliance 

alike by surprise. The still dynamic ANCWL branch at 

Sophiatown precipitated this by organising a march on the 

Native Commissioner's offices to stop domestic workers from 

taking out passes. Police intercepted the march and 

arrested the women, 249 of them, for holding an illegal 

procession. News of the arrests spread rapidly and soon, from 

all the Johannesburg townships, women began flocking to the 

1. Untitled typescript on the J"ohannesburg anti-pass protests, 
no au tht)r, (hereinafter 'types er ipt '), p. 4, quoting the cir­
cular in full, FSAW C I. 

2. Ibid. I p. 2. 



pass offices to court arrest themselves. On the first day 

a total of 584 women were arrested. By the end of the week 

this figure had risen to 934. The following Monday a 

further 900 w..> men were added to those already crowding the 

jails and police cells in central Johannesburg1 

This display of passive resistance was a vigorous demonstra-

ti.on of grassroots opposition to passes among women. 

all accounts, the mood amongst the women was defiant but 

highspirited" Commented Drum: 

11 You vmuld not have guessed that this was 
the serious business of 2rrest for some 
breach of the law. It looked like a great 
festival. The women sang, and danced and 
pranced, flailing their arms and poking out 
that defiant thumb ..• 11 2 

From 

The arrests were splashed across the newspapers with numerous 

photographs of women in exuberant, challenging poses, being 

arrested or filling the pdlice vans. Once again, the fact 

that it was women involved in the demonstration added a 

special slant to the manner in which the news was presented. 

'fhe position th at black women held in the minds of most 

white So:.ith Africans was succinctly expressed by a headline 

in the Johannesburg daily, 'I'he Sta.f._, after the first bctch 

of arrests - "No Nannies Today 113 • 

What the demonstrations revealed was that, in its preparations 

for resistance, the official Congress leadership was lagging 

behind its own rank and file on the highly politicised Rand. 

Al th9ugh the ANCY..7L and FSAW executives had been active in 

mobilis:i.ng opinion before.the arrests, with meetings and 

·--------
1. 'Typescript', pp.4,5,6, FSAW CI 1. 

2. Df_~-' Decem .. ber 19 58: 'The Battle of the Women', p.20. 

3. The Star, 22/10/58. The FSAW itself aµpeale~ to this 
mentality in a circular urginq white wornen not to let 
th~ir servants take out passes, arguing that their o~n 
children would suffer if their nanny were to be arrested; 
FBAW pamphlet, F'SAW C I 6. 

2S::: 



pamphlets, they had not entertained any ideas of mass civil 

disobedience at that stage. The move towards this had come . 
chiefly from Women's I.eague leaders at the branch level. 

In describin~; the demonstrations as "the biggest, best­

organised resistance" since the Alexandra bus boycott of 

1957, Drum referred to the manifestation of a "ghost orga­

nisation" amongst women demonstrators similar to that seen 
1 

in the 1957 boycotts themselves This description an 

ANC report on the campaign confirmed. 

'"I'here was no definite plan for courting 
imprisonment but after the arrest of the 
first demonstraters from Sophiatown other 
areas were organised by leaflets and visits 
to express their solidarity."2 

Once the period of civil disobedience had begun, the leader­

ship in the FSAW and ANCWL showed themselves anxious to keep 

the momentum going. Impressed by the evidence of the 

militancy and discipline on the part of the women, they 

wanted to adopt a policy of «no bail and no fines'' for those 

women already in jail and keep the demonstrations to the 

pass office going for "as long as the support of the women 

could be maintained 11
•

3 

1. Drum, Dec. 1958: 'The Battle of the Women', p.21. 
V. Mt"fgomo has described how, in Alexandra, the decision 
to march on the Native Commissioner's Offices was 
spread throughout the township by ANCWL members 
walking round the streets and talking to people. 
On the morning of the march, the leaders were at the 
busstops very early to dissuade wanen from going to 
work; the response from local residents was very 
good. Interview. 

2. 'An ANC Report on the Anti-Pass Campaign', p.l, 
FSAW II G 11. . .. 

3. 'Report by the Federation of South African Women on 
the Anti-Pass Campaign', p.2, FSAW CI 6. 

253 



On this issue the ·women ra:;1 into opposition from the ANC. 

It adopted a far more cautious assessment of the situation, 

arguing that the conti~uation of mass arrests would place an 

impossibly heavy financial burden on the Congress group and 

the fact that women were pi·epared to remain in jciil "was not 

b 'orne o··'· b,.- t·l·e f··aci·.s" 1 -.. ~..lL _i' •• 1, _,_ • In countering this last argumentr 

the FSAW pointed out, \·Ji th somE.: justification, that it was 

not, in the main, the arrested women who were anxious tc 

be bailed out. Rather, it was their husbands who were 

undermining the effectiveness of the demonstration by bailing 

them out on their. own initiative, in their anxiety to get 

them back home again. 

More was 3t stake th~n just ~ disagreement about tactics. 

During the course of this debate a further difference of 

opinion arose as to where the final authority· for decision­

rnaking in the Congress Alliance lay, whether with the ANC 

or the Tcc2 . In this dispute the FSAW appears to have been 

21ssociatcd with the TCC. The authority of the ANC prevail(-:d, 

hov.tever. The civil disobedience phase was called off and 

a new "phase" in the resistance to passes in Johannesburg 

launched. This followed a proposal made by the FSAW and 

ANCWL of organising a m2ss multi-racial demonstration to the. 

Mayor of J"ohannesburg L1 late Novemb(=r. 

------·---------

1. 'Im ANC Report on the Anti-Pass Campaign', pp .1, 2, 
:E'SAW II G 11. 

2. S,ee below, p. $40. After referring to "unpleasant-
ness" which arose with the TCC and FSAW because of a 
mistaken imp:;:·ession that the ANC would discuss "each 
and every aspect" of the campaign with other orga!1isa­
tions, the ANC's report, 'An ANC Report on the Anti­
Pass Campaign', i:~tat2d "the real policy in rEgard to 
the anti-pass c.amp~1ign", namely that the ANC \4aS 
responsible, and the task of the other organisations 
was one of co-ordination. FSAW II G 11. 



In the rush of enthusiasm that the mass~arrests had 

generated, an extremely ambitious total of 20 000 women 

was first suggested a~ the goal to be aimed at in the demon­

stration.. This was soon scaled down to more sober and 

realistic proportions
1 

In organising the demonstration, 

the F~AW experienced intense pressure from the authorities 

to call the event off. Originally it had hoped to stage 

a mass rally of women on the steps of the City Hall in 

Johannesburg. After a similar rally organised by the B1ack 

Sash was banned, and in the face of police warnings that 
11 lawlessness would not be allowed 112 , the FSJ1W revised its 

plan. In place of the mass rall~ it held a small poster 

parade on the City .Hall steps. The rest of the women 

....., r: r., 
/- ... .,, ....... 

were directed to file past ·the parade one at a time and leave 

their individual signed protest forms against the pass laws 

with the demonstration leaders. 

An inten.cri.ve programme of visits to the Reef tov-mships by 

FSAW organisers drew a response of between three and four 

thousand women to the steps, on the 27th November 1958. 

The FSl~W insisted that this should be regarded as a success. 

It had upheld the right to peaceful public protest despite 

intimidation; the discipline of the women protesters had, 

once again,been commendable and furthermore, the following 

day the Mayor and Ci.ty Council granted the FSAW an interview 

about the implementation of the pass laws in Johannesburg. 

With this demonstration the momentum of the anti-pass protests 

in Johannesburg came to a halt. Whether the civil disobedience 

,phase of the demonstrations could have been maintained for 
/ 

a significant length of time is difficult to say. The 

FSAW and ANCWL executives had thought so: 

l. 'Report by the Federation of South African Women on t.he 
Anti-Pass Campaign', FSAW CI 6, and 'Typescript', FSAW 
C I 1, describe the planning and execution of this 
protest. 

2. 'Report by the Federation of South African Women on the 
Anti-Pass Campaign, p,5, FSAW CI 6. 



'"J'l1e J-oint E;c::E·cutives of the Feder.ation of 
and the ANC v'lomen 's Leag-ue met and considered 
the ANC's decision that the first phase had 
ended ... Regret at the decision was ex­
pressed for there had been encouraging 
signs that had. a lead been given for further 
demonstrations at the Pass Office, it would 
have been followeJ. Nevertheless, the 
authority of the ANC was regarded as supreme 

Later in the same report1 the FSAW was more openly critical 

of the failure of the men in the ANC to support the anti­

pas.s campaign fully. 

"The Federation awaits direction from the ANC 
as to the course which the anti-pass campaign· 
will follow and requests that this direction 
may be given in the very near future ... 
Women awajt with impatience the active entry 
of the men into the anti-pass campaign. 11 2 

Certainly, by the end of 19581 the limitations of the anti-

pass campaign as then constituted were clear. It had not 

succeeded in preventing the imposition of passes on women, 

only in del~ying it. A~ the end of 1958 the government 

could announce that over 1 300 000 reference books had thus 

far been issued to women3 . In Januc;ry 1959 the publication 

of revised Native Labour Regulations drew African wom~n 

still more deeply into the system of labour control that 

.the pass laws were designed to buttress. These extended 

the control of Labour Bureaux, already existing for African 

men, over African women. Although unemployed African 

women were not legally required to reg·ister with these 

,,1 

bureaux, as in the case of the men, no women could henceforth 

be legally employed in the ~rban areas unless thus registered. 4 

1. Ibid. , p. 4. 

2. Ibid. I p. 6. 

3. ''rypescript 1
, p . 9 I FSA%'" c I 1 • - •: 



Reference books were still not compulsory for women but 

the pass laws net was being drawn around them more tightly, 

as Muriel Harrell's description cif these revised regulations 

for women makes clear: 

11 Furthermo"re, it became necessary for all 
women in tow•ns to obtain written proof 
of their authority to be there in order _ 
to safeguard themselves against arrest. 11 l. 

With the ending of the Johannesburg demonstrations, the ant:L-

pass campaign itself came to a virtual stop. I.n late 1958, 

1959 was hor;e fully designated 11 the greatest anti-pass year 11 

by the ANC 1 s Planning Council, which outlined a plan of 

action for the next eighteen months. The momentum for the 

campaign could no longer be sustained, however, and little 

was achieved in this direction in 1959. In November 1959 

the executive report of the Transvaal ANCWL,presented to 

~he annual provincial conference, pointed out critically: 

II it .seems that the campaign against 
passes is being ignored because very little ;2 
has been done to intensify the campaigns ... 1 

• 

If the anti-pass protests had been more or less contained, 

the widespread mood of resistance amongst African women had 

not yet been broken. This was given diamatic p~oof during 

the second half of 1959 when massive unrest erupted amongst 

African women in Natal3
. An estimated 10 000 ,,vomen or more 

were involved in the disturbances which focussed on a very 

1. M. Horrell, op.cit. 

2. 'Executive Report presented at 7th annual Conference of 
ANCWI. Transvaal', Nov. 1959, p.2 (Reel 8, Hoov2r Institute 
Microfilm Collection) . 

3. On the Cato Manor and Natal disturbances see Ladlau: 
'l'he Cato ManoJ~ ~~i_~ts , _ _!_9_2~-·l 96q; Yc.1•.-Ji tch: 'Natal 1959 
the Wcimen's Protests'. 



wide range of grievances. Beginning in the Cato Manor dis-

t.rict of Durban in Junefas an expression of discontent at 

enforced population re~ovals and police raids against illegal 

be2r brewing - for many women their only source of income -

the disturbances spread rapidly to the countryside. Here 

womeL protested, often violently, against measures that 

v.reighed particularly heavily on them in the Reserves 

2 5·; 

aspects of the government 1s rural 'Betterment Schemes 11 , in­

creased taxation, influx control - as well as reference books. 

The rural unrest in Natal represented an outpouring of pent­

up frustration and anger on the part of women against the 

harsh and steadily deteriorating ronditions under which they 

li.ved. 

For the most part, these women were acting conservatively, 

in defence of an eroded traditional way of life. Yet threaded 

through their actions, in a way that was reminiscent of the 

women in Zeerust in 1957, was a new sense of their political 

re1evance and an unaccustomed assertiveness. Kuper, in his 

book An African Bourqeoisie, has described the movement as 

"remarkable 'for the dominant role of traditionally subordi­

nate Zulu women 112 • A comment made to Drum magazine by one 

participant in the disturbances captured something of the 

militancy of the women 1 s mood, as well as the novelty of 

much of their behaviour. 

"Said an irate mother, when reproached that 
African women should now be carrying sticks: 
'It is true that l~frican women never carried 
sticks before. But then they never carried 

bf 'tl II 113 passes e.ore, ei 1er .. 

---------------
1. 'l'hese schemes, designed "to improve methods of crop­

production, land-usage and animal hLi.sbandry 11 are described 
by Yawitch (op.cit., pp.4, 5) as disruptive of the '1 entire 
lifestyle" in the Reserves ,by re8tructuring traditional 
systems of land allocation (~1ich affected women parti­
cularly adversely) and instituting cattle-culling in an 
attempt to reduce over-stocking of the land. 

3. Drum, Oc:t. 1959: 'Trouble in Natal', p.24. 



Initially these protests were spontaneous affairs, organised 

at a grassroots level. As i.n Zeerust 1 the FSAW was not 

directly linked to them, although it see~s very likely that 

its many anti-pass protests in the years preceding the un­

rest, would have served as an example and encouragement to 

the Natal women. Once the protests had started, the ANC 

and ANCWL took up· the ~,,,;omen's grievances and assisted in 

organisin<;r further demonstrations and articulating demands. 

Throughout they worked.actively to prevent violence from 

d
. l 

sprea ing . 

Al though the ANC was not involved directly in initiating 

the demonst~tions and disturbances in Natal, it certainly 

benefitted from them. During 1959 the ANC in Natal experienced 

a sudden and marked revival. Its membership increased re­

markably; it was the only ANC region to meet its projected 

recruitment total (of 15 000) in 19592 • The regional com­

mittee of the FSAW, too, benefitted from this, showing signs 

of much greater activity in the early 1960's than at any 

time during the 1950 1 s 3
• 

The Cato Manor riots and rural disturbances revealed that 

women were sti 11 prepared to adop_t rnili tant methods of oppo-
. ,__ . s i 1..J..on. By the end of 1959, however, the difficulties 

facing the FSAW nationally, as a political movement trying 

to organise women, had become more s<.-:?rious. It was becoming 

increasingly difficult to organise as a multi-racial organi--

sation. In early 1959 a ban was proclaimed on all meetings 

1. In August 1959, ANC President Lutuli issued a statement 
condemning the violence, which was distributed through-

') 
.£,.. 

3 .. 

out the villages of Natal by volunteera. Yawitch, op. 
cit., p.8. On the role of the llNCWL in the Cato Manor 
riots, there is material in the Treason Trial i~ecord ( 'ANC 
Women's Associa~ion Two Stick's Branch', 10/J/56, Treason 
'rrial Exhibit G 183)1 as well as in the pages of N~y!_l\ge 
in 1955 and 1956, to suggest that it was active in the 
area before 1959. How active, however, is not clea~-

See bc~low, o. ~n ~) .. footnote 3· .. ,/ 

See below, c·9! p. ~i. a, 



f 7\ .c • . J • d -1-' h. o ~Lricans oucsi e ~ne towns ips. A further ban on mixed 

social gatherings W8S threatened as well. Marcelle Goldberg, 

at that st2ge president of the FSAW in the •rransvaal, descJ:-ibed 

the implications, to a regional conference of the FSAW,thus: 

"The Federation of South hfrican women is 
a mult~racial organisation and thus directly 
in the line of these attaiks. Our very 
existence is threatened." 

By 1959.the FSAW had not managed to achieve a satisfactory 

distribution of the work-load in the day-to-day running of 

its affairs. Too much depended on the work of a few women. 

In March 1959, Helen Joseph reported to the NEC that "the 

national work of the Federation had not received sufficient 

attention" during the previous year~due mainly to the "pressing 

demands of the Transvaal region" of which she was Joint 
') 

Secretary as well~. 

This heavy reliance of the FSAW on a few key in di v.iduals 

to keep it functioning, reduced the efficiency of the organisation 

and made it particularly vulnerable to restrictions and 

bannings placed on its leaders. During 1959 these continued 

to take their toll on the organisation. Just two months 

after her speech to the Transvaal provincial conference, Mar~elle 

Goldberg was banned and restricted to the district of Johannes­

burg for five years 3 . Then in November, Elizabeth Mafeking, 

a leading activist of the FSAW in the Western Cape and 

President of the African Food and Canning Workers Union, 

was served with a banishment order from her home in Paarl, 

driving her into exile in Lesotho4 . 

1. 'President's report to 'the Provincial Conference of the 
FSAW (Tvl) ', p.6, FSAW A 13. 

2. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC:, 2/3/59, p.2, 
FSAW B I. 

3. Ne\\rspaper cutting from !he Star, 14/ 4/59, FSAW F II. 

4. 'Elizebeth Mafeking·', biographical sketch, FSAW F I. 



Nevertheless, despite the very real. limitations cramping 

the scope of the FSAW by this time, the mood of the or·gani­

sation was still one of resolution and ultimate confidence. 

The·Transvaal's provincial conference in January 1959 had 

provided encouraging evidence of the vigorous support the 

FSAW L!Ould rally to it. Despite the pouring rain (wl1ich 

earned the conference the nickname "Operation Umbrella"), 

over one thousand delegates packed the conference hall, 

coming from all over the Reef
1 

Women's Day 1959, \·1as 

celebrated by large prayer meetings in the major centres. 

In late 1959 or early 1960,the FSAW was quite confidently 

planning its contribution to the general campaign of demon­

strations and rallies, launched by the ANC in mid-1959 as part 

of its drive to "make J.959 the Greatest Anti-Poss Year 112 • 

u agreed that the participation by the 
Federation should be to call upon women in 
all the organisation~ to participate fully 
in the demonstrations and activities plnnned 
for March 3ls t. "3 

For all the concern about the threat of a government crackdovm 

ori- the national liberation movement, neit.h er the FSAV-7 nor 

the Congress Alliance as a whole could envisage the abrupt 

changes that the events of March 1960 would.bring. 

3.. 19 6 0 - 196 3 
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The FSAW plans for 1960 were abruptly disrupted by the 

momentous events that followed after the Sharpeville shootings 

on March 21st. The banning of the ANC and ANCWL stripped 

1. 'Operation Umbrella! An "outside" impression of a great 
conference', anonymous article, FSAW A 13. 

2. ANC: 'Make l.959 the Greatest Anti-Pass Year', FSAW B 13. 

3. 1 Notes from Regional Executive - Transv6al Executive 
Committee', nd, F'S~l\W B I. 



it of most of its membership. The 1954 decision to base 

it on an affiliated rather than an individual membership 

now acquired a new significance - though had the FSAW ever 

developed a mass individual membership of its own,there can 

be little doubt that, sooner or later, it too would have 

been banned. During the State of Emergency, many of the top 

leaders in the FSAW were detained, including Helen Joseph 

and Lilian Ngoyi, while those who were not rounded up, -went 

into a temporary retreat. 

Following the mass detentions and the outlowing of the ANC, 

the old Congress Alliance was in disarray. It took months 

for it to regroup and begin the painful process of adjust~ 

ment to the new political situation. By 1960, its former 
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strategy of mass demonstrations and civil disobedience had 

proved a failure as a way of bringing about political chan.Je. 

Nevertheless, it was not till mid 1961, after an unsuccessful 

attempt to mount a nation·-wide 'stay-at-home' at the end of 

May 1961, that these tactics were finally abandoned by the 

Congress leaders. 

Por the FSAW the effect of these developments was ultimately 

crippling. In the polarised political climate aft~r 

Sharpevi.lle, its position w2s ambiguous. Never banned its elf, 

the FSAW retained its commitment to non-violent methods of 

opposi.tion 1 at a time when its former allies in the Congresf3 

Alliance had adopted the principle of violent resistance as the 

only course of action open to them. As a legal organisation 

the FSAW could hardly have done otherwise. More than mere 

lega~ism was involved however - belief in peaceful methods 

of change was still deeply entrenched amongst its members. 

Thu.s in 1961, Lilian Ngoyi, forme~rly President of the banned 

ANCwL., attacked the proliferation of pistol clubs amongst 

white · ... mmen in the _aftermath of Sharpeville as a "disgrace 

to womanhood". "!-lo•,..; can there be peace in a country with 



these clubs?" she demanded1 . Yet at the same time, the 

FSAW's freedom to act as a J.egal political organisation 

was being curtailed more and more by banning actions against 

its leaders, political trials and restrictive legislation. 

It was clear that any signs of serious opposition w_ould be 

ruthlessly suppressed by the government. 'I'he area in which 

the FSAW could manoeuvre had been drastically restricted. 

Its collapse after 1960 was not immediate. The political 

upheavals after Sharpeville left it in a state of confusion, 

its executive dispersed, its projects abandoned. In the 

Transvaal, the one region for which reasonable records survive, 

no executive meetings at all were held between late 1959 and 

early 1961. 

of revival. 

By 1961, however, the FSAW was showing signs 

In the Transvaal the regional executive met 

in February of that year. The minutes for that meeting 

indicate that the NEC of the FSAW ~d already held a meeting 

where methods of reconstructing the FSAW were discussed. 

These were reported to the Transvaal regional committee as 

follows: 

"Efforts to be made to build Federation on 
stronger basis. To org~nise among all 
sections, not only African women. Import-
ance of approach to Trade Unions, churches 
and other bodies emphasised. Regions / 
urged to organise Regional Conferences".-

The minutes also revealed a new respect for security - the 

style was more cryptic than before and those attending were 

referred to by initials only, not names. 

Throughout 1961 the Tra~svaal executive 1 at least,was meeting 

regularly. Minutes survive for meetings held in February, 

1. Drum, Oct. 1961: 'The Women Speak Up', p. 4 7. These 
clubs are revealing, both on the highly charged situation 
prevailing after Sh~rpeville and the degree to which 
many white women identified th(=:!msel ves with the maintenance 
of the status quo. 

2. FSA\\!: 'Minutes of the meeting of the 1'vl. Regional 
Committee', 11/2/61, FSAW DI. 
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March, April, June and July1 . The tone of these meetings 

appears business-like. Numerous projects were discussed 

- study groups, a national newsletter (which appears to have 

been achieved .for a few months at least), raising funds to 

employ a full-time organiser. In August 1961 the Transvaal 

organ~sed a regional conference to coincide with theanniver-

sary of Women's Day. Pre-publicity was extensive, although 

the final attendance at the conference is not known. 22 000 

leaflets were duplicated and distributed, "of which 1 000 

are for Indian women and 1 000 for Coloured women 112 • Numer­

ous meetings were held all over the Rand to publicise the 

. event, with towns as far afield as Ermelo, Beth al, VereeriJ.-

ging and Nigel being visited. Arrangements for the commerno-

ration of Women's Day itself showed a marked continuity 

~ith the pre~Sharpeville period. These included the sale 

of commemorative badges, a poster demonstration on the City 

Hall~steps and a memorandum on "rents, arrests and housing" 
3 to be handed in to the Mayor . 

During this period strenuous attempts ·were made to mend the 

large hole torn in the fabric of the organisation by the 

b_ann.ing of the ANCWL. Efforts were made to redirect the 

ex-membership of the Women's League into alternative clubs 
4 

~called 'Save our Families Clubs' - which could then 

affiliate to the FSAW. In Juiy 1961 the Transvaal FSAW 

reported that 17 such clubs had affiliated
5

. By mid 1962 

there were 72 clubs across the country affiliated to the FSAW, 

30 in the Transvaal, 18 in Natal and 12 each in the Western 

1 .. These are all to be found in FSAW D I. 

2. FSAW: 'Minutes of the Meeting of the Tvl. Regional 
Committee', 22/7/61, FSAW DI. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid. 



1 and Eastern Cape . In addition to activities on the Rand, 
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by all indications still the strongest centre, FSAW committees 

were functioning in Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and Durban. 

The FSAW continued to make overtures to the Liberal Party, 

Black Sash and NCW. Now th al the l\NCV'H, had beer, banned, 

it was more anxious than ever to broaden its base. However, 

although a greater degree of co-operation appeared possible 

on speci.fic issues, notably that of civil rights, this still 

fell short of affiliation. 'l'he FSA'W in Cape •rown, with 

its longer history of contact. with liberal white women's 

organisations, achieved the most success in thfu area. By 

1962 it was assisting the Black Sash to run a Bail Office· ,, 
and was in contact with the more conserv<::itive N.CW as wellL.. 

The extent to which the FSAW had managed to recover after the 

slump of 1960 was demonstrated in September 1961. In that 

month the third national conference took placr3, in Port 

Elizabeth. From all reports it was a success. The 

conference was attended by over 400 delegates, women from 

Cape Town and the Rand travelling to Port Elizabeth by hired 

bus. The hall where the conference was held was crowded 

with additi.onal guests, its 2 000 seats filled to capacity, 
~ 

according to a report in Drurrr·. The size of the gathering 

was proof that the FSAW still had a sizeable following but 

the open presence of Special Branch policemen - equipped with 

tape recorde~ - was a fo~ceful reminder of the restrictions 
~ 

under which it operatedr. 

1. WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South Africa sponsored by 
the WIDF', p.33. Unfortunately there seems no way of 
knowing· what the average membership of these clubs was. 

2. See below, p. 292. 

3. Dr~rn, Oct. 1961: ''l'he Women Speak Up', p. 47. 

4. Ibid. 



The conference was clearly a major political event for the 

embattled national liberation movement. Drum described 

it as "the first big-scale poli ti'.cal meeting and the first 

open sign of political activity since the end of May demon-

strations 111. It appears to have generated the characteris-­

tic enthusiasm and spirit of earlier meetings. One parti­

cipont remembers it as a "good" conference2 ; to the women 

present the possibility that this would prove the last national 

conference of the FSAW must have been remote. 

At the Conference both Ngoyi and Joseph were re-elected to 

their positions as National President and Secretary respec­

tively, a mark of the high status they enjoyed within the 

o:cga nis at ion. The Conference also reaffirmed the FSAW's 

stand on several issues. Resolutions were passed condemning 

the pass laws, the Bantu Authorities Act and Bantu Education. 

The meeting confirmed the FSAW's commitment to equal rights 

for women. In addition, it called for the lifting of the 

bans on the ANC ~nd PAC; a stop to arbitrary arrests, pro­

longed trials, bannings, etc. In her presidential report 

Lilian Ngoyi's assessment of the political situation in 

South Africa was sober but not downcast: 

"Freedom does not come walking towards you 
- it must be won. As women we must go 
on playing our part."3 

In retrospect, the confidence and energy displayed by the 

FSAW at this Lime appears remarkable in view of the enormous 

odds stacked against it. In 1962 2 visitor to the FSAW 

comm~ni:ed on this ~ame lack of pessimism "despite the fact 

that there is no undereitimation of the present strength of 

1. Ibid. 

2. Interview with M. Moodley. 

3 . pr !:;1m... op • cit . , l oc • cit. 



. 1 
the Nationalist g·overnmen t" . 

However, by the end of 19611 the serious limitations to the 

FSAW's position were already clear. A month after he~ out-

spoken speech to the FSAW conference, Lilian Ngoyi was banned 

and 5~bsequently confined to the Johannesburg township of 

Orlando for five years. A similar order was served on 

Florence Ma tome la, one of the founding members of the FSAW 
2 and a major source of its strength in the Eastern Cape . 
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'Thereafter the tempo of repressive action against FSAW leaders 

by the state quickened. In the next two or three years more 

and more of the organisation's most experienced and dedicated 

members were removed .from office by banning orders, arrests 

and, as the pressure mounted, exile. Albertina Sisulu, 

Mary Moodley, Amina Cachalia, Liz Abrahams, Ruth Matseoane, 

Bertha Mashaba, Violet Weinberg •.. the list of restricted 

leaders is a lengthy one • In April 1962 Helen Joseph's 

originol banning order (imposed in 1957) expired but ·within 

a few months (during which time she resumed public political 

work vigorously) she was banned once again. In addition, 

she became the first person to be subjected to house-arrest, 

a new provision whereby. an individual could be restricted 

to his or her house at the discretion of the Minister cf 

Justice. Finally, during 1962 COD was banned as an organi-

sation and thus removed from the FSAW as well. 

During 1962 the FSAW was still a functi.oning body on the Rand, 

in Port Elizabeth, Durban and Cape Town. Both Nutal and 

the Transvaal regions managed to hold provincial conferences 

which app:2ar to have been well attended. In mid 1962 
\ 

1. WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South Africa sponsored by 
the WIDF', p. 28. 

2. 'Never mind the wind and rain - we'll fight', paper 
clipping, FSAW F II. 



there was even discussion on holding the next national 

conference in 1963, at ·whi_ch a 'Women's Bill of Righ;:s 1 

\vould be adopted. 

"The th.inking behind the compilation of such 
a bill is that alt~ough the Federation is 
an integral part of the Congress Alliance. 
and subscribes to the Freedom Charter, it 
is felt that there is a special need for a 
Bill detailing the special demands of 
·women ·which will h9ve to be met in any 
democratic state. 111 

2 6 ·7 

Where this suggestion came from, and in what way this 'Bill 

of Rights' would have differed from or developed the 'Women's 

Charter' of 1954, is unfortunately not made clear. 

No such conference was held. The Transvaal provincial 

conference, in August 1962, was the last meeting of any 

size convened by the F'SAW; thereafter its decline was rapid. 

An undated typescript history of the FSAW, written probably 

in the mid 1960's,showed some of the fighting spirit that 

had always characterised the FSAW when it refused to con­

cede that the FSAW had disappeared from the political scene. 

It admitted that it had 0 become impossible for the Federation 

to continue to function as an organisation although it has 

never been banned nor did it ever dissolve itself". 

it concluded, on a more positive note: 

But, 

"From time to time, on historic funeral 
occasions, the women of the old Federation 
still emerge as a body wearing their Federa­
tion uniforms. 11 2 

1. WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South Africa sponsored 
by the WIDF', p.38. 

2. 'Pederation of Women', p.J, FSAW F II. 



Nevertheless, quite quickly after 1952 and despite attempts 

to keep the NEC functioning·, the FSAW ceased to function 

as a viable organisation 0ith any mass following. There 

is no single date which marks its collapse. It was a 

cumulative process rather than a sudden event. Perhaps 

February 1st, 1963, the day on which it became compulsory 

for all African women to carry reference books, can be taken 

as a symbolic date for the ending of the FS.AW. With 

the proclamation of this date and the FSAW's reluctant 

decision to comply, the anti-pass campaign of the 1950's 

was finally brought to a close. So too, was an era in 

the history of political organisation amongst women in South 

Africa. 
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CE}\P'fER 6 ____ ......__,_~·--· 

THE FS_AW I 1_~54 =...J:2_63: STRUCTURE 

AND S~f.'RATEGY 

The previous chapter has chronicled the story of the FSAW, 

its rise, its brief but eventful politic a 1 caree.r, its decline. 

In seeking to mobilise women against the apartheid state 

in the 1950's, the FSAW had revealed that a large potential 

for political activism existed amongst th~m: a potential, 

that by the mid 1960's had been successfully contained. 

It is this that now needs to be examined more deeply, both 

the potential and the reasons why it should have been contained. 

This is a complex subject, made more difficult by the general 

lack of studies, both empirical and theoretical, on women 

and their position within South African society. In analysing­

the make-up of the FSAW, three interlocking areas need to 

be considered: (1) the FSAW as a political organisation, 

its structure, administration and strategy; (2) its relation­

ship with the Congress Alliance and with the dominant ANC in 

particular - here what is being considered is the place that 

the women's movement held in the national liberation move­

ment; (3) the FSAW as a women's movement - its own assessment 

of its priorities and position. Finally, these need to be 

seen in a broader historical perspective which places the 

FSAW in the context of the Sou th African social formation 

of its time. Obviously one cannot understand the FSAW 

except in relation to developments within the apartheid state 
/ 

in the 1950's and early l960's. At the same time, the long-

term structural changes in the position 0£ women outlined in 

Chapter One were important .:i.n shaping the form the FSZ\W took 

as well. 

These different aspects ove=lap and interact upon each other. 

It is not, for instance, possible to discuss the FSAW \.Yi thin 

the national liberation movement: without considering the 



impact of the aparthe:id state upcn it. Nor can one separate 

its structural weaknesses from its po.lit ical difficulties, 

or the limitations imposed upon it by the position women 

occupied in society. These various threads will weave in 

and out of the following discussion. Until the different 

aspects have been delineated ~ore sharply, however, no over-

all assessment of the FSAW is possj_ble. With this in mind, 

this chapter will look at the organisation of the FSAW, its 

mernbership, administration and strategy. From this dis-

cussion many of its general difficulties and limitct:::i.ons wi.11 

become apparent. The following chapter will examine the 

FSAW's relationship with the Congress Alliance and its 

standing as a women's movement within the national liberation 

movement. 

l. THE .MEMBERSHIP OF THE FSAW 

The main structural features of the FSAW have been mentioned 

already. It was constituted as a federation of "organ is a-­

tions or groups of females above the age of 18 years" 1 and 

drew its membership entirely from its affiliated or9anisations 

-- there was no individual membership. It was open to all 

women, unlike other political and cultural women's organi­

sations at the time which incorporated some form of colour­

bar in their make-up. Either they were ·fully segregated 

or else black and white women were divided into "parallel 

organisation!:.". The FSAW laid great stress on its departure 

from those norms, describing itself as 

II 

1. FSAW: 

the first women's organisation in South 
Africa to bring together women of the various 
racial groups on the basis of full equality 
and full co-operation in one undivided 
org-anisation. 11 2 

'Draft Constitution', p.l, FSAW A 7. 

2. 'Federation of Women', typsciipt, nd, p.l, FSAW F II. 



In practice, however, the FSAW did not escc.~pe the emphasis 

on ethnicity which was a key feature of the official 

:apartheid' ideology of the Natioh~list government. This 

was a product of its federal form. '11he membership of the 

FSAW was drawn enti:!'."ely from the member organisations of 

the Con3ress Alli~nce, itself structured on ethnic lines. 
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It was thus based on a grouping of organisations each of 

which based their own membership on the four 'races' of 

official apartheid theory - the African National Congress, the 

South African Indian Congress, the South African Coloured 

People's Organisation and the white Congress of Democrats. 

Even the Food and Canning Workers Union, the on:Ly Sl1CTU union 

to establish formal ties with the FSAW, had been compelil.ed 

by the Native Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act to segregate 

its African members into a parallel African Food and Canning 

Workers Union1
. The FSAW was therefore a mul ti·racial, 

h l . 1 . . 2 rat er tlan a non-racia organisation 

It is extremely difficult to give e~en a rough estimate of the 

number of women the FSAW could claim a!':1 members through • J... 
i L.S 

affiliated member organisations. No formal statistics 

appear to have been.kept by these bodies - a poor reflection 

on their organisational efficiency - and from all accounts 

their membership fluctuated considerably over the years. In 

1962 a visitor to the FSAW observed: 

1. Only the ANC had a formally constituted, separate women's 
auxiliary body, the ANC\IJL, which could affiliate to the 

. FS,AW without technically involving male members as v.'ell. 
The other three Congresses do not appe0r to have esta·­
blished such auxiliaries and their exact status within 
the FSAW was therefore rather hazy. 

2. The role of the ANC in bringing this about has been described 
·already. 'I'he c~xtent to which it dominated the FSAW in 
establishing this federal form is looked at in the following 
chapter. 



"'l'he actual num;::ie1~ of members of the FSPiW 
has probably never. been counted because 
the membership of the affiliated g:cc)ups and 
organisations varies from time to time."l. 

2'/2 

'11hus~ in 1952 1 when the Defiance Campaig·n was at its height, 

the i-~· . .:JC 's official membership was estimated at about 100 000. 

By December 1955,according to one available figure, this 

had dropped to 28 700, little mere than a quarter of the 

1952 fl.guJ·-_e2 • B t"""' d f the .::i d~ t,_. · h 1 ' bl . y n"" en o ' u.eca e, ills ac. prooa y 

increased to some extent, but the ANC was still far short 

of a projected target of 120 000 which it had set for itself 

at the 1958 conference 3 . 

l. 

2. 

3. 

WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South Africa spon~ored by 
the WIDF', p.35. In connection with the WIDF, although 
affiliation to it was envisaged by the FSAW's earliest 
sponsors, formal links with this international oraani­
s~tion were ~ever established. The FSAW did, ho;ever, 
retain informal links as this report makes clear. 

From 'Report from 15th to 19th December 1 55 1
, a police 

transcript of the proceedings of the ANC annual Conference, 
December 1955. Treason Trial exhibit, G808. 

In the Executive Report submitted to the Transvaal ANC 
Provincial Conference in December 1959, mention was made 
of the banning· of some 40 ANC branches in the Trans­
vaal, with an estimated memberr1hip of 6 000 - .i.e. 
an average of 150 members per branch. Using this 
figure one can calculate the remaining branches (87) 
as having a combined membership in the region of 
13 000. Natal, we are told, had achieved its member­
ship target of 15 000, bringing the combined member­
ship for the two provinces to 28 000. Both the 
eape and the Orange Free Sta~e had failed to reach 
their targets of 50 000 and 5 000 respectively ~ by 
how much, however, is not stated. ANC (Tvl) 'Annual 
Report of the Provincial Executive Committee•, Oct. 
1959, pp.13-15, FSAW II G 7. 



What the proportion of v;'omen amonst these figures might 

have been is hard to assess. Once again, figures are 

not forthcoming. If anything, the i.\NC'Vv7L was evet1 less 

efficient about keeping statistics than the parent body. 

273 

In 1959 the Executive Report to the annual ANCl\TL conference 

report .ed that "the QX:ectJ.ti ve is unable to give the correct 

membership of the A!'-Tcr1JL bec0use no such reports were received 

from the respective provinces '' But, it continued, 

"since 1954 women have joined the liNC in great numbers 111 • 

It is highly improbable that the proportion of women in 

the ANC ever approached half during the latter part of 

the 1950's, given the position of women in society, but it 

was clearly on the increase throughout this period. Poli­

tical comrr.ent by Drum on the upswing in the numbr::;rs of 

women attending Congress meetings bears Ngoyi's statement 
2 out . It was feature of the ANC that its membership always 

increased dramatically after a major political campaign -

witness the impact of the Defiance Campaign - and politic;~]_ 

activity amonst women, with the anti·-pass campaign, was 

extensive. The success of Natal's recruiting drive in 1959 

- it V?as the only province where the .t'\NC achieved its allo­

cated membership target - was undoubtedly r.elated to the 

widespread unrest and demonstrations amongst African women 

in that province. 

Information on women within the Indian Congress is much more 

sparse, an indication of the low level of political activity 

amongst them within that b:::>dy. The SP,IC itself had entered 

into a period of decline after the successful passive 

resistance campaign of 1946. In Natal the number of branches 

1. ANCWL: 'Annual Conference of the African National 
·-Congress Women's League', Sept. 1959, Executive Report, 
p. 2, FSAW II H 7. 

2. See above, p. ~11 . · 



:repres«3nted at the annual provincial conference of the 

Congress declined from 28 in 1947 to only 12 in 19591 . 

2 '/ i~ 

In 1956 the General Secretary reported to the Natal Provincial 

Conference that since the Congress of the People (in 1955) 

branch activity had shown a "steady decline" and no meaning-· 

ful estimate of its membership was possible 2 Indian women, 

it has been said, were culturally probably the most suppressed 

qroup of women in South Africa. Such political activity 

as there was amongst them was confined to the districts of 

Durban and on the Rand and even there was limited to indivi­

duals rather than groups. 

For the rest, both COD and SACPO were tiny organisations with 

a membership of one or two hundred at the most, confined 

largely to Cape Town and Johannesburg. Here, too, the 

contribution of these organisations to the FSAW was limited 

very much to that of individuals 3 . iv'hile this contribution 

was often large - it is difficult, for instance, to think 

of the FSAW without Ray Alexander or Helen Joseph of COD 

in terms of numbers it remained slight. To the four 

Congresses must also be added the membership of the Food and 

Canning Workers Union which probably never exceeded several 

thousand during this period. 

Drawing together all these sketchy fragments, one can reason­

ably conclude that the outside limits of the formal membership 

of the FSAW at any one time during the 1950 's would have 

been .in the region of 10 000 women. This figure would have 

incJ.uded a large proportion of women who were members in 

1. Johnson: Indians and Apa;theid in South Afric~, p.125. 

2. Ibid., p.95. 

3. Mention should be made of one prominent exception to 
this on the Rand. On the E~st Rand, centred around 
Benoni, there was a particularly vigorous group of 
women within Sl\CPO, under the leadersl'iip of Mary Moodley. 



name only·. Many ANC\'JT, members in the small country towns 

were probably ignorant that a separate body by the na~e of 

the FSA'W and to which ·the Women's League was affiliated, 

existed. The core of active women would have been con·-

siderably less - probably.no more than a few hundred across 

the ccuntry. And in its day·-to-day administration, as the 

following section will show, the FSAW relied on an even 

smaller number of women. 

The above estimate applies to the 1950's. After the banning 

of the Al'JCWL in 1960, the FSAW was stripped of the bulk of its 

mernbership. In 1962 COD was also banned and the one channel 

through which the small number of white women had entered 

the FSAW closed. The attempt to redirect African \\Omen 

into alternative clubs which could then affiliate to the 

Federation had shown some signs of success ~ 1961/62 - in 

the Transvaal, for instance, these grew from 17 to 30 between 

July 1961 2nd July 19621 . Their membership was a fraction 

of that of the former ANCWL, however, and as the pressures 

against the FSAW continued to mount, its general follcv.;ing 

dwindled away rapidly. By the mid 1960's it consisted of 

little more than a handful of committed, but embattled, 

committee members. 

From the above discussion it is clear that the FSAW membership 

was based, overwhelmingly, on African wornen, affiliated to 

it through the ANCWL. In late 1958 or early 1959, a FSAW 

memorandum on the conduct of the anti-pass campaign on the 

Rand referred to the difficulties it had experienced in mo­

bilising non-African women for the demonstration on Johannes-
,, 

burg City Hcil.l steps in November 1958. Its comments can 

be taken as a summary of its standing among these women in 

general. 

1 . 

"Organisation of the Indian women presented great 
difficulties, arising from there being no 
specific women's organisation throL1gh which 

------------
See 

.,., I ..,, 
above, p. db:.,;. 



to work and the loose organisation of the 
TIC (Transvaal Indian Congress). All work 
has really to be done at the last moment by 
three or four Indian women and :::uch vvork 
lacks the organisational value 0£ the inten­
sive work done through the ANC branches in 
the wornen 's campaigns. COD women responded 
well ... but their small numbers cannot be 
denied. On this occasion no response was 
forthcoming from the Black Sash or the I.iberal 
Party. Coloured women proved impossible to 
organise in Johannesburg, for lack of an 
organisation, although Benoni women of SACPO 
sent in a good number of Coloured women to 
the protest. 11 l 

For all the FSAW 1 s stress on solidarity amongst women and 

its own dis avowal of the colour-bar, particip-ati6rl. in it 

by non-African women was always limited. It remained con-

ditioned by the dominant, colour-defined.political divisions 

in society. The establishment of an organisation that would 
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"embrace all women, 

served as an idea1; 

/ 
irrespective of race, colour or nationality"-· 

it did riot become an actuality. 

As an organisation, the FSAW was confined to the large urban 

areas. Only in the four cities of Johannesburg, Cape Town, 

Port Elizabeth and Durban were separate regional FSAW com­

mittees ever established - only~ these areas was there 

sufficient political activity amongst non-ANC women in the 

Congress Alliance to make such committees viable. In the 

other major urbah centres - Pretoria, Bloemfontein, Kimberley, 

East London - the FSAW was represented by the ANCWL. These 

branches liased with the FSAW either indirectly, through the 

ANCWL provincial or national executives, or communicated 

dire~tly with the FSAW executive themselves. '.I'he Bloem-

fontein ANCWI .. , in particular, kept up a fairly good correspon··­

dence with the FSAW - far better than that existing be~een 

some of the regional FSAW committees. 

1. 'Report by the FSAW on the Anti-Pass Campaign', nd, 
p.5, FSAW CI 6. 

2. FSAW: 'Report of the first National Conference of 
Homen ' , p . l . 



Outside the large towns the FSAW was entirely dependent 

on the loose and not alway~? reliable network of l~NC country 

branches (not all cf which had separate Women's Leagues). 
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The ANC had a sho·t1ing in many of the smaller towns throughout 

the count:cy but the level cf their memberships, efficiency and 

activity fluctuated enormously. Frequently they were branches 

in name only. It is unlikely, too, that. many .ANC members 

in the more isolated regions were fully aw<:;re that the FSAW 

existed. 

In the densely populated reserve areas - where in 19!::>1 some 46% 

of all African women were living the ANC was barely 

represented at all. Here., regL1la.r and sustained political 

work amongst women by it or the Women's J_,.ea gue or indeed, 

any other 'liberation• body 

to have been non-existent. 

(the NEUM for instance) appears 

There are indications of 

some follo-,v-up work being undertaken by the ANCWJ_, in those 

areas where rural women themselves forced action upon their 

situation - in Zeerust in 1957/58 and later in Natal, in 

1959. In Zeerust, contact was confined to legal and fin<m-

cial support - here the FSAW donated money as well-though 

Lilian Ngoyi did apparently meet with local women on one 

occasion -after the unrest h~d begun1 . In Natal, in 1959, 

the ANC and ANCWL were both much more active but even there, 

the extent of their involvement was limited. In Natal 

A NC membership did increc:se spectacularly at this time and 

it is probable that a significant proportion were women 

who had been affected by the disturbances. ("Whether this 

would have been maintained is another question - but one 

that the banning of the l\NCWL the following year makes of 
J' 

academic interest only.) In both Zeerust and Natal, however, 

ANG\\!L work was a response to events outsi.:Ie of its own making, 

not the result of a definite programme of on--going politi-
'• 

cisation and recruitment of country members. 

--------·---- ------------'------

1. Intervie·w. 



2 78 

The neglect of the country areas was undoubtedly a major 

flciw in the ANCWL and FSl-JW 1:1;nbitions for establishing a mass 

political organi~ation amonst womsn. The Zeerust and 

Natal disturbances both showed that there was no lack of 

grievances on which to build, even though rural women were 

more ::.radition--bound than their urban counterparts, the 

superior authority of chief and husband more deeply entrenched. 

At least part of the reason why the attempt to organise 

rural women was not even seriously begun, rested with the 

meagre organisational resources of the 1-\NC'WL and the FSAW 

and the ever tighter constraints imposed upon them by government 

t . . t t' 1 . l l . b . · l Th ac ~ion agains - ne na :.ion a _i eration movemen"C . e 

FSAW was not oblivious to tbe importance of expanding its 

work outside the towns. In 1956 the Transvaal region of 

the FSAW lisied the dearth of an organised movement amongst 

peasant women and its own lack of contact with them as one 

f 't . -~·.c~· Jt' 2 . o ls maJor airiicu __ ies . Time, money and personnel 

were all at a premium, however, with the anti-pass campaign 

in the cities absorbing most of its energies. 

Thus neither the F.SAW nor its major affiliate, the ANCWL, could 

claim a mass me~bership among South African women. Neverthe­

less, paid up membership alone is not a sufficient index of 

the strength of the FSAW. While the membership figures 

for organisations like COD and SACPO were an accurate indi­

cation of the support they enjoyed, the same could not be 

said of the ANC. The.re were many in the African townships 

who did not pay their annual subscriptions but yet considered 

th ems elves ANC mem.1:iers. The s a;ne \v;J uld have been true of 

the ANCWJ_,. For all its organisational shortcomings, the 

FSAW could, on several occasions, rally enormous numbers of 

1. In 1958 a ban was imposed on the ANC in the Marico 
(Zeerust) and Soutpansberg- districts of the 'l'ransvaal. 

2. 'Report to the WIDF', FSAW E. The other three 
problems it listed were the banning of ~s leaders, 
lack of money and the "backward attitude" of the men 
in the Congress Alliance. 



women. The mass gathering of women outside the Union 

Buildings in August, 1956, testified to that. On that 

-occasion, the FSAW drew betweefi ten and twenty thousand 

women together, at least as many women as that projected c.-1.s 

a maximum for its entire membership. These \'vDrn.2n cam-J from 

all i. 11e main cities c:ind towns of South Africa and many of the 

smaller towns besides. FSAW conferences were always well 

attended. Between four and five hundred del.egates attended 

its national conferences in 1956 and 19611 . Regional 

,., t'-f(.;. 
L I_, 

meetings and demonstrations were, for the most part, simil6rly 

well·-s upported, especially in the 'l'ransvaal. In November 

1958 three thousand women from the Reef participated in the 

FSAW protest outside the Johannesburg City Hall and had it· 

not been for police intimidation, it is likely the figure 

\\Duld have been higher. The Transvaal Provincial Conference 

in .JanL1ary 1959 drew in the region of l 000 delegates, numbers 
2 of them coming from further afield than the Reef . 

Within the limits already described - urban, Congr~ss 

supporters -· the range of support the FSAW enjoyed was im­

pressive. The bulk of this support came from working-class 

·women but there was a sprinkling of professio_nal and university-

educated women as well. Inevitably the small group of 

better educated and financially more secure vmmen -· members 

of the petit-bourgeoisie - were influential at the executive 

level; they did not, however, deflect the FSAW away from 

its populist sympathies. It directed itself primarily to 

the black working claos women and housewives, m2ny of whom it 

drew into positions of leadership and authority within its 
. t' 3 corruni xees . 

1. " Figures for the 1956 conference from FSAW corresoondence 
with the ANCWL, 5/4/57! F'SAW CI 5; for the 196i conference 
from Drurr\, Oct. 1961: 1 The ~·fomen Speak Up 1 

• 

2 c b 1 ~ao • 0 e e e ov:, p , "· ., ~ . 

3. Dora Tamana, Annie Silinga, Katie.White., Mary Moodley, 
Iiiz Abrahams, Elizabeth Mafeking were all \·mmen promi-· 
nent within the FSJ~W who would falJ.. into this cat29ory. 
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ADMINI S'I'R?-;I'ION 

Not having an individt..nl membership, the FSAW relied very largely 

on its executive committees - both national and regional -

to see that its identity, as an organisation distinct from that 

of its affiliated members groups, was maintained. Indeed, 

without an active committee, there could be no FSAW - a 

statement which goes a long way to explaining why the successiv2 

bannings of its leaders by the government should have been 

so devastating for it. 

The importance of the executive committees was exaggerated still 

further because of the faiJ.ure to convene nati6nal confe~ences 

regularly. In terms of the Corntitution the National 

Conference, representing all the branches, was the highest 

decision-making body in the FSAW and should meet annually 
11 if possible" 1

• This never did prove possible and only 

three such conferences were held, i~ 1954, 1956 and 1961. 

'11he shaping of FSAW policy and its programme of action was, 

therefore, in the hands of its executive com.rnittees. 'l'hese 

functioned at two levels, national and regional. Of the two, 

it was the regional committees that were the.more important. 

Th~ National Executive Committee (NECL 

In the constitution it was laid ao~ .. ,m that the nE:~xt highest 

decision-making body after the National Conference was the 

NEC2 . As far as can be made out, this-consisted of the 

National Presid~nt, Secretary and Treasurer, four Vice-

Pres fden ts, 

1. . FSAi·\T: 

3 (one ibr each region) and 18 cornmittee members . 

'Draft Constitution', p.l, FSAW A 7. 

2 • Ibid . I p • 2 • 

3. This is based on the list of names of the first NEC 
supplied in FSL\W correspondence, 12/5/54, FSPiW B II. 
It does not accord with the proposals in the 'Draft 
Constitution' which lists 6 Vice-Presidents and 20 
committee members, in <:1ddition t.o the President, Secre­
tary and Treasurer. 
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These were to be elected by the.Nation~l Conference. Since, 

in practice, this met so seldom, many women who served on the 

NEC we~e not elected but co-opted by the already existing 

corrunittee. In addition, a Working Committee consistin9 of 

a majority of committee members living within a twenty mile 

radius of the FSAW Head Office was instituted, to deal with 

the problem of running an organisation when committee members 

were dispersed so widely across the country. 

The NEC was never a particularly effective body. The 

National President, Lilian Ngoyi, and Secretary, Helen Josaph, 

both enjoyed considerable prestige within the organisation 

after their election to office in 1956. At one meeting in 
0 

Sophiatown, Ngoyi was referred to as "our mother, leader of 

the women 111 ; the contribution of Joseph as an administrator 

\vas invaluable. Much of their work for the FSAW was based 

on the Transvaal region, however, rather than_on the NEC 

as such. Once the shift of Head Office to Johannesburg had 

taken place in 1956, the distinction between the National and 

Transvaal executives was frequently blurred, with the latter 

the more active body. 

The difficulties that plagued the NEC in its early years 

were described in the previous chapter. Even after the 

Head Office had been shifted to Johannesburg, matters did 

not greatly improve. NEC meetings were infrequent. In 

the period between October 1956 and March 1959 only six meetings 

in all • . .;rere held2 ; the Constitution laid down two meetings 

a year as a minimum. Attendance at the latter two meetings 

(the only ones for which minutes survive) was poor, with 8 

------·-· 

1. ··•copy of notes taken by N. Const. John Patose, at meeting 
of ANCWL: Sophiatown: 12/8/56', p.2, Treason Trial 
exhibit G 854. 

2. This is calculated from a variety of sources, including 
available minutes of meetinqs and correspondence. See 
FSAW correspondence, 6/6/57: FSAW C I 5; FSAW circular 
26/5/57, FSAW B I; FSAW NEC minutes, FSAW B I. 



women present at the 1958 meeting and only 7 at the 1959 
l on2 . At this last meeting "great disappointment was Pxpresscd 

by the members pres~nt at the absence of so m<:1ny of the 

Johannesburg merrbers as this was the first meeting of the 

Executive after fourteen months 112 • In introducing her 

repor~ to the 1959 meeting, the Secretary, Helen Joseph, 

admitted that "the national work of the Federation had not 

received sufficient att.ention during the year since the 

last rr,eeting ... 113 • The reason for this she attributed to 

"the pressing demands of the Transvaal region", for v.1hich she 

was also one of two joint-secretaries (the other was Bertfia 

Mashaba) . In her explanation can be seen a major organi-

sational weakness of the FSAW, its over-dependence on a small 

number. of key individuals. 

A ft er 1960 the NEC wa_s under ev-en gre'ater pressure. No record 

ex is ts of any NEC meetings for 1960 - most of its members 

were in detention during the State of Emergency. By February 

1961 it had recovered to the extent of calling a meetj_ng at 

which plans for reconstructing the FSAW after the banning 

of the P,NCWT.J were discussed 4
• From this time on, however, 

the FSAW was in a state of siege. The security situation 

was such that direct and open contact between the Head 

Office and the regions was often difficult and thus the co­

ordinating and supervisory role of the· NEC decrined still further 

in relation to the regional committees. 

Many of the weaknesses inhibiting the NEC were not peculiar 

to it, but srJ.ared by the regional conunittees as well. 

Administrative inexperience, too few responsible and active 
_,. 

women, lack of money, the difficulties members experienced 

1. From 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC of the FSAW', 
18/1/58 and Ibid., 21/3/59, FSAW BI. 

2. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p.l, 
I'SAW B I. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Tvl. Reqional Committee: 'Minutes of Meeting held Satur­
day 11/~/61' refers to this meeting of the NEC: FSAW DI. 



in attending meetings 1 tied as they were by family respon­

sibilities - these and other factors are looked at in 

greater detail below. One major problem that hampered the 
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NEC was that of communications between the different and far-

flung centres. The f~ilure to maintain satisfactory contact 

bet~.veen the regions was an inc"'.ication of the weal:ness of 

the FSAW as a national organisation and a major factor in 

the high degree of regional autonomy it experienced. 

From the very beginning, in 1954/55, the Cape Tovm-based 

NEC was complaining of inadequate or non--existent communicc.;-

tions with Natal, the Easte:!.:"n Cape and Kimberley. "It. is 

sickening how these people never acknowledge letters or report 

on anything", gru.mbled a Cape 'I'own correspondent in mid 19551 . 

This situation did not improve substantially with the shift 

of the Head Office to Johannesburg. In 1959, the National 

Secretary's report to the NEC described correspondence with 

the different regions as 11 irregular". In the case of the 

Eastern Cape, news of its activities came often via the 

columns of the newspaper New Aqe, rather than direct from the 
. 1 . . . lf2 regiona comnuttee l.t:.se . 

Part of the problem was geographical - regions were widely 

scattered. In 1956 the Transvaal region attributed its "rela-

tive autonomy"from the FSAW Head Office, then still in Cape 

Town, to "distance ancl commun.,ication difficulties 113 • Part 

of the problem was also. the lack of money ·which prevented 

the appoi.ntment of a full-time organiser ~10 could tour the 

country and m~intain contact between the different areas. 

NEC merrbers were generally unable to take time of£ from their 

work or their families for such travel. To a request from Cape 

To~1 fo~ a visit by Lilian Ngoyi, the Transvaal Secretary 

replied: 

] FSA~ a 19,18/~5, PSAW B II. .. • . .- corresp.~n en.ce, _ J • " J 

2. 'Minutes of the ~eeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p,3, 
FSAW B I. 

3. 'Report to the WIDF, p.l, PSAW E. 



"I 'IPish to point out to yon the difficulty 
confronting the President. She is a person 
with a big family to support and has nobody 
helping her. We feel "that a three we~k 
visit means to her three weeks of having no 
money to support her family. 11 1 

Compounding these difficulties was the growing need for secrecy 

and caution in correspondence as the ominous threat of police 

surveillance grew. Already in the mid 1950's much of the 

FSAW correspondence between Cape Town and the Transvaal 

regions was unsigned and unaddressed. After 1960 secuiity 

consciousness was even mo~e acute and its inhibitory effect 

on inter-regional and NEC communications crippling. 

all the NEC's diffi~ulties were external, however. 

Not 

ResE_on-

sibility for failing to keep contact between the regions 

had often to be attributed to slackness on the part of the 

regional committees themselves. 

With both the National Conference and the NEC not operating at 

their maximum, the regional committees came to form the 

organisational basis of the FSAW. Although the NEC did 

initiate some activities, much of the FSAW's work was planned 

and carried out at this local level. The Regional Committees 

were thus of major importance within the PSAW. In this 

section a brief survey of their relative strength and contri­

bution to the FSAW will be made. 

As already described, only four regional committees were evBr 
_, 

established, the Transvaal, Cape Western, Cape Eastern and 

Nr.taJ. 2 • In practice,the regions in which the co:rnrnittees 

operated were confined largely to the immediate vicinity of 

2. In the Orange Free State no sep~rate FSAW was established, 
a· a~ mentioned earlier. Here the FSAW worked through the 

~rovincial ANCWL. 



the city in v.hich they were based, Le. ,Johannesburg, Cape 

Town, Port Elizabeth and Durban. Of the four, the Trans -

vaal and Western Cape were the two most solidly constituted 

reg ions. Committees were established soon after the in-

augural conference and functioned throughout the FSAW's 

short history. The Eastern Cape and Natal committees were 

much less stable. 

'l1he Transvaal region, based on the Rand, the financial and 

industrial centre of the country, was by far the most dy­

namic of all four regions, although 1 because it is the only 

one for which adequate documentation survives, it is possible 

that one can exaggerate its dominance and reLative strength. 

Between 1954 and 1963 it was responsible ·for many of the 

F'SAW's most dramatic protests - the two demonstrations to 

Pretoria in 1955 and 1956, the protest outsid'e the Johannes·­

burg City Hall in November 1958 - and numerous smaller ones 

bes ides. It organised several major conferences which were 

generally very well attended. The last FSAW conference 

of any size was held in the Transvaal in August 1962. 

Once the FSAW Head Of £ice had been moved to Johannesburg in 

1956, the Transvaal region's dominance within the FSAW became 

especially marked. As already mentioned, overlap of member-

ship in the.NEC and Transvaal Regional Executive was quite 

extensive: for some of the time Ngoyi and Joseph both 

duplicated their respective positions as President and Secre-­

tary. on the NEC, in the Transvaul Regional Committee a::i well. 

It seems clear that various decisions made for the FSAW 

emanated, strictly speaking, from the Transvaal committee rather 

than .... the NEc1 • 

----------·------
1. This blurring between the two cmnmittees is seen in 

the minutes for· a Transvaal Regional Committee meeting 
in late 1959 or early {prc-Sharpeville) 1960 where dis­
cussion was led by th2 "Natj_onal Presid 1~mt" on what 
the particip~tion of ~he FSAW in the ANC's anti-pass 
carnpai9n should be. See 'Notes from T~eg·ional Executive 
- •rransvaal Executive Cortm1ittee', FSAW D I. 



Johannesburg was the heartland of the Congress Alliance and 

on the n.and the FSAW was in close ( thoug-h not always har-­

monious) contact with the NCC of the Alliance and the other 

Congress organisations as well. The Head Off ice of the ANCWL 

was in Johannesburg, too. Overlap between ANCWL and FSAW 

committees, both regional and national, w~s considerable as 

well. Lilian Ngoyi held the extr ei"Tlely important position 

of · .ANCWI. National President, in addition to her posts in 

the ?SAW. Bertha Mashaba, Ruth Mat3eoane, Kate Mxkato were 

amongst those who served on both FSAW and ANCWI. committees 

at the same time. The workload within the Congress Alliance 

was distributed often amongst a very small network of individuals. 

The overlap between the FSAW and ANC~t\TL facilitated cominuni·-

cations but at the same time, the very informality it 

encouraged led, on occasion, to confusion and some friction. 

In 1957, for instance,the ANCWI. '11 ransvaal executive expre!.:;sed 

diss at.is fact ion with the manner in which the FSAW ".¥as orga­

nising the;Ant:L--Pass Pledge and Group Areas campaigns, feel­

ing that it had not been properly consulted. 'ro this the 

PSAW replied that the participation of the ANCWL "at all 

levels" had been "full" -

"As far as the Working Committee of the 
Federation is concerned, its very composi­
tion ensured close co-operation and full 
liason with your Executive Com.rnittee".l 

Such difficulties with the ANCWL, which arose from time to 

time, never proved really serious. More difficult were 

relations with the ANC proper, which are discussed in Chapter 

Seven. It vJas on the Rand that the FSAW was most assertive 

and active as an indepehdent organisatiori amongst women 

and on the Rand that tensions with male members of the 

Congress Alliance w~re most in evidence. 

The dif:f icul ties thc.t the Transvaal FSZ\W experienced in 

1. Letter from FSAW (Tvl) to.th8 ANGWIJ ('l'vl), 5/4/57, p.4, 
FSZ-1W C I 5. 



organising non-African v..omen have boen ment:i.oned already. 

Nevertheless, the multi-racial character of the FSAW was 

wost co nvinci:ngly expressed there. COD and SACPO were 

probably stronger on the Reef than elsewhere in the country, 

vlhile relations between the FSAW and Transvaal Indian Congress, 
1 its youth section in particular, appear to have been good . 

Beyond Johannesburg itself, attempts were made to set up 

additional local committees on the East Rand, West Rand and 

Pretoria. Only in the East Rand did the attempt take root, 

in the form of the active East Rand Working Committee. This 

\-.'as based primarily on SACPO members in Benoni. In Pretoria 

and the West Rand the FSAW was obliged to work through the 

ANCWL. 

Further afield, the FSAW's contact with women in the outlying 

towns and districts of the Transvaal was intermittent and un-

satisfactory. Here it was dependent on the ANC network of 

branches for making cont.act with women. The inadequacy of 

the FSAW's links with the countryside have been mentioned 

already. The 1'ransvaal region was aware of this deficiency and 

did make some attempts to reach women from beyond the Reef. 

In late 1958 or early 1959, a FSAW committee member, S. Sibeko, 

travelled to Potchefstroom, Klerksdorp and several towns in 

the Western Transvaal, to advertise the forthcoming FSAW Pro-

vincial Conference (held in January 1959). She travelled 

by local bus - few FSAW women could drive and fewer still had 

access to cars 2 . In her report the difficulties of this 

kind of work - slow, time-consuming, unpredictable - as well 

-------------------
1. The youth section of tha SAIC was called in regularly to 

assist with catering and transport arrangements ~t FSAW 
conferences. 

2. Helen Joseph had a car - a mark of her privileged st.at.us 
as a white. This one asset contributed sianificantlv 
to her mobility, efficiency and usefulness f;r the FSA0, 
and indeed the Congress Alliance. It was used extensively 
by the FSAW. The 1956 tour of the Congress centres 
sponsored by the NCC was made in her car. Interview 

with Helen Joser~-



<.rn the contrast that existed between the poJ_itically sophis-

ticated townships of~ the Rand and the small, isolated locc;tio1:s 

of the c6untry tcwns, comes through clearly. 

"I had no address for Klerksdorp and was 
advised at Potch. not to go because I must 
enter there with my Pass book and to get a 
permit that will have the na~e and address of 
where I am going to ... 

Bethal no contact the man to be seen was on the 
£arras tried to get in touch with him but 
£ailed 

Ermelo got there by Bus as there was no train 
going there ... got to his (her contact's) 
home after all the buses had gone .. ~ so I 
put up at his home for the night ... A 
meeting was called 14 women and 8 men came 
spoke to them. Itwas not too free with the 
women because they had already-taken pass 
books 11 1 

Despite the difficulties, the response she encountered overall 

was encouraging. Several delegates to the conference were 

recruited - this was probably one of the most representative 

ever staged by the FSAW - and contuct made with a number of 

potential activists. It was this kind of demanding, time-

consuming spadework that was essential if the FSAW were ever 

to expand into the rural areas, yet proved so difficult to 

arrange. Sibeko's own conclusion was pertinent - "A full-

time organiser is really needed 112 • 

l-\ctivities in the Western Cape were on a much smaller scale 

than in the Transvaal. The character of the FSAW too was 

somffv-Jhat different - the African component was proportionally 

smaller and links v.'i th factory wcmen (in the food canning 

industry) stronger. The ANCWL in the Western Cape, though 

not unimportant, was not as flourishing a body as on the Rand. _ 

_______ , 
l. S. Sibcko: 'Report for the Western Transvaal, pp.1,2, 

FSAW !? 13. 

2. Ibid., p.3. 



Part of the reason for this~ it has been suggested, lay in 

the small~r African population and the greater residential 

insecurity of Aftican women in Ca~e Town, particularly once 

the 'Eiselen Line' had been proclaimed in 1955. ·while this 

provided a focal-point for protests, in the long-term it 

obstructed the emergence of Ll well-developed and stabl(;~ 

orgahisation amongst women. This point is bo~ne out by the 

conduct of the anti-pass campaign in Cape 'rown. Feelings 

against the issuing of passes 'Clnd the stepped-up evictions of 
' women deemed 'ollegal' residents were high; numerous meetings, 

marches and deputations were organised by the ANC and the 

Women's League. The scale, however, was small compared to 

activities on the Rand. An ANCWL anti-pass mnference in 

Cape Town in January 1955 drew only 80 delegates, one in 
1 February 19 56, 81 . Both were 1 i vely meetings - "spirited 11 

was New _!ige 's description for the 1956 meeting - but hardly 

compared to similar mee:tings on the Rand where hundr.eds of 

women could be relied upon to attend. A further reflection 

on the relative weakness. of the ANCWL in the Wes tern Cape 

wc:is its failure to mount any counter·-demonstrations when the 

Reference Book Units finally reached Cape Town in mid 1958. 

Joseph has suggested that,while on the Rand the ANCWL formed 

the bas is of the FSAW, in Cape Town it ·was the trade unions 

that were more important2 Certainly the role of trade 

unionists was very large in the Cape Town F.S.AW, though the ANC\rv"'L 

was not by any means unimportant. The historic contribution 

of Alexander in building up trade union activity amongst women 

workers in the Western Cape has been described. The links 

she forged with the trade union movement proved strong. The 
/ 

Food and Canning Workers Union (including its African 'pa:r..-allel' 

counterpart), which was based in the Western Cape, was the 

only union to affiliate to the FSAW. Its officials figured 

prominently among the local FSAW leadership - Liz Abrahams, 

1. New A~, 13/1/55 and 1/3/56. 

2. Personal communication. 



Elizabeth Mafekin9, Ruth Gottschalk. Through its branches 

the FSAW reached out into the small agricultural towns lying 

beyond Cape Town: Paarl, Wellin~ton, Worcester, Stellenbosch. 

The Paarl and Worcester branches of the union, in particular, 

'"'ere in close con tc.ct with the reg ion a 1 con~mi t.tee of the F.SAW. 

Yet, outside of the union leadership, it seems doubtful 

that many of the women working in the food processing factories 

were well-informed about the FSAW. As in the ANCWL, the 

affiliation of union members to the FSAW was automatic. 

TheJ'."e were no local FSAW corruni ttees in the Wes tern Cape· 

except in Cape 'fov,rn. In Paarl, the area where the FSA'W 

was probably best kno'..vn, FSAW meetings were not separate from 

union ones. Any bus ire ss of the Federation that needed to 

be discussed would simply be raised at the end of a union 

meeting1 . Contact between the FSAW regional committee in 

Cape Town and union branches in the Boland towns was extremely 

informal, depending largely on the overlap of committee 

members in the FSAW and the union. All regional functions 

of the FS.71\'V appear to have taken place in Cape Town only. 

l-\ccording to Abrahams, who lived in Paarl, whenever there was 

an important FSAW meeting or demonstration, delegates from 

Paarl, Stellenbosch and Worcester would travel to the city 

by bus to participate. 

Outside the Food and Canning Workers Union, the follmving the FSA\< 

had amongst 'Coloured' women was remarkably slight for a city 

where the bulk of the black popL1lation was fitted into this 
2 category . SACPO was not strong. It was rivalled by the 

------------------------
/ 

1. Personal communication from Liz Abrahams. The follov-"·-· 
ing account is based on her descri.ption of the links 
between the FSAW and Food Canning Workers Union (of 

~- which she was Gere ral Secretary after 1956) . 

. 2. '.l'he breakdown of the population of the rnetropoli tcin 
a::-ea of Cape Town rr1 1957 was as follows: 

F'rorn 

'Coloured 
White 
African 

Asian 

Pooulati~n Census, 
__ ,..1.__ _____ .. -- ·-~-- ·- ---·- --··--

272 314 
247 442 

49 793 

8 099 

1951, Vol. l, pp.46,47, UG 42-1955. 
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strongly entrenched Non-European Unity Movement (NEIM) which 

stood apart from the Congress Alliance, adopting a critical, 

at times openly hostile, attitude towards it. For the local 

FSAW this meant'that access to a large and potentially 

important group of women was made extremely difficult. 

'J~he strength of the NEUM in Cape Town undoubtedly attributed 

to the ccmmitment the regional FSl',W committee had shown for 

the principle of individual rather than affiliated merober-

ship in 1954/55. Alexander did not mention the NEUM 

directly, but in citing the reasons why she favoured an 

individual membership, she referred to the "Cape Coloured 

'. " . ld t• . l-- 1 " d f . . . 1 
{~omen who '"'ou o nerwJ.se ..._,e exc uae .rom participation 

Once the individual membership issue had been dropped, 

attempts were made to establish a 'League of Non-European 

Women' in 1956. An inaugural meeting was held, at the City 

Hall in June, but nothing enduring materialised from it2 . 

In making coni..:.act with white liberal women's organisations 

- the Black Sash, NCW, some church groups - the FSAW had its 

greatest success in Cape Town. This was the only region to 

sustain its links with these organisations, though this contact 

never amounted to affiliation on the part of any 6f them. 

By 1957 the FSAW, along with the ANCWL, the Black Sash, 

NCW and the An~lican Mothers' Union, had established a broad 

anti-pass committee, the Cape Association to Abolish Passes 

for African Women. How active this Association was and how 

close the co-·c;;ieration between its members might have been, 

is not documented. These links did prove eduring and pro­

bably gained in s~gnificance after 1960, once the ANCWL had been 

1. PSAW correspondence, 2/9/54, FSAW B II. 

2. FSAW circular, 24/5/56, FSAW B II. This was the 
third 'League' to have been initiated amongst this 
section of women in Cape Town, follo1r,1ing the two Non­
European Women's Suffrage Leagues of 1938 and 1948 
described earlier. All three failed. It would be a 
useful piece of work to study the political conscious­
ness amongst this group of women, economically more 
integrated into the labOLlr force yet politically more 
maJ'.'ginal than f~ither white 01:· l'.\f:::~ican vDmGn. 



banned and the FSAW wa~ stru~glind to reconstruct itself. 

In mid 1962 the FSAW in C2pe •rown was described as working 
1 on "a very broad front" . It ran a Bail Office with the 

Black Sash and was 
,. 0 k 2 group or ~ua ers . 

in touch with the NCW and an unidentified 

In that year, Helen Joseph visited 

Cape Town and was invited to address a meeting organised 

jointly by the FSAW, NCW and this group of Quakers. In the 

FSAW this was regarded as something of a "triumph" 3 . 

Since the FSAW in Cape Town is so poorly documented, .it is 

difficult to explain why contact with these white groups 

should have been easier in that city than elsewhere4 The 

role of individuals does seem to have been important. Iri 

this regard, the contacts Alexander had built up over many 

years with ari extremely wide range of women's organisation in 

Cape Town, from the Union of Jewish Women to the Food and 

Can~ing Workers Union, must have proved useful. She herself 

had kept in touch with the NCW from the 1930 1 s 5
. It is 

perhaps tempting for those who subscribe to the view that 

the Cape 'Liberal Tradition' has continued to infuse the 

1. WIDF: 
p. 25. 

'Report on a visit to South Africa, op.cit., 

2. Ibid., p.25. 

3. Ibid. I p.26. 

4. In .Johannesburg rel at ions betvveen the FSAW and Black 
Sash did improve as the Black Sash radicalised after 
1956. (See C. Michelman: The Black .Sash of Sou th 
Africa for a history of the-Black Bash.) In late 
·19.58the Black Sash applied for permission to hold 
Ci public protest meeting in support ·-'bf the women's 
anti·-pass demonstrations. In 1962 some FSAW women 
participated in a vigil it organised in protest against 
the so~called Sabotage Bill. These women joined in 

_their private capacities, however, not as representa­
tives of the FS~W and there were never any formal or 
sustained links between the two organisations on the 
Reef. 

5. Personal Communication. 



social, if not the poli~icalJ life in Cape Town, to take 

this as a further manifcst~tion o~ that tradition. But the 

con tact wa~3 too limited and the number of women it involved 

too small to amount to a significant interaction between 

women across colour lines. If it was a manifestation of 

the 'Liberal Tradition', it was equally a manifestation of 

the extent to which that had atrophied by the mid twentieth 

century. 

The third region to be conside~ed, that of the Eastern Cape, 

centred on Port Elizabeth, was far closer to Johannesburg 

in character than to Cape Town. Here, too, the ANCWL was 

predominant within the FSAW, although the Food and Canning 

Workers Union was not unimportant.. Port Elizabeth was 
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an extremely strong ANC centre - in 1956 a NCC report described 

"the hig~:-i st~mdard of ANC organisation" there as "de2ply 

impressive and unequc:lled in any other area" 1 The .l\NC%'L 

contributed to this vitality. Helen Joseph who visited 

Port Elizabeth in 1956, was particularly struck by the mili-

tancy and commitment of the women she met. In her estimate, 

Port Elizabeth ranked second to Johannesburg as a centre for 
? 

political activism amongst black women~. A later visitor 

in 1962 echoed her views - '"£he women of Port Elizabeth are 
"') 

great fighters"..). 

The level of political activity amongst women in the other 

Congresses was low, however, affecting the status of the F'SAW 

regional committee. According to a report submitted to the 

NCC in 1956, COD in Port Elizabeth was "weaker than any 

other area" while SACPO suffered from a "g.snerally inactive" 
/ 4 

mern.11:iership" - • Thus, although it was from Port Elizabeth that 

the original idea to launch the FSAW had come, a separate 

1. 'Report on a tour of the Major CGnt:ces of the Union 
submitted to the NCC, fox.· discussion' , p.3., · FSAW II B. 

2. Personal communication. 

3. WIDE'~ 'Report on a visit to South Africa', op.cit., p.34. 

4. 'Report on a tour of the major centres of the Union, 
op . cit . , p . 3 . 



FSAW committee was not established there immediately after 

the inaugural conference. The first signs of a FSAW com­

mittee, acting under the name of the 'Congress of Mothers' 

Committe2', came only in September 1955, at a public meeting1 

The following month, in October, this sought formal affilia­

tion with the FSAW2 . M.ost of its support came from ANCWL 

members, with SACPO and the Food and Canning Workers Union 

providing a sprinkling of additional menibers. 

Despite the reported high level of organisation within the 
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ANC in the Eastern Caps, communications between the local FSAW 

committee and the Head Office in Johannesburg were poor. 

Just how poor was revealed in 1959,when Joseph reported to 

the NEC that for her information on developments in Port 
3 Elizabeth, she had relied largely on newspaper reports . 

Nevertheless, although the lack of material on the FSAW in 

Port Elizabeth blurs one's picture, the impression gained from 

interviews and scattered references is that Port Elizabeth 

was a strong centre of activity. The school boycott launched 

in 1955 against Bantu Education schools was particularly 

well supported - in 1956 it was reported that over 4 000 
. . . 4 

children were still boycotting government schools there • 

The anti-pass campaign was vigorously pursued. In January 

1956 a huge outdoor meeting was arranged by the 'Congress of 

Mothers'. Lil~an Ngoyi was guest speaker, addressing the 

enormous gathering - 6 000 people was New Age's estimate -
5 from the back of a parked lorry . In 1959 Joseph's report 

to the NEC on the Port Elizabeth FSAW concluded 

l.' tfow Age, 22/9/55. 

2. rJetter from Secretarv I Congress of .Mothers' Conuni ttee I to 
FSAW, 22/10/55, FSAW-C I 2. 

3. 'M.inu tes of the· meeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p. 3 1 FSAW B I. 

4. 'Report on a tour of the Major Centres of the Uniod, op. 
cit., p.3. 



"Militant anti-pass campaigns are undertaken 
in the name of the FedE!ration, mobilising 
both African and Coloured women in intense 
activity and solidarity. 11 1 

The importance of Port Elizabeth to the FSAW was shown by 

the decision to stage the thir~ National Conference theret 

in 1961. This too, as already described, drew a very 

large crowd of guests and supporters in addition to the 

several hundred delegates. 

The fourth FShW region, Durban, was by contrast, very weak 

and also veri unstable. On several. occasions over the 

years it ceased to operate altogether, but always flickered 

back into life again. During 1954 and 1955 there was 
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little, if any, FSAW activity. By March 1956, a group con-

sis ting of t.he l\:NCV.TL and "loose groups" of Indian and 'Coloured' 

women had come together and were requesting affiliation to 
2 the NEC . In June of that year, the report of the NCC 

sponsored tour indicated that a FSAW committee was functioning 

by that stage. Unfortunately the report did not elaborate 

on .the extent of this committee's activities, but its general 

comments on the strength of the Congress Alliance in the 

Durban area sketched out the limits in which the FSAW would 

have been operating: co-operation between the ANC and NIC 

was "excellent", COD was extremely weak and amounted to 

little more than a handful of active individuals, SACPO was 
. t3 non-existen . The basis of the FSAW in Durban was thus 

clearly the ANC and the Indian Congress. 

Both organisations were weak during most of this period. The 

1. 'Minutes of the-meeting of the NEC', 23/1/59, p.3, 
PSAW B I. 

2. FSAW correspondence, undated letter from 'M' with note 
"replied 20/3/56", FSA'd B II. 

3. 'Report of a tour on t.his Major Centres', op.cit., p.4. 



29C 

decline in the NIC ha~ ·alread~ been 1- • -1 men c..1.oned • In t.he 

ANC in Natal, different factions had long divided the orga-

nisation. 1'he l-\NCWL involved itself in some fierce 2nd 

well-supported demonstrations against passes in 1955 and early 

1956 but,by 1956 1 tensions within the organisation were 

already visible2 • In late 1956 the~~e en1pted into a 

disruptive power struggle amonst its leaders which led to 

the expL1lsion of two senior executive members, the veteran 
3 Bertha Mkize and G. Kuzwayo • 

By 1959 the E'SAW cormni·i:tee in Natal had foundered. "No 

Federation Committee has yet :been established but contact 

is maintained with tlw ANCWL, the Natal Indian Women's Congress 

and the COD", was how Helen Joseph reported on the Natcil 
4 region to the NEC in March of that year . Three months lnter 

the Beerhall Riots in Cato Manor exploded onto the scene. 

One effect of these riots and the subsequent distur:bances in 

the countryside was to stimulate political organisation wit~in 

Natal g·reatly. The ANC eJ~erienced a resurgence in its 

membership and the FSAW,too,appears to have enjoyed a boost. 

Thus, in the early 1960's,when elsewhere the organisation 

was struggling to find its feet again, the FSAW in Natal 

experienced something of a revival - an indication 6f the 

degree to which women had been politicised by the events of 

1959. By July 1962 it had established 18 'Save our family' 

-----------------~--

1. Set-} p. ~14. 

2. ·This is made apparent in an article i.n Drum, Jan. 1956: 
_,,Will our Women Carry Passes', describing-the organi­
sation of a Durban anti-pass protest. 

3. 'Report of Natal Provincial l'innual Conference of the 
ANC, 28-29 July 1956', Treason Trial exhibit No. 795, 
p.12. 

4. FSAW: 'Minutes of the Meeting of the NEC, Mar 21st 
1959', p.3, FSAW BI. It is not cle~r what could 
have been meant by the 'Nat~l Indian Women's Congress; 
other than the women members of the Conqress proper 
- as far as can be ascertained there was no separate 

women's auxiliary of the NIC. 
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Clubs, six mo:ce than e'itrwr the· r'.Jastern or the ·western Cape 

· h -. 1 · a1 i regions .. aa ac11eve . It a so managed to stage a Pro-

vincial Conference at this time. This ~as attended by Helen 

Joseph, enjoying a brief res9i te beb.veen the expiry of one 

banning order and the imposition of a further and more 

sever~ order in October. Her own impression of the Con-

ference was that it was not well organised and did not 
2 compare with meetir}.gs arranged on the Rand . Nevertheless, 

in view of the dismal record of the FSAW in Natal in the 

1950's, the fact that the conference was held at all, and 

at that time in the FSAW's history, was remarkable. The 

Natal disturbpnces of 1959 had undoubtedly injected a new 

enthusiasm and energy into the regional organisation and 

this allowed it to delay for several years its final collapse. 

Decision-Makinq Within the ~SA~ 

In its day-to-day affairs the FSAW relied heavily on a 

small group of extremely hard-working individuals to keep 

it functioning as an organis~tion. A very large part of the 

workload rested upon the Secretaries, both national and 

regional. In the earJ.y years Alexander complained of a 

lack of initiative on the part of members of the NEC, then 

based in Cape Town, which meant that she needed to spend 

more time with them than she would have liked
3

. This heavy 

reliance on the contribution of a single individual continued 

even once the FSAW had weathered its initial difficulties, 

and Helen Joseph assumed a very large responsibility for the 

ongoing administration of the FSAW as well, as National 

Secretary after 1956 and, for much of the time, Secretary 

of the Transvaal Region too. In 1959, when asking for a 

six-month leave of absence from her position as secretary in 

--------· 
1. WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South l.\fr.ica-sponsored 

by the WIDF', p.35. 

2. Personal communication. 

3. See, for instance, FSJ\W correspondence, 12/5/55, FSAW 
B II. 



the Transva;:il r· she was cri t..ical of the degree to which the 

organisation had come to depend upon her. 

"This state of affairs cannot go on and the 
Federation come to a standstill just because 
I am unable to cope with the work of Regional 
Secret.ary."l 

Clearly, this over-dependence on a few key individuals was a 

source of weakness to the FSAW, as well as an indicati.on of 

the difficulties it encountered in recruiting sufficient 

women who could sustain an active and regular involvement 

in its administration. One example of how this detracted 

from the efficiency of the organisation is provided by an· 

incident that took place in the Transvaal region in early 

1955. A FSAW delegation failed to keep an appointment 

which the Johannesburg City Council had requested with it. 

Several days later, on the 15th February, a Council official 

wrote to the FSAW to enquire why the appointment had not 

been kept - but not till the 18th April, over two months 

later, ·aid the FSAW post off its reply, making apologies 

and requesting a further appointment. Its excuse for its 

failure to communicate with the Council promptly was that 

their secretary (Helen Joseph) had been overseas and postal 

arrangements in her absence had been 11 unsatisfactory112 • 

Part of the problem lay in a lack of bureaucratic skills and 

experience on the part of many FSAW committee members. This 

increased the demands made on those women who did possess 

such skills. This in turn, as well as placing exc~ptionally 
3 heavy demands on a few people , tended to perpetuate the 

--------------
1.. FSAW correspondence, 30/10/59, Helen Joseph to Marcelle 

Goldberg, FSAW DI. 
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2. FSAW correspondence with Johannesburg City Council, 5/2/55, 
15/2/55, 18/4/55, FSAW A 2. 

3. t.Tos;eph, :for·· ins tarlce", s f~rvec1 011 the executi Vl~ c~ommi tt~es 
of the FSAW (both National and Provincial, in the Tram-

] ) :.i C'OD J ., ' ·1 - ' "' 11 ,_ . . i-va a_ an1...1 , , as we .. L as no~aing a :i: u . -1....J.me JO~). 

From Decen~er 1956 till Ma~ch 1961 she was one of the 
accused i.n the Treason Tri:;.;11 which siphoned off enormous 
amounts of her time. 
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problem by inhibiting the development of organisational 

t:rnd administrative expertise amongst a wider circle of women. 

Given a s i-C:uation where cl ass v..1as de:.narcated 1 argely (though 

not exclusively) on colour lines, proportionate to their 

numbe:cs white wcmen did play a large part in running the 

FSAW. 'rhe small number: of white ·women within the FSAW 

had generally had far greater opportunities to develop 

administrative capabilities than their black colleagues. It 

was not mere coincidence that in the NEC elections of 1954 

and 1956, the key administrative position of National Secre­

tary went on·both occasions to white women (Ray Alexander 

and Helen Joseph) • As members of the privile·ged white 

cornrnunityf they enjoyed advantages denied most black women 

education, mobility (Joseph's car, for instance), far great.er 

financial security, comfortable and private working conditions 

- all of which made it easier for them to assume executive 

responsibility. 

In contr~st, most black women had had scant opportunity for 

developing organisational skills: on the level of physic~ 

surroundings alone they were enormously disadvantaged. The 

average tovmship house consisted of two or three rooms; 

families were large and the pressure on accom.rnodation such 

that, frequently, children were obliged to continue staying 

with their parents even after they were married and had children 

of their own. However, this polarity on colour lines should 

not be exaggerated. The trade unions, in particular, pro­

vided black women with a valuable training-·ground for learning 

administrative skills and, as already mentioned, supplied 
--the FSAW with some energetic and capable leaders. Bert.ha 

Mashaba, in particular, one of two joint-secretaries in the 

'l'ransvaal region, was a particularly competent and re rdworking 
. l organ1.ser . 

-----~--·----------- .. -----·~---~------------·~--------------· 

1. -A Joint.·-Secrctaryship was set up in the ~l.'ransvaal region 
in lc:1tG 1956, rnainly,it v1ould seem,Lo try and relieve 
Bel.en Joseph of som~ of her work as both National a~d Pro­
vincial Se~retary. See FSAW correspondence, 4/9/56 

~ 8/'0/~6 J~cA~ B II Q n1'-'\ t ..L' J :) I . LJ v·J - • 



Not only administrative matters but general policy....,.making 

too was in the ·hands of a relatively small number of women 

(though, bS the next chapter will. show, they were not inde-

pendent of ccmtrol coming from the ANC and the Congress 

Alliance's Consultative Committees). The part played by 

Alexander and Watts and a small planning group at the inau­

gural conference has been described. This type of centralised 

control continued to operate throughout the FSAW's history. 

At times the degree to which decision--rnaking was centrrilised 

was overt. In 1955 an unsigned letter from Cape Town to 

an unidentified NEC member in the rrransvaal, was urging the 

importcn ce of holding a conference, "not on the scale of · 

last year, but a conference of selected women" to iron out· 

the difficulties facing the FSAW
1

. That same letter also 

expressed the dominance of the FSAW leadership in the shaping· 

of policy more subtly. Talking about politicising new 

recruits, it stated that "we must give them material to enable 

them to put forward things in the correct way although in 

their way". 

Although the executive committees were ultimately responsible 

to the National Conference, that body met too infrequently 

to carry much weight. In the absence of regular annual or 

even bi-annual elections, the executive committees were very 

powerful and relatively independent bodies. (That the 

National Conference was not dissatisfied with the manner in 

which its national executive operated, was shovm when both 

Ngoyi and Joseph were re-elected to their executive posts 

in 1961, after a five year period in office.) Yet while 
/ 

decision-making was concentrated in the FSAW committees, this 

should not be taken to mean that the general membership of 

the FSAW were not able to take the initiative at times. One 

very clear instance. of the FSAW executive following rank­

and-file example came in October 1958 in the anti-pass 

campuign in Johannesburg. There the decision to embark on 

a programme of Civil Disobedience came not from the top, but 

------·------
a ".IL!/'•/r:·r.: F'"-\1- B II l. FSAW coriespon .. ence, ,,_ 1 .) :::>:::>, bl /\/ - .• 
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from ~.vhat. Pl-~ called •?3 ng·ho~ t_ .organis a ti.on" working amongst 

women iri the different branches of the~ ANCVJL. 

The central role played by a few key worn~n within the FSAW 

did not p~ss without criticism, coming, it would seem, mainly 

from outside the ~'SAW rather U1an from within. Accusations 

were levelled against it 0f highhandedness. At the time 

of the Congress of the People, one c;::orrespondent in New 

Aae. criticised the FS.AW's meeting· to discuss 'What Women 
-~ 

Demand 1 in :r: its lack of free·,discussion and debate from th8 

floor. This had remained obedient to the leaders 1 . The 

following year, during the wrangle about thz ratification 
•. . 

of the FSAW' s ··constitution, the COD executive made some veiled 

~ornrnents about "the cult of the individllal", though later these 
. . 2 

remarks were retracted . 

Committee membe:::-s were not. unc:iware of the importance of 

training new recruits to assume a more active and assertive 

role within the FSAW. This was a point that Alexander, in 

particular, stressed in the early years. On one occasion 

she wrote to Joseph, not without a trace of paternalism: 

II in our country we have to strain every 
nerve of ours to train Non-European leaders, 
rather slow and painstaking at first but in 

3 the long term policy '!lill yield better results" . 

It was for this reason that a joint-secretaryship was insti­

tuted in the Transvaal in 1956. 

1. This criticism is ~pelled out and replied to in a 
.. letter from the Transvaal Regional Committee to New 

.,. 9/'"'/Sr: r;··c::: 7i-- ~I-"/),. ~~1 _ I ;..1 1 .r:'-'.:-.\l'J .L .I:.• 

2. See 1 Extract from first letter from Cape ,Town read at. 
meeting of NEC 20/8/56 1

, FSAW A 7. The NEC referred 
to he::.:·e 1.s that of COD, not". the FSI~W. On this dispute 

] "' ')"' ~ b , r) f.'\ I see a )OVe, p. ""~ .. 1 ano . e .•. ow, p • ._k~ • 

FSAW correspondence, FSAW B II. 
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In the FSAW, money was always a ~roblem. Its inadequate 

financial resources were both an index of its weaknesses as 

an organisation and an inhibitory factor in its further 

30:!. 

development. 'l'hroughout it operated on a shoestring :oudget, 

collecting money for its various campai9ns largely on an ad 

hoc basis. The 1957 Ar1ti-Pass Pledge ca:-npaign, for instancE'~, 

was meant to be financed entirely from money collected from 

the women who signed the Pledges ·- "pennies for pledges 11 

was the FSAW slogan. 

The FSAW had almost no financial resources of its own on 

which to operate. Probably at no stage did it ever have 

more than £15 or £20 in the bank. In t~e Transvaal, the 

highest balance carried over from one year to the next betv,1een 
~ 

1956 and 1961, was a mere £13.18.lOi. That was in 1957/58. 

The smallest was 2/9 (between 1958/59) . The only available 

reference to the NEC's funds, in the minutes of its 1959 

meeting, 

£ ~· 5 1 2 
I • • • 

reported that its actount at that time stood at 

The total annual budget for the Transvaal during 

these years was always very small. Only once did it exceed 

£200. That was in 1958 and almost half of this sum was 

raised after the middle of October, when the FShW was engaged 
3 in its fiercest anti-pass struggle in ,Johannesburg . 

-----------------

1. FSAW ('l'vl) : 'Financial Statements, 19 56-59 ! FSAW 
DI 4, and 'Finances to 22/7/61', FSAW DI (1). 

2; 'Minutes of the Meeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p.2, 
FSAW B I. 

3. Unfortunately budgets exist for the Transvaal region 
only - but this was the strongest and most active 
FSAW centre. In this connection, a startling 
example of the FSAW's inefficiency and financial 
carelessness came at the end of 19~;3 0 when the 
Transvaal regional funds -- admittedly u.nLi_kely to 
be more than a few pounds by that stage - disappeared 
wi. thout tra e. 'They "went to one or two d i:f .fer en t 
people and got lost in transit and we never knew at 
which stage". FSiW·l correspondence, 1/12/59, FSl»W D I 4b. 



Raising money was a c~ntinual battle. .The FSAW lacked a 

regular source of income. l~ffiliation fees from its member 

organisations were only El.ls per branch ~~r year and even 

then frequently not forthcoming. Several times the FSAW 

was obliged to send out circulars reminding member groups 

about ~aying their fees. In 1959 the NEC reported that 

II funds could not increase 0nless the pro­
mised branch donations of one guinea a year 
from the ANCWL were received regularly, for 1957 
6 branches from the Eastern Cape, two branches 
frorn the Kimberley area and one donation from 
Durban had been received. Nothing had be~n 
received in respect of 1958."l 

This depressing situa~ion vindicated one of the arguments 

that had been put forward in their favour by the supporters 

of the individual membership camp. In April 1956, in 

raising the membership issue once again, the Cape Town based 

NEC pointed out that an individual membership would bring 

in much more money for the FSAW,through members' subscrip­

tions2. Political priorities (in this case relations with 

the ANC) took precedence over financial ones, however, and 

thereafter the matter was not pursued further. 

JOJ 

Apart from affiliation fees, the FSAW was entirely dependent 

on donations and money it could raise by various fund-raising 

devices - cake sales, rummage sales, raffles, the sale of 

commemorative badges and pamphlets. Here too,the FSAW 

experienced difficulty in collecting money from branches for 

items issued to them to sell locally. At the NEC meeting 

in 1958 it was reported that "large sums of money" were still 
/ 

outstanding from branches for sales of the booklet 'Strijdom 

you have struck a rock', a booklet printed in early 1957 to 
3 commemorate the demonstration in Pretoria in August 1956 .. 

1. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p.2, FSAW BI. 

2. FSAW corresponde~ce, 20/4/56, FSAW B II. 

3. 'Mi.nu te1::~ of the meeting of the NEC, 18/1/59', p. 2, FSAW- B I. 



Fourteen months lat.er, by th8 time .of the next NEC meeting·, 

some of this money was still outstanding and the coffimittee 

agreed that thE~se amounts be "written off" 1 . 

No general meeting went by without a collection being made 

amongst the audience. 

II it does not help us to say quite a lot 
of things and yet we don't do it, it does 
not help us to say we are going to do this 
and we don't do it. It does not help us 
to do t~is work and yet we have not got anj 
money."2 

This was how one speaker urged women to donate money generously, 

at a FSAW meeting in Johannesburg in May 1955. The sums 

realised were small. A successful meeting in the Transvaal 

would bring in £5 or £6. The Provincial Conference in 

Januc:iry 1959, which was extremely 'tv'ell attended - by as many 

as 1 000 delegates, according to some reports - produced 
3 £10.13.10 . 

Donations, an extremely irregular and unreliable form of 

support, were the largest single source of income for the 

Transvaal region in the pe:ciod from August 1956 till December 

1961 - £98.12.G out of a total of £703.3.11 raised in that 
. 4 tl.lne . Most of this appears to have come fr6m the wealthier 

members of the FSAW in COD, but women from the ·other Congresses 

did, on occasion, make contributions too. At no stage did 

the FSAW receive funds from abroad. In this regard, the only 

·----·------· 
/ 

1. 'Minutes of the meeting of the NEC', 21/3/59, p.l, 
FSAW 13 I. 

2. 'Women's Meetinq held in the 1'rades Hall, 30 Kerk Street, 
Johannesburg on the 29th May, 1955: p.17, Treason Trial 
exhibit G 777. 

3. E'SAW (Tvl): '·Financial Statement. for 1959', FSAW D I 4b. 

4. CBlculated from FSAW Financial Statements, FSAW CI 6, 
D I. This figure exclLi_des c::rny income derived in 1960, 
for which no stat2mc.~n.t is uv2ilable. It is unlikely 
that any n~oney raised in u~at. eris.is year would have 
amounted to much. Probably th2 absence of a f ina;-1cial 
statement means that. DO :ceco:cds were kept that yeu:('. 
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financial assi!:<tance the h~.tDE' ever contributed to the FSAW 

was for the air fares of Ngoyi and Tamana for their overseas 

tour in 19551 • 

The major reason advanced by the FSAW for its financial 

difficulties was the ge:ne:cal poverty of its mernbers - chat 
·. 2 

its support came from "the lowest income group" in the couD.try . 

Undoubtedly this was an important factor. Black women, who 

formed the bulk of the FSAW 's membership, ~:Jere, as the first 

chapter has shown, economically on the very bottom iung in 

society. Money was extremely tight; for most women it was 

a co!lstant struggle to maks ends me.et. Nevertheless, this 

alone is not u sufficient explanation of why the FSAW should 

have struggled so, financially. 

In 1955 .P,le:-'Ernder pointed out perceptively that if African 

women could raise as much money as they did for the various 

churches to which they belonged, there was no reason why they 

could not raise enough to support one full-time worker for 

the FSAW3 . Her comments raise some interesting questions. 

A glance at some of the amounts of money raised at that time 

by African women's 'manyanos' (women's church societies) 

confirms t.hat substantial .sums of money could be raised by 

women in the townships if they set their minds to it. 

£3101 raised in 1953 bv the South Eastern Transvaal section 

of the Women's Missionary Society in the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church; £2074 raised in 1954 at the same group's 

national conference alone; £1.000 iaised by the women's fund-

raising committee of the Methodist. church in Evaton towards 

a new church building - these figures are by no means excep­

tion~l as a study on these s6cieties has pointed out
4 

1. Personal communication from Helen ,Joseph. 

2. 'Report to the WIDF', op.cit., FSAW E. 

3. FSl',W corres}X) ndence, 3/9/55, Ji'Sl~W B II. 

4 .. M. Brandel-Syrier: Black Women in Search of God, p.70. 
-----·~-- .. -·----- ... -~----·---.. ·-----



Fund·-rais ing formed a very 1 arge · <:md successful part of the 

manyano women 1 s business. 

"For most churches they are the fund-raising 
institutions and the churches could not exist 
wi thoL1t the women's f inane ial help. 'l'his 
goes a long way to expla~n the power and 
status of the manyc.nos .. "l 
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Clearly, then, an enormous fund-raising potential did exist 

amongst women in the African townships, the general poverty 

notwithstanding. But while the manyanos were able to tap 

this, the FSAW did not. This raises some interesting 

questions about the differences between the two organ is atiom:;, 

Vll1ich rela·te to theiJ:- qu.~ te d.:i.fferer.t ·f.)tandings in thr~ 

community and highlight some of the difficulties the FSAW 

faced. 

As a political organisation within an undemocratic society, 

the FSl~W v-;ras ·a much riskier organisation for women to work for 

and support financially, than any church group. (It was 

also not a respectable organisation for benefactors in the 

business world to assist.) Furthermore, the FSAW was 

battling against the full weight of ideological pressures which 

frov..med upon women, and black women in particular, involving 

themselves in political activity. The church, by contrast, 

·was a legitimate area for women (and blacks) to work in, as 

well as offering an emotional and psycho logical release from 
2 the pressures of life under the apartheid system . These 

facto:t.·s combined to make it much more difficu.lt for the FSAW 

to root itself as firmly amongst its members, as an integral 

part' of their lives, as the manyanos proved capable of 

achieving. Religion offered a more attractive and less 

1. Ibid. 

2. B. Sundkler 's study, I3<:m tJl_P~Qt--2[1ets in Sg_g~ch .!.~_fric2._ 1 has 
shown how for many blacks, male and female, the Church 
operates as one of \-.he few areas where they can give 
expression to leadership aspirations and capabilities, 
without exposing them~Jelves to the risks involv(~d in 
political work. The manyanos are an in~ortant area of 
wornen 's organ:is ation in Soutb Pifrica '\.vhich deserve 
fm:ther s tu.dy. 



threatening path to salvation than politics-and it showed, 

in hard cash terms. 

There were, however, other more material factors involved in 

the FSAW's poor ,financial [;tanding as well. Its ambiguous 

position within the Congress A:liance was a definite obstacle 

30'/ 

to fund-raising. It seems, from a few scattered references, that 

the FSAW suffered financially because many women did not see 

it as a body separate from the ANCWL and, therefore, deserving 

of separate support. At the same time, within the Alliance 

itself, the financial commitment the ANCWL owed the FSAW 

was not alway~ clear and· some resentment was felt about the 

FSAW encroaching on ANC territory in this regard. In 1959 

Transvaal President Marcelle Goldberg, felt obliged to clarify 

the position: 

"Our policy has not been to accumulate funds 
but to see that money is raised for each 
campaign as it is undertaken for we do not 
compete with the affili;::lted organisiitions 
for financial support".l 

This would Reem to have been a case of turning necessity 

into a virtue - on other occasions the appeal for money was 

far more insistent. 

The FSAW's chronic money shortage undoubtedly handicapped it. 

At no stage could the FSAW afford to employ a full-time or 

even a part-time organiser. Instead it had to rely entirely 

on VPluntary work by women, many of whom had full-time jobs 

of their own, apart from family and other commitments. A 

letter from the ANCWL in Bloemfontein in 1957 highlighted the 

need for an organisE-::r who could .m;:iinta5-n regular contact 

with local branches and help consolidate and expand the FSAW's 

support.: 

l. 'President'~> F<.eport to tl:e Provincial Conference' , 
'1·" I] ;r:·o i:; ",SA'''r A ] ? L.. / / .. ._) ~7 t p • J I £ 1.. - l'V • ,) • 
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••• progress i.s very slow here, many women -
slackened in their activities and mostly 
lack of money as the other branches are not 
co-operating in our Region. The reason 
is that they do not understand as yet and 
would like to be visited now and then if 
it was possible, we asked them to call. on 
us if they can afford transport but thev . l ~ 

have not done .so ... " 

Thd importance of having at least orie full-time member of 

staff if the FSAW were to expand, was recognised and plans 

for employ:i.ng somebody frequently discussed. In 1955 it was 

hoped that Ngoyi herself would be able to take on such a 

job2 . Without the necessary money, however, nothing eve~ 
came of these pl.ans .. 

'I'he FSAW did not collapse because of lack of money. In­

variably funds were found to finance its various campaigns~ 

albeit sparingly, and volunteer work kept running costs to 

a minimum. . Nevertheless, f inancia 1 difficulties acted as 

a serious brake to its effectiveness as a political organi-

sation. In November 1961 Helen J·oseph described the FSAW's we<:<] 

£inancial position and its effects thus: 

"The Federation is in serious financial 
difficulties and if we are to maintain 
our existence and develop as we should, 
and indeed as we know that we can, the 
finances have to be found to keep our 
activities going and to pay the expenses 
bf having an organiser, which we know to 
be essential for our progress."3 

* * * * * * * * * 

------------------------------

1. FSAW correspondence, Jane Motshabi to FSAW secretary, 
nd, C 1957, FSAW C I 6. 

2. FSAW correspondence, 18/4/55, FSAW B II. 

3. FSAW correspondence 
• t • I - 2/1 1 /61 CJ.a _ion , .!. _ ·--···' J , 

yo Jabavu 'Save our Families Asso­
FSLWi!' D I 3. 



' . 
From the above survey it i~ clear that,organisationally, 

the FSAW was weak. It depended entirely on part-time, 

volunteer work; communications between branches and regions 

were poor; finances extremely limited. Its methods of 

conducting its c:,ffairs were informal, loose and not always 

that 2fficient. The Transvaal region was probably the best 

organised of the four regions, but th(~re, too, administration 

JCS 

could be extremely lax at times. Administrative inefficiency 

and inexperience were, in fact, major shortcomings of the 

entire Congress Alliance - the FSAW was probably one of 

the more, if not the r:1o~::;t, efficiently run of all its member 

organis at.ions\ 

Not all the FSAW's difficulties were ones over which it had 

a gre~t deal of control. M.any of the problems that hindered 

its development as an organisatio~ stemmed from the restric­

tions placed on women by their position within the family. 

A very large p!'Oportion of the wornen on its corrunittees were 

married, with children to look after. For them it was often 

difficult to attend meetings. Frequently, their only free 

time v,ras late at night, when travel in the townships was 

particularly unsafe for w6men. 

The demands of childcare often forced women to cancel or cut 

short their meetings. In April 1955, for instance, Josie 

Palmer missed two Transvaal committee meetings, the first 

because her daughter was ill, the second because her baby-
. 2. ( sitter arrived too late for her to catch the train . In 

this connection, the fact that Helen Joseph had no children 

of her own, made her that much more independent an agent 

within the FSAW compared to 'ir.'Omen who did have children.) 

,---·----------------

1. One informant recalls that there was a marked distinction 
between FSAW conferences v.1hich were generally well run 
and a pleasurr~ t•:i attend, and ANCvn_. conferences which 
were often poorly orgGnised. 

2. FSl\W correspondence, 4/55 1 F.SlW~ B II. 
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In organising conferences, women' .s family commitments had 

constantly to be borne in mind. In early 1954, when discussions 

on when to hold the inaugural conference were still proceeding, 

Alexander suggested the Ea~ter long weekend as being most 

suitable for the East London and Durban women. 'rhat v.ras 

the easiest time for them to "get away and leave the children 

t h 11 1 a . ome • 

Apart from their responsibilities as mothers, many women had 

unco-operative husbar,ds who disapproved of or resented gj_gns 

of too great an independence on the part of their wives. 

This "backward attitude" of the men, as the FSAW termed it, 

was a real deterrent on women's political involvement and 

one the FSAW had constantly to fight against. In 1954 

at the inaugural conference, Ngoyi's comments that had it 

not been for "the husbands", many more ·women would have been 

present, drew cheers from the audience2 . The extent to 

which male attitudes that women's place was in the home 

could disrupt womenls political effectiveness, was manifested 

during the anti-pass demonstrations in Johannesburg in October 

1958. There it was the husbands of many of the women 

who had been arrested, who undermined their strategy 0£ civil 

disobedience by bailing them out, before either the FSAW 

or ANC had even come to a decision on what the best course of 

action would be. vlhen women did have sympathetic and co-

operative husbands, they _generally had still to attend to 

domestic matters before they felt free to spend time on political 

work. Thus Virginia Mngomo's husband allowed her her free-

dorn - but first she had to ensure that he had enough food and 

clean shirts and socks etc., laid on for the week 3
. 

/ 

1. FSAW correspondence, 8/2/54, FSAW B II. 

2. See above, p. 196. 

3 ~ In.tervie\v. 



Clea.rJy, given the existing; di\d.sion of labour bebveen the 

sexes, political involvement' by women would disrupt the 

family, at times even tragically"so. In its report on the 

October 1958 mass arrests of women in Johannesburg, 

included the following story: 

Drum 

"But at home life is bleak. Mrs. Elmah 
Mtshazo of 29 Gibson Street, Sophiatown, 
went to jail with her 18-year-old daughter. 
She returned to find that her 9-year-old 
daughter was critically ill. The little 
girl diE::d next. day. 11 1 

The FSM·v's own attitudes towards women's priorities in this 

-regard were ambivalent. It was e~tremely d~itical of the 

"customs and conventions" that re.legated women to the exclu­

sive confines of tl1e family and was committed to drawing 

more women into the national liberation movemeni. Yet at 

the same time, much of its appeal to women was based on a caJ.l 

to defend their homes, their children, their families from 

the onslaught of destructive laws. There was a bitter irony 

in the:! fact that the situation described by Drum above, 

that of a child dying because its mother was in jail, formed 

one of the strongest arguments used by the FSi:;w and ANCWL 

in opposib.g the pass laws for women: what would happen to 

their children if women were subjected to arbitrary arrest 

for infringing or being suspected of infringing the pass laws? 

Of a different order, but also very damaging to the FSAW as 

an organisation, were the difficulties it experienced in 

operating in the context of the apartrv::id state of the 1950's. 

Ulti~ately, the restrictions this placed on it proved crippling. 

As a mult.i~racial organisation, it struggled to convene 

meetin9s to suit all its members. Non-African women could 

not enter the African townships without permits; black 

women. 5.n the w .. bite suburbs in any capacity other than that 

of domestic worker or nanny •;.;ere conspicuous and subject to 

official harrassment. One single example of how the laws 

''I'he Batt.le of the Women', p.22. 



of the land could upset the smooth functioning of the FSJ\W, 

which could be multiplied many times ovt~r ·- in .7.\ugust 1957 

- Ma>::-y Moodley, chairwoman of the East Rand W'orkinq Comnu ttecr 

reported that sh0 had been unable to attend an important 

branch rneetin9 of the ANCWI~ in B(::noni because of the problem 

of ge~ting a permit to enter an African area. Her failure 

to attend the meeting exacerbated existing tensions between 

ANCWL and SACPO women in Benoni about the allocation of 
1 funds between the two groups . 
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In convening national conferences there was the additional 

problem that in terms of the Urban Areas Act, no unqualified 

African could remain in a uprescribed" (urban) area for longer 

t.i"'tan 72 hours without official permission. In organising 

the inaugural conference. its convenors decided to "take a 

chance" and not apply for permit'.:> for the non-Johannesburg 

African delegates for "if permits were applied for, Saturday 

woL1ld be spent at the Pass Office ar:d not at the Con:ference" 2 . 

This decision involved taking extra precautions, for instance, 

ensuring transport for these women "so there is as little chance 

as possible of their being picked up" 3 . 

AR ~~ opposition movement in an increasingly totalitarian state, the 

FSAW was subject to enormous pressure from the government 

in the form of police surveillance, harrassment of its leaders, 

bannings and intimidation. Successive bannings of its 

leaders obstructed the development of a stable and experienced 

core of commit tee mernJ-.Jers. Over the years it was obliged 

to become increasingly security-conscious; the inhibitory 

effc-;ct of this on inter-regional communications has been 
... ~""-

described already. By 1962, executive committee meetings 

were conducted in an atmosphere of siege, with great stress 

---· --------------~-·-----

1. See M. Moodley: 
:E'SP,W D Ir 2b. 

'East Rand Wod>:ing Committee Heport', 

') F SA'\T :J 3 'L1/ 5 LI '""'IT - B · T .-. • : • · vv corresponc1ence, I . .. , .t ;:i1:·i N · 1J .. 

3. Ibid. 



b · 1 ·a a .c·a t' i·t 1 eing ai- on secrecy an conLl en-ia i-y . 

Yet for all its organisational shortcomings and difficulties, 

the FSAW still managed to stage some impressive demonstrations 

and conferences. The rnons,cer gathering of women in Pretoria 

in 19~6 was a remarkable achievement, and one realised in the 

face of innumerable obstacles. The real strength of the 

FSAW lay not so much in its day-to-day organisational wor~, 

as .in the enormous response it could qenerate amongst sect.ions 

of women, urban African women in particular, and their dis­

ciplined and militant contribution to its programme of act.ion. 

In order to complete the discussion on the FSAW as an orga­

nisation, a look is now needed at how it directed this 

response - its tactics and long-term strategy for bringing 

about its aims. 

T~tics and Strategy 

From the beginning, the PS.AW saw itself as a fighting orgcini­

sation - its report on the inaugural conference in 1954 

opened with the statement that the women had come together 

"to fight for women's rights and for full and equal citizen­

ship for alJ. 112 • Its purpose was avowedly political, it8 

commitment to the national liberation movement unequivocal. 

As an opposition movement, the FSAW fitted squarely into the 

general pattern of black resistance movements in the 1950's. 

Its tactics were those of a legal, democratic body with mass 

aspirations, relying on p~blic pressure and negotiation, rather 

thanJconfrontation with the authorities, to achieve its aims. 

·when women did turn to confrontation - the Winburg pass­

burnings .. the Johannesburg anti--pasr:: protests in 1958, 

-----·------~· 

1. The 'Report on a visit to South Africa sponsored by the 
WIDF', p.2, describes security precautions taken at a 
meeting of thc~ FSAW Transvcicil Executive Cor:unittee. 

2. FSAW: 'Report of the first National Conference', p.l. 
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the Beerhall riots in Natal in 1959 - the move came spon­

taneously from below, rather than from the leadership of 

either the FSAW or the ANCWL. 

Throughout its career, the· FSAW stressed that non-violence 

was a key aspect of its metho6<~ of protest. and res is ta nee. 

During the course of being cross-examined by the Public 

ProsecLJ.tor in the Treason Trial, Helen Joseph was emphatic 

on this point~ 
1 vlhatsoever". 

"We would never laud any acts of violence 

She elaborated upon this in a description of 

J_l.( 

the FSAW that reflected conventional views on women's inherently 

peace-loving nature: 

"We are an organisation of \1:omen. As women 
we want to create life, want to preserve it, 
not destroy it. 11 2 

Such a response would not be unexpected in a political trial 

where the charge was one of High Treason against the state. 

Nevertheless, the FSAW's entire history was a testament to 

Joseph' l'"J remark. Even after 1960, when the political climat."e 

had radically altered with the banning of the ANC and its 

subsequent - reluctant and initially clumsy - adoption of a 

prqgramrne of violent struggle, the FSAW remained committed to 

its non-violent principles. 

Linked to its stress on peaceful methods of change, the FSAW 

adopted a law-abiding approach to its various demons tr a ti ons 

and protests. At times it was prepared to go to extraordinary 

lengths to ensure that it stayed within the bounds of the law. 

In 1~57, for instan~e, legal advice was sought on the wording 

of· the 'Anti-Pass Pleds;re' - on the off--chance that in the 

event of passes be.coming compulsory for v.jomen, an injudiciously 

2. Ibid. 
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worded 'Pledge' could be misconstrued as an incitement to dis-
1 

obey the law . Again, in 1958, great care was taken in 

plann:l.::-ig for the Women's Day commemorations to see that 

African ·women would not attend the scheduled rally and thus 

infringe a prohibition on meetings amongst Africans then in 

force .. Later that year, a similar legalistic concern was 

shown in planning the demonstration to the Johannesburg City 
2 Hall stGps . 

The FSAW's major concern was to prevent unnecessary recrimi­

nations against it and participants in its campaigns. In 

the case of the City Hall demonstration, it referred t.o "the 
3 tremendous responsibility for the safety of the women" , 

that rested upon it. (Along with this, it was also concerned 

to uphold 11 tl·ie very right to peaceful legal prates t 11 which it 
4 

saw to be at stake .) It was not opposed to methods of civil 

disobedience, long a tactic of black resistance movements in 

Sort th /1\fr.ica, lJrovided t:11.at these were peaceful. Thu.s, in 

1958 it wholeheartedly supported the strategy of mass arrests 

and no bail in the anti-pa~s demonstrations in Johannesburg. 

It was disappointed when the ANC decided to call of that 

"phase" of the campaign. 

The methods of political struggle the FSAW adopted in pursuit 

of its aims showed a remarkable consistency throughout its 

history. It relied most heavily on public demonstrations 

of disapproval of particular institutions or pieces of 

legislation; educaticn, of both the general public and members, 

as to the implications of these; negotiation with the 

authorities to achieve reforms. The methods most commonly 

us.ed incl ud0d mass demonstrations and depu ta ti ons to the 

-----------------·----- -----------
1. 'l'his is described in the 'Minutes of Special Meeting· 

of NEC of Fede.ration, 7 /12/56' , quoted in the ~.rea~~Q.!:!. 
.!ria_l_RecQ;_t;d, Vol. 67, p.14241. 

2.. See above, p .. '.J.S 5. 

3. 'Report ;)y -C.he F.SAV.J on the Anti-Pass Carn.puign', p. 5, 
FSJ.'~W C l 6. 

4. Ibid. 



authorities, conferences and public meetings, letters and 

statem('mts to the press, pamphleteering. These methods were 

not abandoned after 1960 although the tolerated limits in 

which they could be used had shrunk ominously by comparison 

with the pre-Sharpeville period. The Transvaal region's 

proposals for the celebration of Women's Day in 1961 did 

not differ markedly from similar celebrations in the 1950's 

badge sales, a poster demonstration on the City Hall steps, 

a memorandum to the Major on rents, arrests and housing1 . 

Only the absence of a mass meeting of some description 

hinted at the increased restrictions on political expression 

that were then in operation. 
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Throughou~ the FSAW also relied heavily on publicity as an 

integral part of its protests, to draw attention to the issues 

involved and advertise itself and its campaigh~ to as wide 

an audience as possible. In 1958 Helen Hoseph wrote a letter 

to Th~ StaL_, criticising it for failing to print a news 

report, whicl1 the FSAW had submitted, on a successful boycott 

of the reference· book units in Roodepoort. She appe~led 

for more extensive coverage of such items, especially in 

view of "the frequent: publication of official stateme11.ts11 of -
2 the number of books issued • 

Publicity made the FSAW's demonstrations more vulnerable 

to official obstruction, however. The protest to Bara::;rw.anath 

Hospital in early 1958, for instance, was preceded by an ex­

tensive build-up in the Johannesburg newspapers and the police 

were out in full force on the appointed dc:iy. In a subsequent 

letti::_r to New Jig.§._, the FSAW condemned "the air of secrecy" 

the "tension and suspicion" which it accused both hospital 

authorities and police of creating, since it had publicly 

announced beforehand that its intentions were to hold a peaceful 
. 3 

demonstration . 

1. 'Minutes of a meeting of the Tvl l<.egional Committee h~ld 
22/7/61, FSAW DI. 

2. Letter from Helen Joseph to The S!:_ar_, 18/12/58, FSlW-J CI 6. 

3. Letter from Bertha Mashaba and Helen Joseph. to Ne~v Ag_!;~, 

29/3/58: FSF~W C II. 



Towards the end, and especially after the bannings of the 

ANC and PAC in 1960, the FSAW did develop a greater sophis­

tication in dealing with the confingencies of police counter­

action against its activities. Thus in 1961, the minutes of 

a Transvaal Executive Committee meeting, at which plans for 

a forthcoming regional conference were discussed, included a 

terse reference to "Alternate Venue" for the conference1 . 

This venue was not named. Presumably it was there as a precau­

tionary measure, in case the meetings at the original venue 

were banned or obstructed. The general orientation of the 

FSAW remained, however, towards legal and public activity. 

Although the FSAW envisaged some far-reaching changes in the 

political sphere, aimed at achieving a broadly democratic 

society, it lacked any comprehensive overall strategy and 

blueprint for how the changes it desired to see could best 

br brought about. Its campaigns were related to the eradi­

cation of specific abu~es, rather than forming part of a 

coherent, long-term strategy for politic~l change. During 

the Treason Trial, Helen Joseph was cross-examined by the 

Public Prosecutor about the object of FSAW campaigns. Her 

reply summed up this ordering of priorities which prevailed 

within the FSAW: 

"The object ... was to campaign against a 
specific evil as we saw it, to endeavour to 
get that evil removed and at the same time 
to do an amount of educational work amonst­
European people,to highlight the particular 
grievance against which the campaign was 
directed, and to focus attention generally 
upon the crniditions in this country in which 
the majority of the population live".2 

The FSAW was not so naive as to imagine that these evils and 

grievances could be done away with without a major restructuring 

---·------·-------------------
1. 'Minutes of a meeting of the Transvaal Regional Committee 

held 22/7/61', FSAW DI. 

2. Tr~a?o.n Trial Rc:!cord, Vol. 66, p. 14060. 



of the politic~l institutiom in South Africa. In further 

evidence during the course of the Treason Tria~Joseph made 

this clear 

" 

too: 

it is correct that the Congress linked 
these campeiig·ns with the general struggle 
for the end of apartheid, because one and all 
the evils against which those campaigns were 
directed had their roots in the system of 
apartheid. 11 1 

Nevertheless, what t11e "general struggle 11 entailed, was left 

at the level of rhetoric rather than strategy. 
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'l'hus, in the case of the anti-pass campaign, the major focus 

of FSAW activity, the pass laws were recognised as a crucial 

component of the migrant labour system, "maintained in order 

to preserve a supply of cheap labour to the farms and to 

the mines ... and also because they ... are a means of sup­

pressing the movement of the African people towards obtaining 

their freedom". 2 In ::nobilisin.g women against passes, tbe 

FSAW recognised that it ~as attacking a key structure in the 

apartheid state. In 1957 it declared that: 

"in this vast, unmeasured and as yet inadequately 
organised potential of the resistance of women 
to passes lies one of the strongest weapons 
against the present government, against apart­
heid itself."3 · 

Yet the main thrust of its own anti·-pass campaign was on a 

local, rather than a national scale and reactive rather than 

innovative. It amounted most often to resistance to the work 

of tl~ Reference Book Units as they appeared in particular 

areas. 'I'he manner in which these local campaigns were to be 

incorporated within a broader, nation-wide struggle against 

2. Evidence of Helen Joseph, _?2:_eason Trial ~-~CS?.t.·d, Vol .. 68, 
p.14420. 

3. Anonymous typescript, 'Women and Passes', Oct. 1957, FSAW CI l 



apartheid was left to the strategists in the ANC and NCC to 

develop. "... the women are waiting for the Congress lead", 

cormnent.ed Helen Joseph in January 19561 • By late 1.958 and 

early 1959, in the aftermath of the anti-pass demonstrations 

in Johannesburg, the FSAW was showing signs of impatience at 

the failure of these bodies to provide it with strong and 

dynamic leadership. Nevertheless, it never seriously quest-

ioned their ultimate authority. 

1959; 

Thus Lilian Ngo~i in late ..... 

"It is importa1t to understand that the struggle 
against passes is controlled direct by the 
African National Congress. The struggle of the 
women is merely part of the general struggle of: 
the African people". 2 

The FSAW was an activist body, respondihg vigorously to 

political issues as they arose. In many ways this was 

the source of its strength and its appeal as a political 

pressure group in the 1950's. Its protests and campaigns 

were among the most extensive and best organised of any mounted 

by the Congress Alliance. At the level of political theory 

and overall strategy, however, it was weak. In the long 

term, it underestimated the strength of the political forces 

it was opposing and failed to adjust its tactics to the 

increasingly totalitarian environment in which it found itself 

operating. 

1. From an article written by Joseph, in E:._ightinq Talk, 
Jan. 1956, quoted in the Jreason Trial Record, Vol. 67 
p.14234. 

2. 'Presidential Address', p. 2, in 'Annual Conference of the 
African National Congres~ Women's League held at the 
Communal Hall, Orlando', FSAW II H 7. Relations between 
the FSAW and ANC are discussed further in the following 
chapter. 
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CHAP'rER 7 

RELA'rIONSHIPS Wl'rII THE CONGRESS ALLIANCE: -------
THE WOMEN'S MOVEi\liENT AND NA'.rIONAL LIBERATION 

The FSAW's posit.ion within the Congress Alliance was not 

always clear. Partly this was a structural problem, relating 

to the federal nature of the FSAW and how it was integrated 

into the national liberation movement as a result. On the 

one hand, the FSAW was an independent body, with its own 

constitution and a set of aims which related specifically to 

women. On the other hand, all of its member groups, apart:. 

from the Food and Canning Workers Union (and even that was 

affiliated to SACTU) were auxiliaries or part of other, 

separate organisations to which they were ultimately responsible. 

Because the FSAW was constituted on the basis of the member 

organisations of the Congress Alliance, its own ranking within 

that Alliance was not sharply delineated. Thus, even though 

it participated in all the Alliance~ campaigns and was regarded 

by it. as an organisation to which specific,women-oriented 

tasks could be allocated, the FSAW was never officially 

represented on the NCC, the highest co-ordinating body within 

the Alliance1 . According to Helen Joseph, this was because 

the NCC felt that the FSAW was already sufficiently represented 

through its member o:i.:-ganisations. To allow it an additional 

representative of its own would have duplicated this repre­

sentation unnecessarily and, presumably, accorded it an 

unmerited weight in decision··-making. Because of the infor-

mality that characterised the Congress Alliance, as well as 

the fact that, for at least part of the time, Joseph served 

on the·NCC as a representative of COD2 , this exclusion did not 

---------
1. Interview with Helen J'oseph. 

2. She served on the NCC frcrn its inception in 1955 till 
October or November 1956. Evidence of Helen J"os eph, 
Treason Trial Recor~, Vol. 66, p.14012. 



mean isolation fox: the FS.AW as might have been expected. 

It did, ln wever, reflect the ambivalence felt by the male­

dominated Congress Alliance on the role and scope of the 

women's movement within the national liberation movement. 

(This point is developed further, below.) 
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The structural clumsiness of the FSAW led, on occasions, to 

complications about decis ion--making and the allocation of 

authority between it and the various Congress org-anisations. 

The dispute with members of the COD executive, about the rati-

fication of the FSAW's constitution at its second National 

Conference in 1956, was a clear example of this. In th.is 

Ca$e, the COD NEC criticised the procedure adopted by the F'SAW. 

They argued that before the FSAW adopted its constitution, the 

document should have been ratified by each of the FSAW 

affiliates (ANC, COD, etc.) first,at their own national 

conferences
1

. Following on from this, they then accused the 

FSI~W leadership of pushing through the consti tu ti on in a 
11 high-h.::.1nded manner" 2 • 

The FSAW responded by vigorously defending the independent 

authority of its National Conference. Its reply to the COD 

allegations brought out clearly the extent to which its ,depen..,. 

dence on its affiliated organisations could obstruct its own 

smooth running. It pointed out that its National Conference 

consisted entirely of members from the affiliated Congress 

groups and that these delegates had vote~by 291 votes to 79, 

in favour of adopting the Constitution in August 1956, without 

further delay. Moreover, the draft of the Constitution 

had been circulated to all member organisations in 1955, more 

than/a year before the FSAW conference. 

" ... if these organisations had failed to dis·-· 
cuss the Constitution or circulate it, this 
must be laid .-:it the door of these organisations. 
This, however, should not be allowed to hold up 
the development

3
of the Federation of South 

African women." 

1. See above, p. ~OCi. 

2. Extract from letter from unidentified COD member in Cape 
Town, 17/9/56, amongst notes on COD NEC meetings, FSAW A 7. 

3. 'Statement fer the Information of COD Men1bers', p. l, FS7.;W l\ 7 .. 



If member. g·roups wer2 dissatisfied with the constitution 

as adopted, there was provision for amendments to be intro-

duced at the next conference. 

"The Federation is young and must be flexible 
but at the same time it needs a framework 
wi thi1r which to

1 
function, a fo!J.ndation on 

which to build" • 

The difficulties arising from member organisations being 

respcnsible in t'wo different directions at once were most 

acute in the case of the ANCh'L. The l\NCWL was by far the 

most important organisation within the FSAW, supplying it with 

the bulk of :i_ ts members and supporters and many of its 

leaders. At the same time, the League was also an auxiliary 

of the ANC, the dominant and largest organisation within the 

Congress Alliance. In its constitution, its primary alle­

giance to the ANC was explicitly stated: 

11 The Africa!"! National Women's League is an 
auxiliary body of the African National 
Congress. It is under the political direc-

\ _ tion and control of the Congress, and it 
follows the policy and programme of the 
Congress. 11 2 

'J.'he ambig·ui ties of the ANCWL 's position led to friction 

between it and the FSAW on occasion, although the difficulties 

thus c:.eated in relation to the ANC itself were ultimately 

more serious 3 . At times the ANCWL appeared anxious to pre-

serve its identity as an independent organisation. The mis-

understandings that arose in 1957 during the course of the 

Anti,,..Pass Pledge cinnpc;ign in the Transvaal have been mentioned 

a~reaay4 . In this case,the issue centred on the relationship 

between the FSAW and ANCWL branches and the correct cbannels 

·1 • Ibid. , p. 2 • 

2. 'Draft; Rules and Regulations of the African National 
Congress Women's Leagu8', p.l, FSAW II H 1. 

3. Relations between the ANC and FSAW are looked at below. 

4 "' - ,.)'·'" . t>ee above, p . .,_o•~. 



through which they should communicate. 'l'he l\NCWL execut.i ve 

complained that it was not being kept properly informed by 
. . 

the FSAW which was side-stepping its offices and deaJ_ing 

directly with Women's League Branches. 

,,. we r.ire not told of anything, you can 
imagirie your off ice being s ide-s te pped, e.g. 
Pledges, straight from the Federation to 
the Women's League Branches. I mean this 
is not healthy, we are interested to know 
what the Federation is doing and have to be 
togethc:r."l 
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In reply, the F'S.AW pointed out the extent to which FSAW and 

ANCh,.L committees overlapped - their "very composition ensured 

.•. full liason"2. Its approach was conciliatory, concluding 

with a plea for unity in the face of the external threats 

facing the Co~gress Alliance. 

'"I'he whole Congress movement is threatened 
today as never before... We plead that 
now is the time for us to demonstrate our 
unity as women and to resist all efforts 
to divide us. We must close our ranks 
and not divide them. 11 3 

Such friction,which surfaced from time to time,:iever seriously 

threatened the working relationship between the FSAW and 

ANCh'L. For the most part, the FSAW's plea for unit.y found 

its echo within the ANCWL and cooperation between the two 

organisations was extensive, their executive committees and 

campaigns blurring into each other. In a letter to the press 

in November 1955, Ngoyi spoke of the "deep feelings of friend-· 

ship__.,and sympathy" that existed between "women of different 

races"4. Several informants have agreed that amongst the 

-----------------------------
1. FSi'iW correspondence, ANCWL ('l'vl) to FSAW (Tvl), 31/3/5?, F.'SAW 

c 1 5. 

2. Letter from FSAW (Tvl) to the ANCWL (Tvl), 5/4/57, p.4. 
FSAW C I 5. The full exerpt is quoted above, p. :'.2S'(, ; 
footnote t. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Letter fror:1 L. Ngoyi to _!?_C2D_d ..J?.aily~J[~~-:ii\_, 2/11/55, FSAW CI 2. 



women involved in the FSAW, these sentiments were widely 

she:1red. ·where disagreements betvveen the FSA\'J and .t\l'JC WL did 

arise, it was more often than not due to the intervention of 

the ANC itself - as in the case of the initial dispute about 

the FSAW's membership, in which the ANCWL,under pressure from 

the l-u~C, resisted the notion of an individual mer..lbership for 

the FSAW. On most campaigns there was a broad unanimity 

of purpose between the ANCWJ_, and FSAW. 

This was particularly marked in the campaign against passes 

32.~: 

in Johannesburg, in 1958. In this instance, the executive 

committees of the FSAW and ANCWL appeared to be working in 

closer harmony than either organisation with the ANC itself. 

When tr1e ANC insisted on i:;.alling off the first civil dis­

obedience "phase" of the protests, the F~J.YW and ANCvTL, jointly, 

expressed disappointment at the decision; they both agreed 

that the political potential in the tactic of mass arrests 

had not been exhausted and should have been p•Hs ued. 

The awkwardness of the FSAW's federal structure was not simply 

a matter of poor design. It had been imposed upon it by 

e1e ANC, using its superior authority within the Congress 

Alliance to prevail over the arguments of those sponsors of 

the FSl\W who favoured an individL:ial membership. The reasons 

for the ANC's stand throw light both on relationships between 

organisations within the Congress l1lliance and on the standing 

of the women's movement within the national liberation move­

ment in general and with the ANC in particular. 

The FSAW was modelled on the multi-racial and loosely. federal 
/ 

structure of the Congress Alliance. The ANC's insistence 

on this was based on its fears that a unitary women's orga­

nisation would compete with the ANCWL for membership as well 

position 

too i~dependent of ultimate Congress control. The 

i h f-'"'C . n , e .. , . th · -d .t.. tl '"~f~·.-1•7 'n l or.:;1 /5~ / .: .. e u~. c.Ltopc a W.J. regal L-0 .1e .1..·._,, .. ,J .. '" __ .,.,)-;, :::., 

cons is t0nt v:itl-: the stand it had al.ready taken on the compo-

sit.i...or: of the Congr:·ess lUliance. AlthOligh committed ·co 

co···operat:i..ng with other political or9<rnisati.ons with "v'.7hich 



it shared "corr.rnon object:!.ves cHld methods 111
f the i~NC 

had always insisted on its separate id2ntity as ari Af~ica~ 

political party. It had never been prepared to surrender 

its independenc0~ zmd cil.Jthor ity to combine with its politic al 

allies in a single, non·-racial organis ation2 

the Congress Alliance, it. sta~ed: 

In discussing 

"Co·-operaticm will always be on the basis of 
equality and mutual respect for the indivi­
duality and identity of our organisations. 11 3 

In effect, the ANC w2s upholding the dominant colour-conscious 
• ., 1 .C: th ' 1 ' 0 d I •. 1 ' ...:! 1 ' ' h iaeo ogy OJ: e · nic exc_usivism an racia pri .... e wnJ.c , 

und~~-various guises, had inftirmed South Africa's political 

life since 1910~ .. 'J'hE: i\NC of the 1950 's took its stand on 

a vi.s ion of a "rnul ti-racial, corporate society". .. Al though 

it attacked discrimin'3tion on the grounds of colour, it accepted 

colour-based group identification as a basic factor in Sout.h -

Africa's polj.tical life. In working towards its goal of a 

multi-ra~ial society~ it saw itself as the vanguard organi­

sation of the African rnajority of the population, and was 

not prepared to abandon its ethnic integrity and position of 

leadership to a l!On--racial politic al party. 

1. From 'Programme a:!!.d Policy', African_~ational Congres~ 
Handbook, D.5, FSAW II G 2. ----·-------:- ~ 

2. In the 1940's,discussions between the ANC und AAC tm·.:ards 
achieving closer unity had foundered at least partly. 
because the ANC insisted that they form ~n ~~elusively 
}\frican organi::;at.Ycn, which could then cooperate with 
other non-African political groups. Thus Mr. A.P. 
Mda of the .ANC: "We should appeal to Africans as such, 
to unite as l-\ fr icdDS. An l\fr ican united fY-"on t 
would no"i.: be opposed to an alliance with othe.r oppressed 

· grov.ps, org<.1nised in their national org·anisations". Prom 
'M:i.nutes of the Joint Meeting of tllc National Ext=jcutivo 
Committees of the ~NC and the AAC, April 17-18, 1949', 
in J'Zar is 0nd Car l:er: Fr~~ Pro~_es_t:_ tg __ f]'la!_!_~_n_9£, Vol. II, 
p.383, Document 70(a). 

3. ·'Prorpa!ltrne <ind Pcl:i.cy', £'>fr_ic:9n ~1atJ_:QE~~J __ CQ.Q.9].'"C-'!SS I-Iand­
]22?.L~· p. 5, I:'Sl-i\'! !I, G 2. 



"Since its inception the ANC accepted Sou.th 
Africa as a rculti~racial society in which all 
racial groups have the right to live in dig­
nity and prosperity. In f;:ict the ANC was 
founded in order to unite the African tribes 
into a poli.tical force in order to demand 
full democratic rights within the multi-racial 
framework of ou:c society. 11 1 

During the 1950's the ANC successfully maintained this view­

point in the face of criticism coming from both the Africanist 

faction and t11e leftwing members of the Congress Alliance 

(within COD in particular). The Africanj_s ts, later the 

PAC's, criticism of the Alliance's multi-racial construction 

has been outl.ined already. They were more concern(.;!d abont 

white dominance in the Alli.:=nce than non-racialism2 . In the 

late 1950's, provoked in part by Africanist accu~ations that 

the Alliance was supporting apartheid ideology, some COD 

members took up their criticisms and raised the question of 

transforming the Congress Alliance into a unitary national 
~ 

liberation organisation-. Their tentative overtures in this 

direction were not successful. The ANC, by far the largest 

and politically most significant of the Congresses, was too 

powerful for its objections to be overruled. 

As in the Congress Alliance, so too in the FSAW the ANC's 

insistence on a multi-racial structure carried the most 

weight. In this case it was not prepared to expose the .ANCWL 

either to competition from another women's organisation or 

to the risk of being absorbed in a non-racial movement outside 

its control. In 1955 the FSAW had accepted that without the 

ANCWL it could never hope to be more than a peripheral organi-

sation within the national l.i.beration movement. Since it 

felt that the first priority of the women's movement was to 

achieve victory for the national liberation movement, it 

accept2d the limitations of the federal structure imposed upon 

it by.the ANC. 

----·------·------- ------
1. ANC: 'Report of the 46th Annual National Conference, 

December 1958', p.26, FSlWf II G. 

2. See above, p. '2,0l. 

3. See, for in<; t anr.::12:, ;:rn ax ticle by P. Rodd2: 'The Afr .1.canis b,:: 
cut loose' .in ~_:t.:;:;~i;;:_s _ _§_Qy.tb:.' Vol. 3, No. 1-L July-Sept. 1959. 



'l'he rclationshin betw~en the FS}W and ANC 
~ ~ 

d . ") J_(. not, howe.vP.:r:: 

:f.i t. :.~iDJ;ily ]. :-1tu the general pattern of ANC-Congress· Alliance 

inteructions" More was at stake than a straightforward tussle 

for po;,...'er betwe:.:•?n b;o politic al orgarHs ations, even· tho1:1gh 

this played its part. A large source of tension, ever and 

above th~ points already raised, was that the FSAW was an 

or•3anisat:i.on of \vornen a:r..d, as such, a Gha:U.enge to prejL~dices 

against woncn's political autonomy and adulthood, prejudices 

which werr'= deeply r.ooted within the ANC 2nd Congress 1Hliance. 

An overly inde~endent 2nd non-racial women's movement threatened 

not only ANC hegemony within the Congress Alliance; it 

threatened male 1rngemony within the Alliance as ~1ell. 

In ~.956 the. FSl.\W singled out the "backward attitude of the 

men" towards v10men. 's politic al activity a c• 

'" a serious brake on 

its progress. 

"Many men who are politically active and 
progressive in outlook still follow the 
tradition that women should take no part in 
politics and a great resentment exists towards 
women \vho s esk independent activities or e?en 
ex.press indeper.dent opinions. 'I'his prejudice 
is so strong that even when many of those in 
leading positions in the ANC appear to be co­
operating with the Federation, it is sometimes 
difficult to avoid the conclusion that they 
would prefer to hinder the work of the 
Federatj.on and to withdraw their own women­
foik ~rom activities 11 1. . 

'This ambivalence on the part of the men wove i i:sel f i.n and 

out or most of the ANC' s dealings with the FSAJ.:J dnd ANCWL, 

throughout the oeriod under discussion. The range of 

attitudes the ANC displayed towards the political work of the 
..... 

·women \•Jas ·1:Jide and its approach often inconsistent ·- sometimes 

adrnir~1g and supportive, at other times (ocassionally at one 

and the same time) uneasy, resentful and anxious to assert 

male control. 

'I'he formation o:C the FSAW in 1954 wa~-; g('"ner21:U.y welcorrwc1 <rnd 

1. iReport to th~ WIDF' 1 p.3, FSAW E. 



enccnraged bv the var.:.;.c.u~~ Congresi:> bodies. Certainly at <:i 

theorf.:tical level, they n~cognis ed the import2nce of mobilising 

women fo~ the politicill struggle. This the national libera­

tion movement had already accepted in the l940's: by 1954 few 

would have openly questioned it. The ANC also conceded 

that for women to be able to take part in political work 

more actively, :::;ome restructuring of traditional relationships 

between men and women was necessary. 

executive declared: 

In 1955 the ANC 

Ii we know that we cannot win liberation or 
build a strong movement without the partici­
pation of the women. We must ... make it 
possible for women to play th~ir part by 
regarding th~m as equals and helping to 
emancipate them in th~ home, even relievi.ng 
them of their many family and household bur­
den~ so that women may be given an opportunity 
of being politically active. The men in the 
Congress movement must fight constantly ... 
those outmoded customs t..,;hich make women 
inferior and by personal example must demon­
strate their belief in the equality of all 
human beings, of both sexes. 11 l 

As had characteris~d the entire history of the worn.en '.s movc~ment 

within the national liberation movement, hcrweve:c, in practice 

both actions and attitudes often lagged far behind accepted 

principles. Advances had been made since ·the days when 

politics was unquestioningly assumed to be a male domain; 

a full and unequivocal recognition of women's political rights 

had yet to be granted. 

This lag between theory and practice was most marked at the 

ANC rank and file level. Many male members of the 1\NC were 

deeply conservative and traditionalist in their attitudes 

Indeed, as already pointed out, for many 

AfriC'<J!1 men ·<.:heir cl: . .-Lef reason for opposing pafrnes for women 
- ' 

v12,s that ti.K government was thereby usurping th0.:ir aatb.ori ty. 

1. 1 43rd National Ccnfsrence of the ANC held ~n Bloemfon­
tein from the 17th-19th Dec., 1955', p.10, Treason Tri~l 
exhibit G 809. 



For both men and woTP.en, passes for women posed a thre~t to 

the stability and secllrity of the home. The countertJart 

to that was frequently a tenacious conviction that women's 

proper place was in the home and nowhere else· and that, v.1ithin 

it, their correct status was one of subordination to men. 

In 1562, after the FSAW had been in existence for 8 years 

and the revived ANCWT_, for some twenty years, one observer 

described how influential these attitudes still v.;ere at J',NC 

branch level. 

"The national leadership of the .ANC has agreed 
that the FSAW shall have an independent poli­
tical existence but it is not always easy to 
get this across in some areas. In one, for 
instance, the women found that they had to 
get the men to endorse all their arrangements 
and while this may have been partly the 
tightening up of general political crn1trol 
•• r the women nevertheless felt they ''l'ler e 1 

being subjectl~d to too much male domination . .,_._ 

The debate on bi~th control at the FSAW's meeting to discuss 

'l'Jhat Women Demand' in May 19 55, revealed how strong the 

belief in women's subordinate position within the family was, 

in Congress circles?. Many women present expressed appre­

hension at what their hl1sbands' reactions to contraception 

would be. By freeing women's sexuality from their repro­

ductive role and at the same time allowing women control over 

so large and important an area of their lives, contraception 

threatened the already declining authority of the husband with­

in the patriarchal family of the 1950 1 s 3 . The jocular 

dismissal wi tJ1 which some male Congress members greeted this 

debate that this was not the stuff of politics - testified 

to the limited perceptions on what wcmen's emancipation entailed, 

that were held by many men within the national liberation 

------·~--··-------·~ 

.l. WIDF: 'Report on a visit to South Africa sponsored by 
the WIDF' 1

, p. 33. 
C' , ~1""' ·o 2. .Jee c:inove., p. -1.J, J. 

3. This declining stat1Js of the husband and the :rise of the 
matrifoc~l family was discussed in Chapter One. 



rrtc) \7 t.";·n1 f; r.1 t: ... These men were content for women to be org~nised, 

to ~ssist the men, to fight for equality and an end to dis-

crimination in generDl terms. The question of sexual equality 

and sexual discrimination, however, raised disturbing questions 

which pl2ced in jeopardy one of the few areas where black 

m~n were assured of a position of relative power and prestige, 

the family. 'r11us i:r.any Congress members either refused to take 

such quesU_ons seriously or resisted including them within 

.tbe programme of the nationa1 liberation movement. 

It ~as rare for male resistance to female political achieve­

ment to assume overt forms within the Congress movement of 

the 1950's. Attitudes were more often equivocal, resis-

tance finfin~ expression in a general passivity on the part 

of Congre;3S men to·.vards the political campaigns of the ~.vomen 

rather than an active opposition. Thus 1 whi.le men applauded 

the women's anti-pass campaign, few joined in, despite con­

s t:ant Lffg in9s from the FSAW, ANCV-.TJ.J and senior l.'iNC members 

the ms e 1 \T e:3 , 

It W<:1s also rare for the issues involved to be publicly dis·-

cussed. The Sc.~h~ba article, 'Don't Stifle tl1e Work of the 

Worr,(~n 's Federation', which appeared in 1956, was an unu.sually 

direct discussion of male opposition to women's political 

activism. In supporting the work of the ~omen's organisations, 

this <'lrticle criticised "some Congress members" for not 

voicing openly their doubts and misunde_rs tandings _about the. 

fcrm and scope of the womc:.n 's movement
1 

The fact that 

such an art:~cle vJ<C:s necessary1 indicated the extent to which 

r0.sentrnent towards i:he F'SAW clouded the surface of appar1~nt 

i1NC support. Something of the conflicting emotions 

geru.:~rcited v,':i.thin the ANC by the v10rnen 's campaigns and demon­

s tr at ions of the lSSO's -·the adrairation tinged with unecir;e 

were captur,::d by a comment that concluded a D?:;:.~~.!!.l. article on 

the October 1958 disturbances in Johannesburg: 

1~ 'Dontt Stifle thP vicrk. of the Vforae!"1 1 s F:'eder'1tion', pz.:nrphlet 
reprin t·;~d from .f~?d!_~~~.9-' ::=:ept. 1S56, E'S Nd }~. 



"Meanwhile:> th:~ men have stood by looking on, 
bewildered and stunned. And as one of them 1 
said: "God,. th2 '/Jomen are showing us something"."_._ 

Gene r-lly· t"ne r·1~ti.c)r ... ~_. 1 l •. ,,_c; , ... ---- - -- le~dership of the ANC adopted a more 

3 3 I 

sophisticated approach to the FSAW. It was openly supportive 

of the v.Dmen so lone; as they d:i.d not trespass on its territory 

or usurp its authority. 'l'he article, 1 Don't Stifle t.he 

Work of the Women's Federation 1
, was adamant that tLe .FSl-iW 

was a "full-blooded member of the freedom movement and must 

not be regarded -- or treated - as a step-child. 11 2 

In the Transvaal, the FSAW expsrienced greater difficulty 

with the Provincial Executiv~ of the ANC. The Transvaal 

ANC was, from all accounts received, far l~ss generous in its 

support and en~1usiasm for the women's organisation than the 

National or other provincial branches. In the absertcd of 

detailed informa i..:ion on the relationships between the FSI'ihl and 

ANC executives in the other areas, it is difficult to be 

sure why the 'rransvaal reg· ion, particularly, should have 

proved the most difficult region of the ANC for the FSAW to 

work with. r.i'he fact that the Rand was the centre of both 

FSAW and ANC activity could have been a £actor - any of the 

general tensions that existed between the two organisations 

would be exace1·bated by the greater pressure of events in that 

region. The 'fransvaal was. also the home-base for the l1fricanis t 

faction within the ANC. 'Whether there was any link between 

the Africanists: brand of exclusive African nationalism and 

the '11 r-ansvaal ANC 's form of anti-feminism, however, remains 

a speculative (though intriguing) question. 

l1s the decade wore on ar:d women came more and more to the 

fore in the anti-pass campaign, the prestige and status of 

women within the Congress Alli~nce and the ANC definitely 

1. .J.?J.:.l-l~' Dec. l '3 58: 'The Battle of the Women', p.22. 

2. 1 Don't SU .. :Ci.e the 'i.fo1::k of the Wome;·i 's Federation 1
, p .1 

~F'SP~ t\I B ~ 



'I'he E:olect.ion of Lilian Ngoyi to the ANC Nation<)l 

Executive in 1955 \vf.ls one si9n of that. Another was th6 

ANC's decision to commemorate August 9th as 'Women's Day' in 

honour of the massive demonstration staged by the FSAW and 

ANCWL in Pretoria ~;..n 1956. In a speech in 1959 Chief 

LutulJ_, Nat.iona.l ?resident. of the l\"NC, emphasised that all 

offices in the .ANC were open to everybody, mc.-ile and fe!n2le, 

on the basis of merit: recognition and promotion would be 

l d ] .. 't ~h 1 
Jase on e~ua._ity 02-ween ~ e sexes • 

Nc-::verthe.1ess, even the l-1NC National Executive (and despite 

its condemnation of those at ti tudss which rele1:p:1ted v.;ome~ 's 

political ro:le to the conference kitchen) saw at least part 

of the work cf the F'SAW and ANCV\TJ:, in very conventional terms. 

Women's political priorities were regarded cis centering- on 

domestic issues, a perspective ~1ich th~-FSAW itself g2ner~lly 

shared. Hence the allocation of the Freedom Charter clause 

dec:iling wit;i "Houses, security e:rnd comfort" to Helen Joseph 

for discnss ion at the Con9-ress of the Pecple in 1955. Of 

all the clauses, this was regarded as most appropriately 
1 wornsn 's work' . Hence, too, the delegation of accon:unodati0r~ 

and catering arrangements for major national conferences -

the Congress of the People in 195~, the National Workers' 

Conference in 1958, the National Anti-·PasF: Conference in 1959 

to t.b e ·<.-v·omen 's organisations . 
r- . 1 1 --, . . ( H . 1 d V t ' ) ~i_ca hernstein i .• a ~a cs 

In a recen~ publication, 

recalls that while the ANCWL 

cf 'che 1950's \>.,'c:s "a means of organising women for the 

"national liberation struggle", it also served as "a means 

of obttiining the usual ·work out 0£ the women - feeding and find--

ing ac;::;c"nrnoda i::ion for delegates to confe:t~ences and similar 
~ .l 

v.:ork': • 

l-it the f~ame time, traces of the c.~mbivalence that characteri~1ed 

much of the ANC's dealings with the women's organisations at 

·--.. --. ·-"·-----·-----·-------·------·--------··----- ------·----------------------"' 
1. 'Chief Sp:"~<J)·;:s~ A rne;::;::.-:;age by 2Hbert J. Lut.uli', 9/8/59, 

p. 3r FSAW A 1,:J. .. , 

2. I-1~ Be.rr1steir1: p.43. 



' the rank and file le\~fJ).,, .co llld J::;e cfotected at the !lational 

leadership J.evel as well. In June 1958 Chief Lutuli was 

<~sked in an ir...terv:i.ew by Dr~.m, if' it were not true that \·./omen 

-v1ere pl<.:iying a ''much bigger - per~1aps the crLi.cial pC:Jrt" in 

Congress politics. Eis reply toned down any sugqest:i.on of 

women competi.ng with men po}.itically: 

"'11here e:n~e s iqns that women are beginning to 
play an effective part in politics. I cannot 
visualise a situation in which the movement 
will be overwhelmingly feminine, but they 
will play a very important part. More and 
more African women will not cnly actively 

1 
but in silent v;ays contribL1te to the struggle."--

The hint of unease that women might be challenging the tradi­

tional leadership position of men which colours this assess­

ment of their political·contribution,was present more strongly 

in a statement Lutul~ issued the following yea~ on the occa-

sion of 'Women's Day'. He began by pay:'..ng tribute to the 

courage and initiative displayed by women in the ariti-pass 

. campaign: 

"They are pairing effectively with their men­
folk. At times they seem a length ahead of 
men. This is all for the good ••. "2 

1.:,ater in th(:~ s<.1m2 message, hov.1ever, the political assertive­

ness of women became a stick with which to cl1ide the men 

of the ANC for their own failure to contribute actively to 

the anti-pass campaign: 

"Women u:ce putting men's tr:0ditional dignity 
and so-called superiority in jeopardy. Do 
nfrican men 0£ our day w~nt to play second 
fiddle to vmmen?,, 3 

This, by impli.cation, was an unaccept~ble proposition. 

2.. 'Chief Spf;ak:..; -· ci rn0ss29e by l»lb:::.rt J·. I.utuJ.:i.', 9/~3/59, 
p" 3, I'S)\\\1 i\ ltl. 

') _, . 
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Rel~tionships between the FSAW and the Congress Alliance 

\\Te.re, C>f course, CJ two·-way stream. The FSA\\'" itself, thou~:.rh 

far clearer on the need for women to pa:cticipat(:; actively 

and as equals in the national liberation movement, was not 

always consistent on the question of ~1at women's politi~al 

33<:-

role should be. Its attitud2 towards the ANC and that body's 

attempts to dominate it, swung between criticism and conci­

liation, adding to the complexities of their relationship. 

Ir:. 1954 t.he 'Women's Charter' had outlined what the FSl1\i~ 

regarded as the double responsibility facing the women's move-­

m12nt - allegiance to the national liberation movement and 

participation in its campaigns on the ori~ hand; commitment 

to the ernar:.c ipat.ion of women from their inf er ior pcs :._ tJ_on 

in society on the other. This duality of purpose 

the FSAW continued to uphold throughout its short career. 

Ultimatt~ly, however, it never doubted that its first responsi­

bility was to the general liberation· !:>truggle, by blacks, 

against the vJhib~ s;1.pr<:::rr1.ac1st stote. Not till th~t had been 

won, could most women expect. to free th ems elves from sex-bas fed 

dis er ired nation" 

the fundamental struggle of the people is 
for National Liberation and ... any women's 
organisation that (stands) outside this struggle 
must stand ~part from the mass of women ... 
thie statement does not in any way mean that 
the F'2deration of South African Women was not 
concerned v1i"l:h the problem. of women's riqhts, 
and that it did not strive for the emancipation 
of women ..• what was realised Wi3S that it 
would be impossible for women to achieve their 
rights as women in a society in •.vhich so many 
fundamental rights were denied to both men 
c:md \·Jomen by virtue of their sex. 11 1 

Any conflict that threatened the unity of the national libera-

tion movement shoul~, therefore, be avoided. At the sarne time, 

the senior position of the ANC within that movement, as leader 

------~-.--..-·"'--·---·-------------'-·-·-----•-·-.-----·-.--,..~-----·----·-----~·------·--- .. -..... , ... --·----.---._.....__ 

l. St:.1ternt:nt by :Helen ,Joseph, .T:E~~-~q§_?f~-~!'.E..:.~~:>J: __ l:3ec'?!-:.S:'.i.' Vol.. Gf) 
p.13996 .. 



of "the mass of women'\ should be. re~:.pect.ed. For- this 

reason, the FSAW tended often to downplay friction between 

it and the other Con.~p.:-esE; bodies. "I \VOuld like to rc::rnind 

you that the Federation ... ia not an organisation set up in 

opposition to those already existing orqanisations " 

Trans\7dal President Marcelle Goldberg stressed in her report 

to the provincial Conference of the FSAW in January 19591 • 

As the <inti-pass campaign wore on,. the FSAVv also appeared 

anxious to appease fears amongst ANC men that. the women's 

campaign was in some way reflecting pearly on their (the men's) 

virility. In this vein, Lilian Ngoyi included the following 

remarks in her sp<-'.:1ech to the annual l.i.NCw"'L Conference in 1959: 

"Naturally nothinrJ must be done to curb the 
initi2ltive of the women; at t!1e same time, 
women must discuss each stage of the campaign 
of (sic) th0 mother body. The impression 
seems to be gaining ground that the women 
are co1.irageous and It1ilitant whilst the men 
frightened and timid, this idea is harmful to 
the internal disputes and harmony (which) 
now should exist. 11 2 

Partly Ngcyi's views corresponded with the co!1scious, political 

choices the FSAW had made, as outlined above, concerning 

the priorities facing the:} women's movement. Yet these conscious 

beliefs were also buttre~sed by other, often less conscious, 

attitudes which :ceflected the extent to which the FSAW, too, 

had been influenced by patriarchal ideology. This also 

played a part in making it more amenable to ANC authority than 

it might otherwise have been. 

In i·~.s general approach, t.he FSAW was committed to the full 

emancipation of women from their s ubordina·te position in 

society. 1'bis the 'Womc::n 'E: Charter' and its 'Aims' had 

------·-··---·---·------·-------·---··-···--·---··-·--<---··---
1. 'President's Report to the Provincial Conference, 27/1/59; 

p .1, FSA·w A 13. 

2. 'E're;:d.denti;;J. AcklrE~ss', p. 2, in 'Annu3J. Con f(-:!rencc of t.1·c. 
l!:ifrican Ne:1t.ional Conq·cess Women'r.~ TJe29u0': FSliW II H 7. 



made clear. Nevertheless, partriarchal ideology ran deep and 

was not confined to male members of the Con·:i-ress Alliance 
·1 on .... y; + 11"' F'"'AT,T 'oo 1' ., ,... r• r.:> .LJ;; 1 ~- 't .:., ,_ ;_,. H, c , v. a,, .::> u."" c ~-Pc .D e ..,o i ... Many of the 

women involved in the F'SAW and the ANCWL's activities accepted 

that women were, in some way, subo~dinate to men, their 

resrionsibilitics primarily domestic and their pol.itical 

contribution supportive rather than innovative. The 

conservative defence.of home· and custom whict. had characterised 

~uch of the protests by rural women, in Zeerust and in Natal, 

during the 1950 IS held helped shape urban women I 8 . on ti-pass 

protests too. '' ... Verwoerd is to break our homes with 

this (sic) pass laws'', commented one woman at an ANCWL 

meeting at Morok.a township, JohannesbLJ_i·g, in 19551 . 

Kithin the FShfH, the degree to which the importance of the 

battle against sex discrimination was stressed, varied from 

wrnne:1:r1 to woman and from occasion to occasion. Even amongst 

the F'Si\W leadership, where women's righ b';; and the aboli t.ion of 

sex discrimination were strongly endorsed, vwmen 's domestic role 

as wife and, more often, moth,er was continually being stressed. 

Frequently 'mother' and 'woman' were interchangeable terms 

in the FSAW rhetoric, as the following extract from a protest 

against the pass laws which the FSAW submitted to the Mayor 

of ,Johannf.:.sburg in November 19 58, illustrates; 

"We say to you, and ~.ve speak from our hec:rts 
as mothers, whatever our race, that the pass 
system is in itself a crime against hu~anity; 
to inflict it upon women is an even ~reater 
crime - a crime ag-a inst motherhood."~ 

Such sentiments reinforced conventional views that women's 

primary identification was domestic and maternal and, in 

·----------·-·-·---·----,------·----------.. -----
l. 'Copy of noteR mc:de by N/D/Const. Phillip Maskanya at 

·a meeting of the ANC1i'JL held at Moroka, on 2 3/10/56, 
p.2, Treason Trial exhibit G 850. · 
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this way, contributc:~a. to t:he often uncon.sc:i..ous .reservations 

about woments political autonomy that existed within the 

Congress Alliance. 

In addition to the i.1bove factors, the pressure of events on 

the Co21gress P1lliance in the 1:350 's meant thc:it such cont:ra-­

dictions clS did exi.st. b<.".tween men and women \.vithin it w~:re 

often pushed to one side. Not only were they overshadowed 

by that cormnon threat that all the national liberatory 

organisations of the 1950's were facing from an increasingly 

totalitarian state. The FSAW was also preoccupied for 

much of this time with the~ immediate demands of planninq and 

organising the anti-pc::ss c<Jmpaign -- most of its' energies were 

channelled into that. As a result, it bad little time in 

which to develop its generalised reflections on the subordinate 

position of women in society into a clear critique of male/ 

female relationships within the Congress Alliance. 'l'his 

too made it less critical of male dominance in practice than 

many of its statements abo:.it women 1 s emancipation would Frnggest. 

Yet the extent to which the FSAW was prepared to accept a 

junior position \vi thin the Alliance should not be exagger2ted. 

For all the qualifications to its stand on women's rights 

that undoubtedly did colour both its outlook and its activities, 

the FSAW never regarded itself as a mere tba-making appendage 

to the Alliance. It saw women as being political actors 

in their own right and, within the limits already described, 

defended its own decision-making powers and autonomy strongly. 

In the long term, it waE: clearly committed to the ideal of a 

socic~ty where neither sex nor coltour could serve 2s criteria 

for discrimination against individuals. Moreover, as an 

activi~t body above all, it was critical and impatient of 

pa::;sivity in other organisations and ready to resist attempts 

to curb its own initiative. 

F.:i.nallyr political i!wolvement for v10me11 in th(~ 1950's had 

generally a radicalising effect on their perceptions of 
,. 1 d th . . ~hemse. ves ~n _ : e~r p~ace ·women in the FS.i'\1P7 



were encouraged tc assume greater responsibility and inde­

pendence; the short-t.er!l! s,uc;ces.s of many of their campa:igns 

madE: them value triE:ir own political contribution more highly 

as well as view the performance 6f oth~r Congress organisa­

tions nmre critically. In this regard, one effect of the 

FSAW on its members was to encourage the trend tovJards 

gre~tsr female independenc~ and de facto authority within 

the urban African family 6£ the 1950's, already remarked upon 

in Chapter One. "The women of Pifrica are on the march" a 

\voman from Zeerust had commented in 1957. Her rnet~phor 

was an apt one and, whether consciously or not, the direct.ion 

in which women were moving was away from those traditional 

bounc'la:cies that had formerly circumscribed their l.i ves. 

Relationships between the FSAW and Congress Alliance were 

thus complex. The conduct of the anti·-pass campaign, the 

major campaign on which the FSAW embarked, brought out many 

of the tensions, both structural and ideological, as well as 

the ambiguities that marked this intE~raction. 'l'he camp a i9n 
\ -

also demonstrr.;1ted the extent to which these tensions hampered 

the political effectiveness of the FSAW as a resistance move-

ment. 'This chapter will thus conclude with a brief look 

at the way in which decision-making within this campaign was 

shared between the FSAW and ANC. 

The exact demarcation of authority between the FSAW and ANC 

in the organisation and coordination of the anti·-pc.ss campais·n 

was never clear. From the beginning, the ANC regarded itself 
/ 

as· ultim:::1tely responsible for the campaign, but it v•1as 

divided on the best tactics to adopt and failed to initiate a 

'\•lell worked-out plan of action. It recognised the in-;por'i:ancc of 

broadening the worrten 's anti-pc.ss campai9n into a general carnpaign 

involving men as well. In 1956 the NCC reported: 



"Clearly the ..;,;iomen ar2 in. the front rank .of 
the battlA now opening. But the struggle is 
not one fo:c wornen alone._. o By themselves 
the women can perhap~3 r'esist t:he latest attacks. 
But their resistance would be stronger and lsad 
more surely to v.ictory if th.2 menfolk fight 
vlith trH.~rn .. • • This must be a joint campaign of 
men and women, whose aim is to end the pass 
sys tern and the government which upholds it. 11 

J_ 

Yet "che ·details of t11e l\NC campaign were not immediately 

forthcoming. Not until 1958/59 did the ANC put forward a 

more long-term and comprehensive plan of action fer fighting 

against the imposition of pass es on <11omen ~ by then, much of the 

momentum of the campaign had al::!.eady been lost. 

The F.'SAW, in contrast, t.hoGgh it never had a clearly worked 

out long-term s trate~n,., j_cnmched immediately upon an extensive 

campc. igri of conferences, ;nee tings, demo:r1s tr at.ions and le cal 

protests, in conj unction with the ANCWI .. , as soon as it was 

announced that passes would be introduced fer women. Ul tirr,ately 

it concedsd that fi110l ;:;uthority on the campaign rested with 

the ;~NC. In the absence of a clear lead from the men, 

however, it assumed a large measure of independence, 2n 

independence it became increasingly reluctant to yield. This 

manifested itself in 1956 when it rejected a request from the 

TCC for a written report on the women's demonstratio~ to 

Pretoria in August. f.ls the anti-pass carnpz;iign proceeded, 

the confidence of the FSAW in its judgment and abilities 

Thsn, in 1958, \~1en the anti-pass disturbance 

en:ipt0d i::1 .Johannesburg, the relatively independent path the 

FSAW had been pursuing up till then ran up abruptly against 

.ANC obj c~ct ions. 

lil though beth the FSAW and ANC were invoJ. ved in organising 

preliminary anti-pass meetings on the Rand in October 1958, 

the initi;:;t ion of the peX"iod of mass arrests in .Johannesburg 

tov . .'c:i:;:·cs the end of tbe month was L:irge:Ly spontaneons 1 emanating 

'M:erncr.«:L1dmn on Ant:i.·-Fa:3s Carepaign', ~5/10/'.56, p. 2, 
F' SY\\"{ I I B • 



from the women arr.es "\::Q<J th.:,ms el:ves. Once the protests had 

been set in motion, diffe~ences arose between the FShW, working 

in close cooperation with th.e TCC, on th:~ one hand, and th2 

Transvaal Provincial Executive of the ANC on the other. 

These differences related not only to the best tactics to 

be purnued, but eilso to where final decision-rn;::iking aiTtongst 

these orgFnisations lay. rrhe Transvaal. ANC wished to 

assert its seniority and dominance with regard to both the 

FSl\\tv and the TCC: male authority and ANC hegemony had 

become fused into a single issue. 

To ·what extent these differences developed into open con:f.ron.-· 

tation is n~t clear. What is· clear is that~ in the words 

of an ANC report, "unpl eas c:mt.ness" arose when "certain 

decisions" were made by the ANC "without _other organisations 

within the Congress movement., especially in relation to the 

TCC and the Women's Federati.on. 111 'J'he ANC made its own 

position quite clear: it was not obii.ged to consult with 

these bodies on all aspects. It stated emphatically what 

the "real policy" wit:'l.i.n the Congre~~s l\lliGnce should :012.: 

11 
••• namely, that the ANC was responsible· 
for the anti-pGss campaign and that the NCC, 
TCC or any other body would be concerned 
with the question of coordinatinn of the 2 aspects which may be taken up by·the allies." 

By the third VJee1<. of the protests the i1:.itiativc had passed 

to th·2 ANC. The mass arrests were called off and the second 

aspect of the campaign, thc:t of organising for tbe mass rally 

on the City Hall steps, launched. The FSAN diplomatically, 

but ~naniliiguously, expressed its own regrets at the turn of 

events. 

"The role, of the 'l'CC at this time became 
obscure, t;s inform.at ion wc.s rec2i ved that 
'l:hc nev.11 y elected Trc:ir.svur.il Provincial Eze­
cutive of the A~C was entirely responsible 

I 

l. 'An l\NC F~oport on r.hE. i'inti-Pa~:;!:~ C2rrrpaign 1
, p.2, FSAW II G 11 .. 
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for 'l:l:e c:nt:t-;·pass carr-paign. The co-ordinating 
machinery of the TCC,·througn which until then 
the Fc-~der <~t:Lon hc:id '.AJorked <:ind· from whom such 

- wholehi:~arted cooper<01tion bad been received, \\1as 

therc~fore no longer fullv available, although 
contact was maint.ained."1 

It also, along with the l\NCVv"L, h2d reservations about the 

-. r, •\ 
.:;r. ... J 

strategy the ANC had adopted. Nevertheless, as on the member-

ship issue, it c:ccepted that ultimate1y the ANC's authority 

within tJ:1e Alliance was superior. 

It is difficult to as:sess from this distance whether the vJOrnen 

were correct in their judgment that they wotlld have been 

able to keep Un .t'. the momentum of the civil disobedience campai9n 

for much longer. Having submitted to the ANC's authority, 

however., they were entitled to expect that the participation 

·of the men in the re.st of the campaign would be active" 

In this they were disappointed. The FSAW's report on the 

Johannesburg campaign concluded by describing ~men's impatience 

as they waited fbr the "active entry" of men into the . 2 campaign . 

This was echoed by G s?caker at the Provincial Conference of 

the Transvaal region 6f the FSAW in January 1959. 

11 I ·wc:m t to appeal to Conference that the '\vomen 
here must tell the ANC that w0 the women have 
asked the men ta help us ... 11 3 

This appeal was not effectively answered and in 1959 the 

women's anti·-pass campa:Lg-n more or less subsided. Women 

by themselves were not economically or politically powerful 

enough to resist the irr~osition of passes indefinitely. In 

the absence of active. male participation, the energy generated 

amonot women by the anti-pass ca1~1paign became much e:asier fer 
' 

the state to contain. 

1. •neport by the Federation 
l\n t:.i.-1? as.~:; C ,:J1nt1c ig·i1 1 

, p ... q ~· 

2. I.bid. I p.6 .. 

of Sou.th 
FSi-\W C I 
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In seeking to unclerstzmd ;,·1hy male support for tl1e anti-pass 

ca1np;:;;ign was never strongly forthcoming, one can ad vane<? 

several re~sohs ~ the internal dissenoions and the organisa­

tional weaknesses plaguing the ANC, the fact that men already 

carried passes and thus lacked ~e same psychological moti­

vation that women pos:c-;essed, confronted with a nev-7 anJ. 

alarming threat to their position. No analysis will be 

complete, however, without taking into account the a11iliivalence 

that ~any Congress men fslt towards women in politics, and 

the extent to which this determined that the anti-pass 

campaign wot1ld remain a predominantly female and, therefore, 

limited political campaign. Despite continued urgings from 

the FSAW, NCC Bnd the ANC executive, the anti-pass campaign 

of t.he 1950's was, in the final analysis, regarde6 as a 

sectarian 'women's issue 1 by the Congress Alliance; it W2S 

not accorded full status as a general poJ.itical .::ampaign. 

Few men viere prepared to wox:k under or even alongside wom8n. 

While women might be 11 pairing effectively with thc~ir menfolk", 

the same could not be said wholeheartedly in rev er~; e. 
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CONCLUSION 

As a political organisation, the FSAW was breaking new gro~nd 

amongst women j __ n South'.Afr ica. There wr=re three ma in aspects 

to its programme which distinguished it from other contem­

porary or earlier natic:ma.1 women's organisations -- its corrunit­

ment to the emancipation of womert, its commitment to the 

nc:Jtionol 1 il.>eration moverre nt CJnd, related to both bf these, 

its mult1racialism. 

Before the FSAW, almost all other women's organisations, 

from left to ri.gh t across the politic al spectrurn, had been 

org~nised as mere auxiliaLies to p2rent, male-dominated 

bod:Lese Th8y had been seen chiefly in a 'tea and typing 1 

capacity ·- "bott1ev,'ashers" ·in the phrase of one FS.P,W speaker:. 

'l'he ANCWL itself had been formed in this mould·. 

qualified exception to this general pattern had been the v1hi te 

women's suffrage organisation, the WEAU. This, however, 

·had had a limit.ed political programme and, with the passage 

of the Women's Enfranchisement Act in 1930, it had disbanded. 

The FSAW was thus the first national womeri's organisation to 

include a comprehensive programme for the emancipation of 

womer! along with its general political progr2rnrne - and to 

take up this issue with its male colleagues. For all the 

gualificat.ions that tempered its stand on \vomen 's emanc::..-­

pat.ion in practice, :i.t represented a real and serioL1 s attempt 
/ . 

to L1co.!'.'porate women into the political program .. >ne of the 

nc:itional liberation movement on an equal footing wi tli men; 

for this alone, it warrants recognition. 

The FSAW also rejected the colour-consciousness that had 

permeated o·::-.her women 1 .s o:cgani.c-: at.icm!.>. This flowed ineTL·-

tably L::-om its mort:~ dr3velo9ed feminj st consciom~nes::; ·' wriich 

reinforced and expanded upon the mult1racial tradition alreaCv 

;-



present within the Congr~ss Alliance. _Because women wero 

seen to suffer serious disabilities on account of their sex, 

the FSAW could envisage the possibility of a univers~l wbrnen's 

movement aimed at removing those disabilitieG and cutting 

across existing colour lines in society. While directing 

its a~tention to the problems facing the black majority of 

women in South Africa, it continually addressed itself in 

much broader terms to all women. "No vmman can be fre.F~ 

while her sister is in chains",. cJ.aimed one FSlYW document .. -
. igc:gl in . ..., . 

In claiming this unity, the FSAW exposed itself to the contra­

dictions facj_r.g any VJ,:)men's· movement wi'th uni'-lersalist 

aspirations in South Africa. As it was to discover after 

1954, and Chapter One has shown, all women in society do not 

share a c9mmon experience or identity. The divisions of 

colour, irrational and discriminatory though they appeared to 

the FSAW, corresponded to more complex relationsh:i.p::> of pmver 

and weal th and it v-1as these, ultimately, that deterDined the 

nature of women's varied political allegiances. 'l'hroughou t 

the 20th Century the primary identification of women had not 

been with their sex, but with their colour group; thi.s was 

as true of women ir, the 1950 • s 'as it had been of women at 

the time of the Bantu Women•s League. 

The commitment of the FSAW to the national liberation move­

ment was in its elf an in die a ti on -of the primacy of non-sex---

related issues for women in South 1\frica. In linking the 

women's movement to the national liberation movement, it 

reflected ·- and chose to reflect - the political priorities 

of the majority :)f South ,?..\fricaE women. In speaking of the 

rights of all women, it was, in f~ct, attacking the basis 

of the South l;frican state in which the dominant interests 

of most ~lite women were vested. 'I'hos e few wh.i te women who 

----------------------------------------------------··---·-----·----------

l. Pledge of support from the FSAW for the anti-pass 
st:ruc5glc: of F'),:f1:--ic~ar1 \\~,cn1er1, r10. 1 c:: I''!arc;l1 1959, F~3Aiq c· I 7 .. 



were in vol v2d i.n it, though playing an important par:·t and 

st:t"engt.heni.:--1g its commitment to a multi-:cacial society, 

were not representative of their·group. 

The FSAW encouraged a consid~rable widening of the scope of 

political activity c:m1ong~:;t ·women compared to_ what had .:;xi.stec1 

in the early years of the cent11ry, in Maxeke 1 s day. By 

the 1950's, politics was no longer so excl~sively the domain 

of the small middle-class elite. Its focus had broadened to 

incorporate significant numbers of working··class ·women as 

well. Nevertheless, the F'SAW failed to implant i tscLc 

deeply amongst its followers, whose political activity, 

') 

though frequently militant and well-supported, remained sporadic 

and conce:cned mostly wi·ch short-term objectives. 'I'here we-ce 

many reasons for this, v.~hich relate to the complexities of 

the FSAW 1 s position in the South African· politic.al spectrum. 

As has been described in the previous chapters, the FSAW 

was the p:coduct of both developments in the national libera-­

tion movement and changes .in the position of women, 2nd it 

is in these two areas that the major reasons for its failure 

can be found. 

l~s ar. organ is at.ion involved in the Congress .T.\11ia;1ce 1 the FSl\W 

was subject to the increasingly damaging restric'cions placed 

upon the national liberation movement by the government in 

the 1950's. During that time both the FSAW and the Congress 

Alliance failed to devise an alternative strategy with which 

i.:o resist these onslaughts upon their viability as political 

org2ni~1ations. The march of events after 1954 was rapid 

and before the FSAW could establish itself on a firm footing, 

:i..t i-(ad been overtaken by political events outside it::; con-

trol. Once banned, the ANC turned to new methods of under-

ground political organisation and resistance. The FSAW, 

however, never banned its:elf, found it i!ttpossible to adjnst 

·to the changc.d political climate ::>f ter ShorpE-;vil.le. In 

programme, tacti.cs and methods of organisatiuG, it remained 
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t . t , 't . ' . . . res ric ea pos1:ion women occupied in society. Its establish-

rnent. in 1954 had terd::if ic-::d to the extent to which the 

traditional, subordinate status of women had been restructured 

during the course oi: 1.:b<;:' 20th Century. By the l950's women 

had acquired a larqer deqree o:i.: inde 1:)endGnC(~ ,and mobilitv 
- - L . ~ 

than that they had enjoyed before. Neverthelessj their 

status, particularly in. the .tmm~, t1w centre of politic0l 

o:rganisation, was riddled with ambi~wities and tensions. 

These hindered the development of political organisations 

amongst them, 

'l'hJ:oughout the 1950's, the posit.ion of black women in the· 

towns was in a state of flux and uncertainty. Whil8 many 

of the traditional re~:traints on their position v1ere cnunbling 

and women's· stat us wit.hin the family was growiDg, pntriarchal 

ideology was still dominant, its sagging influence bolstered 

.by government policy~ By that stage, economic developments 

had loosened the bonds of traditionc:;l tribal institutions 

and the patriarchal f am5.1y network, but the direct involvement 

of African women in the economy was still very limited. 

Women were thus the recipients of many of the d.i.sru.ptive 

social effects of the economic developments taking place 

- the migrant labour system and its corollary of influx 

control were particularly harshly felt - without, as yet, 

having benefitted from any of the advantages that flowed 

from }:;e in9 involved in procucti ve work, in the form of 

greater economic independence and security. The political 

activism of black women in the l950's was a response, largely, 

to the extreme pressures squeezing them; those very pressures, 
/ 

however, made sust2ined organisation amongst them diffic11lt. 

VJhat the FSI'iW did rev0a 1 was the enormous pot cm ti al for 

political involve.r~ent that existed amongst women on :i.ssues 

of immediate, vital concern to them. As had characterised 

most political ;:,ctivity ~JY black vzomen througlwn-t the 20th 

- a defence of em-



In many ways the progra:.:nme of the FShW, as sE~t cut in the 

'Women's Chart0r', was in advance of the thi~king of most 

of the vmmen to whom. its appeal v.rns cirected. Yet in 

organising with in the FSJ~W, vmmen were coming into co:'.1 tact 

with new perspectives. The horizons of the female world 

were ~idening, new p~tterns of be~aviour emerging. At 

the same time, the broadening out cf black resistance to 

in_clude \vomen as well, introouced a new dimension to the 

pol it.i.cal s tn1gg·le beinq waged ag·ains t the ·white supremacist 

state. The ant.i·-pass campaign revealed clear1y the potential 

source of strength for the national liberation moveme~t that 

women represented. In 1957, a FSAW article, entitled 
1 Women and Passes' described the possibilities of this 

campaign thus: 

..... in this \.rast, unn1easurea 21nd as···yet 
inadequately organised potential of the 
resistanct?. of women to passes liE$ one of 
the strongest weapons against the present 
government, against apartheid itself. uJ_ 

It was a potential that in the 1950's, however, was only 

suggested, never realised. In many ways, the history of 

the anti-pass campaign w<:;s the history of the FSAW; the 

defeat of that campaign was the defeat of the F'SAW too. 

Formed in 1954, its peak period came between late 1955 and 

the end of 1958, when the campaign against passes was i:.1 

full swing. Although neither the FSAW nor the ANCWL could 

claim re~.:;ponsibility for all the anti-pass protests mounted 

by \·JOmen during this time, their role in directing, articL1--

J_at.in9, and encouraging their resistance was substantial. 

By 19!:>9, however, the campaign was losing its morJenturn in 

the face of the escalating government repression and .in the 

early 1960's it was finally broken. With the enforcement 

of ti:1e compulsory carrying of pass es by women in ci3rl:y 196 3, 

1. 'h7omen and Pase::r:!s', p.6, typescript article, tlc:incJ d<»i.:.c·J 
Octob(:::':· 19'.:17, F.Sli-i'i! C 1 i. 



the F§AW lost its major rallying point amonst women. __ Its 

O'i'.'n eclips·e a ftcr 196 3 followed quickly. 

Yet despite the short lifespan of the FSAW - little more than 

eight or nine years -- it remains a signif::Lcant organisation 

in the history of women's political activity in South .hfricci. 

Its failures, as much as its successes, cast light both on 

the position <)£ women in the 1950 1 s and early 1960 's, as 

well as the problems faced by any organisation aiming to 

imp:;::ove the position of women in South Africa. It was an 

org~nisation working towards a society free from any form 

of discrirrd_nation, whether on t11e groL~nds of sex, colour or 

class. 

·women. 

As such, it was pioneering or~anisation amongst 

In stressing that women needed to organise as a 

~, Fi C~, 

.J·;c 

group t.o fi9ht against these "customs and conventions" which 

kept themfu a position of infe~iorj.ty to men, it was a 

pioneering organisation within the national liberation 1novement 

too. Although conceding priority to the national liberation 

rnoverrient, it did not lose sight of ths necessity of the 

wornen '~., movement if full equality for ·women was to be ·won. 

TJ1eir strug9le was, it argued, more than "just the struggle 

of the non-European people of South Africa for - " rreeaom, 

justice and security" in general· terms. It Wes a "struggle 

within a s t.ruggl e, ·which transcends them a s trug':Jl e which 

will continue long- aft•2r freedom has been ·won ... ,,l _ 

The FSAW pointed out a route for this struggle to take. In 

linking t:h•'"se two issues, the emancipc1tion of wornen. and 

the c·verthrow of the '.rJh.ite supremacist s tat.e, in thE: vlay 

that it did, it represented a landmark in the history of 

both the women's movement and the national liberation 

movement in South Africa . 
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l, Dora Talliano - M-.!Cv'Jl., F~etreot Worn,:;n 's Vig:i lance /~.ssoc:i.ation. 
2. Esther Nose - Retreat Women's Vigilance Association. 
3, Emma Razohe - Nyango Wome~ 1 s Vigilance Association. 
4. Albortin~ Gwenkane - Nyanga Women's Vigilonce Association. 
5, Rosie Mpetha - Nyanga Wome11 1 s Vi0ilance Associot5.on, 
6, Annie Si lingo - Af,JCVJL, Lan~Ja Women's Visd.Jance Association, 
7, Winifred Seqvvcno - ANO."JL. 1 Lango Vlornen's Vigilance Associatidn. 
8, Gladys Smith - Cape Housewives' League, 
9. Katie White - Guardian Christmas Club, 
10, Hetty McLeod - Cape Factory Workers Committee. 
11, Hilda Lotz 
12. Fredo von Rhedo -- Food and Canning Workers Union. 
13 , {vl c be l .J one s - .. ~ f r· i con ::· o o d. and Cann i n g \'! o r k e r 5 Un ion , 

\lforcester. 
14, ElizabEd:h Mafekinq - .6.frican Food and Canning Workers Union; 

Paarl. 
15. Betty Kearus/T. Steenkamp - African Food and Conning Workers 

Union, Paarl. 
16, Ray J.\lcxander - COD,. 
17. Cecilia Rosier - COD. 

Crodock: 

L c~~cilia A .. N. ~·Zuse - ANCVJL. 

Durban: 

1 •. Fatima Meer - SAIC. 
2, Bertha Nkize - ANCWL. 
3. Henrietta Ostrich - African W0men 1 s Association, 

Eost London: 

1. Martha Nqxesha - African Food and Canning Workers Union, 

Johcnnesburq: __ , ____ _,,..,,,,_ .. _llli.... 

l, Hetty du Preez - Garment \t./orkers' Union, no, 2, 
2. Lilian h!goyi ·- MK'vVL, 
3, Rico Hodgson ··· COD, 
4. Rahima Mcoso·- SAIC. 
5, Hel6n Joseph -~ COD, 
6, Ida Mtwanc• - /...,NC\11/L. 
7. Josie Palmer - Transvaal /U 1--Women' s Uri ion. 
8 • 'H i l d a Wai: t s - COD , 
9. Amina Cachalio - SAIC, 

Kirnber·lev: --·----
l, Sister M.F. Thomps(;l1-· 1i;;NCWL., 

Po1--t Eliznbeth: ·-----,,__,. .. ,._ ..... _~·~"-----·-
J, Florence Mcrt·::rnr:::Jo -· At\lCVl/L, 



WE DEM/-'.l'JD Four months maternity· l<i·ove on f(1Jl pay fo;- wor·king 
mothers. 

Properly staffed and equipped maternity homes, 
ante-natal. clinics, and child welfare centres in 
all towns and villages, and in the reserve~ and 
rural Oi-eas, 

Day nurseries for the children of working mothers. 

Nursery scho~ls for tha pre-school children, 

Birth control clinics. 

WE DEMAND THESE FOR ALL MOTHERS OF ALL f,:;;.Li,CES. 

VJE DEMAND Compulsory, free and universal education from the 
primary school to the University. 

Adequate school feeding and free milk for a11· 
ch i 1 d r· en in day nu r· s e i~ i e s , n ur· s e r y sch o o i s , cm d 
primary and secondary schools. 

Special schools for handicapped crd.ldi-en, 

Play centres and cultural centres for school 
children. 

Properly equipped playgrounds and sportsfields, 

Vocational training and apprenticeship facilities, 

WE DE!J!A~m THESE FOR ALL CHILDREl\l OF ALL RACES, 

WE DEMAND P rope r house s a t re n ts no t mo i- e t. ha n 10% o f the 
earnings of the head of the household, 

Indoor sanitation, water supply and pr·oper 
lighting in our homes, 

The right to own our own homes and the land on 
which we build them, 

The right to 1 i ve v-1here we choose. 

Housing loan schemes at low rates of interest. 

Lighting in our streets. 

Properly made roads and storm water drainage, 

Adequate public transport facilities, 

Parks and recreation centres, 

Spor·tsf:i.elds and swimming pool.s, 

Public conveniences, 

VJE D!:::M.6J.JD THESE FO~< ALL PECPL_E CF ,L\LL. PACES. 

VJE DEML\!\JD B0tter shopping facilities, particularly in the 
non-European townships, 

Mot' e cJ o i. r i es 1 and f 1.: 11 supp 1 :i. •:; s o 'f po :3 t e u r· ~' s e d 
\·.11--t C} l ·a rn i 1 k. r 



Mobi.le Vegetoble markets. 

Subsidization of all protective foods: Bread
1 

Meal 1 

iVieat, Milk 1 

Vegetables 
and Fruit, 

Controlled prices for all essential commodities: 
Food, Basic Clothi~g, Fuel 

Fair rationing of essential foods and fuelwhen in 
short supply, 

WE DEMl:i.ND THESE FOR ALL PEOPLE IN ALL PLAC'"£S, 

VvE.: DEt'11~f\l D The right of ALL people to own and work their own 
fa1~ms, 

The development of all uncultivated land, 

The fair distribution of land amongst ALL people, 

The mechanisation of methods of food production, 

The scientific improvement of land by: 
a. Irrigation and intensive farming, 
b, Control of soil erosion and impr~overnent of 

the soil. , 
c. Supply of seed ~o all people producing from 

the J.and, 

Efficient organisation of the distribution and 
marketing of food, 

WE DEMAND SUFFI.CIEf,lT FOOD FOR A.LL PEOPLE:. 

WE DEMAl~D More and better land for the reserves. 

Schools for children living in the reserves. 

Maternity, medical and social services. in the 
reserves. 

Shops and controlled prices in the reserves, 

Planned agricultural development of the reserves. 

The abolition of migratory labour which de~troys 
our family life by removing our husbands nnd which 
destroys their health through the conditions of 
their labour and the compound system. 

WE DEMAND THA.T THE RESERVES BECOME FOOD PRODUCING AREAS AND 
NOT RE.SERVOIRS 0::7 CHEAP LAE30UF~. 

wt DEM.AND The transfer of trust farms to the ownership of 
the African people, 

The abo1i b.on of convict farm labour, 

The payment of minimum cash wages for all men and 
women o·n farms, 

lhe abolition of child labour on the farms. 

The abolition of the 'tot' system. 

Fr-eG ccrnpu :L so i~y •,'.n i vc r sc:l educat :i.on for a 11 ch :i. ld r-e n 
in r\.ffc1l ore·:JS, 

Paid holidays for all farm workers, 



The incl~sion of farm workers in all 
industrial legislation, 

--. ~·· .-, 
... ) ··' .,l 

Vv'E DEM/\ND THESE f-<IGHTS FOR ALL PEOPLE IN THE FWRAL AREA3. 

ViJE DEM/\ND That equal invalidity and old age pensions bs paid 
for people of ALL races, 

Horr1es aN~ pr~oper care for t'.\LL aged and sicl< people. 

National medical services for ALL sick people, 

Adequate and equal hospital services for ALL people. 

Jncr~osed cost of living allo0ances adeq0ate to 
meet the rising cost of living. 

That all African workers in all spheres of 
employment be covered by unemployment insurance 
and illness allowancas, 

The consolidation of part of the cost of li~ing 
allowance into basic wages.· 

That no person be required to carry a pass or 
reference book, 

Equal rights for ALL people. - · 

WE DEMAND THESE FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS FOR ALL PEOPLE. 

WE DEMAND FOR ALL \A.IOMEN IN SOUTH AFRICA 

The right to vote, 

The r·ight to be elected to all State, Provincial 
or Municipal bodies, 

Full opportunities for employment in all spheres 
of work. 

Equal pay for equal work. 

Equal rights with men in property, in marriage: 
and in the guardianship of our. children. 

AND TOGETHER V!l TH OTHER WOMEN ALL OVER THI:-: WORLD 

WE DEMAND The banning of atomic and hydrogen bombs, 

The use of the atom ~or peaceful purposes and 
the betterment of the world, 

That there shall be NO MORE WAR. 

ThG-C there shall be PE.ACE AND FREEDOM FOR OUR 
CHILDREN. 
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