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TMTRODUCTION

"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's stand out as a period of intensive
legal resistance by black political bodies on an unprecedented
magss scale. Undoubtedly, for all its weaknesses and diffi-

culties, the Congress Alliance, with the African Natiocnal

Congregs 1t

(l}

s
senlor partner, was the major source of oppo-~

]

sition faced by the apartheid gstate in this period. - More
than is generally reasligsed, however, the 1950's were also

a decade of mass political action by black women in Scuth
Africa, that section of the population which a 1956 pamphlet
aptly described as "the most oppressed, suffering and down-
trodden of our people”l. At the centre cof 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 subject
matter of this thesis. Little historical work has been

done on women in South Africa, politically or ctherwise:

for this reason, the scope of this study is broad and, in
addition to material on the history and make-up of the FSAW
itself, several chapters have been devoted to kackground
deﬁelopments to the establishment of the FSAW in 1954. Here
what has been concentrated upon has been, firstly, the eco-
nomic changes restructuring the foundaticons on which women's

subordinate position in 20th. Century South Africa rested,

1. FSAW: ‘'Strijdom ... You have struck a rock', pamphlet,
D.l.
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and, secondly, the origins and growth of a political con-
sciousness amongst women within the national liberation
movenent before 19541} Because of the vast amount of
material covered, the treatment of these topics is necessafily
that of an overview, rather than an inmdepth study. Hope—
fully it will suggest areas for further and more detaited

research by other historians.

This thesis has been written from the perspective that the
varied and changing historical experience of women has been
unjustifiably neglected by historians, both here and, up
until very recently, elsewherez. - The study of histofy needs
to be broadened to incorporate the female world as a legi-
timate area of research. Such a step wiil deepen our under-
standing not bnly of the position of women - 50 percent of
the population - but of the workings of the total society

at sny one time as well. This does not mean that one can
delineate a 'women's history' 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
aparu from\soc;etj &s a whole, any‘more than men co. Just
as womern %eéa to be drawn into & more egual participation in the
economic, social and political institutions of our society,
50, too, 'women's histcry' needs to be integrated into our
general histories. Yet at the same time, since women

have, by and largc, been by-passed by historians and since,
moreover, their position in society has keen stamped with

its own, distinctive features, there ig a place for detailed
and gpecizlised studies on women, their organisatibns and

the sweep of their experience in these social spheres in

which they have been active.

1. The use and& meaning of this term, "national liberation
movement" ig explained below, p.l.

2. YFor a collection of writings on the svbject of women
and the writing of history, see B.&. Carroll (ed.):

1

Liberating Women's Jutoxy




The reasons why women have been overlooked by South African
historians reflect on the subordinate position that they
have bccupied in soéiety, bbth'historically and currenﬁly‘
Partiy, this negléct 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
‘ingtitutions of political power and, as a result, excluded
from much crthodox historiographyv as well. .Partly, however,
the neglect 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
women's subcordinate position within the larger society.
This bias has meant that for many historians - female as well
as mile - women have been, historiczlly, invisible. Either"
their euperiences and activities have not been considered
sufficiently important an area of research,or else the presence
of women st particular historical junctures has simply not
been noticedl. )

H
Even when women have been peolitically active, as in the
casze of the FSAW, for instance, their efforts have generally
been ignored or overlooked by researchers when it ccmes to
the writing of history. "The anti-pass protests of African
women in South Africa in the 1950's (in which the FEAW played
a prominent part) ware robably the most successful and
nilitant of any resistance campaign mounted at that time.
They were also an indication of the degree to which black
women 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 histcries

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

-

1. For a discussion on this nction of the "invisibility" of
women, as well as an example of this in operation in
Colonial Africa, see J. van Allen: 'Abas riots or the
Igbo Women's War?' -~ Ideology, stratification and the
invisibility of women' in Ufahamu, Vol. 6, No. 1, 1875.
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study, Time Longer than Rope, the women's antihpass'cémpaign
warrants barely a mention; Roux does not record the
foundat on of the FSAW in 1954. °~ Even more remarkable, his
year~byuyear synopsis of méjor ﬁolitical events with which

he concludes his history, does not include the monster anti-
pess demonstration by women which toock place in August 1956,
outside the Unicn 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-
thelegs, it ig 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
ﬂisAthus a dearth of secondarymsources-deéling with them,

of relevance to this thesis. Much of the primary materisl,
too, particularly the official records (government reportsb
and commissions, etc.), treats women very cursorily. Often:
the infcrmation 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 collec-
tion of FSAW papers, housed in the archives of the South
African Institute of Race Relations in Jchannesburg, 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

Port Elizabeth regiong appear to exist.

From cone point of view, the lack of other historical studies
on women makes this a very exciting and rich field in which:
to work. From another, however, it also adds to the diffi~
culties and demands of one's own research. These are '
compounded by the general dearth of secondary material on

the Congress Ajliance in the 1950's as wcll. There are
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several general histories of the period (not all of them
freely availakle in South Africa), but very little in the
‘way of specialised studies. P. Walshe's study on the

African National Congress, The Rise of African Nationalism,

for instance, stops in 1952.

More serious in its implications for the researcher, access
to much of the primary and secondary material that does
exigt, 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,
thig has affected the quality of my research. To give but
one example, during the course of my work the regulations
1l lowing post-graduate research students access to banned
waterisl in public libraries were tightened up. As a result,
I was unable to complete reading through all the issues of the
newspaper New Age (banned in 1262), which the South African
Library in Cape Town holds. Since New Age was the only
newspzper te give regular and comprehensive coverage to the
affesirs of organisations within or linked to the Congress
Allianée in the 1950's and early 1960's, this was a2 major

setback for my research. . N
N ; ,

Furthermore, since this thesis does deal with an area and

a period that ig still politically sensitive tocday, certain
"difficulties have been encountered with the citing and acknow-
ledging of sources. Where possible I have identified my
source; . occasionally, however, I have been obliged to
respect my informant's desire for anonymity. In addition,
it ig necessary to state that responsibility for all opinions
expressed and material used, rests with me alone. Perhaps
it also becomes neceggsary . .: to reaffirm that, despite

the undisputed difficulties that do exist to hamper research,
this topic and thisg: period generally remain an important

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



CHAPTER 1.

THE POSITION OF WOMEN, 1921 -~ 1954

"We women have stocd and will 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."}

With these woxrds, the FSAW in 1954 established the two major
dimensions of its political cutlook and proygramme. First

and foremost, it identified itgelf completely with the

national liberation movement as represented by the Congresé
Alliance : groupz, aiming at the overthrow of the white
supremacist government in South Africa. Since roughly 80%

of. &ll South &fricaen women were black3, it regsrded the removal
of the political, economic and social inequalities suffered
by-blacks as of overriding concern for any broad women's

political movement. Second, the FSAW recognised that, apart

1. From the 'Women's Charter' printed in FSAW: Report of the
Firgt National Conference of Women, p.l4.

2. The Congress Alliance was formed in the early 1950's as a
political slliance involving-the African National Congress,
South African Indian Congress, Congress of Demccrate,

_South African Coloured People's Organisation and the South
African Congress of Trade Unions. The term "national
liberaticn movement" is how they described themselves and
has been accordingly adopted to describe this niovement in
ites broadest terms throughout this thesis. It is recog-
nised that there were groups that stood outside the Alliance
who yet would have considered themselves national libera-
tory organisations, e.g. the Non-Buropean Unity Movement.
For want of a convenient term, however, "black oppcsition”
or "black resistance" being inadeguate to describe the
multi-racial alliance, this term will refer to the Alliance
or its predecegsors unless otherwise stated.

13

3. In 12851 the total population of 12 671 452 was divided as

follows: Whites 20,9%; Africans 67,6%; Coloureds 8,7%;

Agiatics 2,92% {(From: Union Statistics for 50 years,

Table A-5). '
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from inegualities based on colour, women as women suffered
gevere disabilities on sccount of their sex. These, too,

it wished to overcome.

In terms of its primary coﬁmitment to the Congress Alliance,
the FSAW must be seen as an otffshoot of the national libera-
tion movement. The history of that movement, its origins
and development, was the dominant context in which the FSAW
tock shape. Its emergenée 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 organigations which fed into or helped shape the Congress
BAlliance - the African National Congress (ANC), the Communist
Party of Scuth Africa {CPSA), *the South African Indian Con~
gress (SAIC) and certain of the trade unions. At the same
time, the emergence of a geparate women's organisation within
the Congress Alliance cannot be explained simply in the
general terms used to account for the radicalisation of

black resistance in the post-war period. It als; owad much
tpithé specific position that women occupied in society and
the changes that this had been undergoing in_thevdecades
preceding 1954. Before one can fully understand how and-
why the FSAW came to take the form it did, when it did, one
needs to look more closely at this, the material basis for

women's politicigsation 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 a preliminary to looking at the political developments

that pfompted the egtablishment of the FSAW. No comprehen-
sive theoretical framework for analysing women and their
political organisation within South Africs will be offered.

- Before such a framework can begin to take.shape in-South
African historiography much more work will need to be done

on women, both theoretical and empirical and beyond the scope
of this thesgis. The range of this chapter will be more
limited. It will consist firstly of some general perspec-—

tives on the position of women in gociety. Thereafter the



main features and developmentsz that characteriged the position
of women in South Africa between approximately 1921 znd the

early 1950's will be outlinedl,

This will provide a basis for analysing the growth of =z
political conscicusness amongst women in those organisations
which eventually formed the Congress Alliance, the subject
matter for Chapters Two and Three. The emphasis in this
present account will be on economic changes and the accelerat-
ing rate of urbanisation among women, since these ultimately
were the mejor forces to prombte women's politicisation in
20th Century South Africa. Furthermore, since African

women equalled some 70% of the total female population andg,
moreoveyx, Tformed the bulk of the FSAW's merbership, it will
be the effects of these processes on their position that will

be -examined in greatest detail.

THE POSITION OF WOMEN - SOME; GENERAL PERSPECTIVES

In 1883 Olive Schreiner, perhaps South Africs's most famous

feminist, cried out in frustration:

1

"But this one thought stands, never goceg - 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. "2 :

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

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

1. “The choice of 1921 as a starting point ig determined to
some extent by the availshility of census material. 1In
1921 the 2nd nation-wide population census took place.

The data before then is sketchy and inadequate. The 1921
data itself cannot be considered 100% reliable. However,
prior to the 1920's - with the exception of the notewocrthy
anti-pass campaign in the Orange Free State in 1913/14 -
there were few signg of political activity by women which
conld be linked up to the FSAW:. thus, 1921 is an adequate
starting point. ‘

2. O. Schreiner: The Story of an African Farm, p.l97.




society - gocial, legal, eccnomic ~ they occupied a distinct
and subordinate position to men. £ was thig that had
prompited the formation of a separate women's movement within
the national liberation mcovement: and this that both handi-
capped and helped shape the work of that women's movement.
Changes and improvements there had been since Schreiner's
day, as the following sections will show ~ the FSAW itself
was to some extent a manifestation of this. N§vertheless,
the subordinate position of women remzined a basic fact about
their place within society- throughout the period covered by
this thesis {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 taslk of women as if they made up a single
category of individuals with a common unified experience.

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

... wOllen must not be seen as a homogenous

group. Women must be analysed both separately
~and ag 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.™l '

.
This essential gualification needs to be kept in mind through-
out the subseguent discussion. While it 1s true to say that

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

that this sex-based division of society meang 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- i
ment which the whole history of the FSAW bears out. In
societies where the capitalist mode of production is predo-
minant - as it was in Spouth 2Africa by the beginning of the
20th Century - the basic division of society into conflicting
classes has a crucial bearing on the position of women. As

a glance at any anthropology textbook will show, the sex-based
divigion of labour in society preceded a class-based one.

However, under capitalism this sex~bagsed contradiction is

L. M. Mackintosh: The Study of Women in Society, p.l.
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- 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 pronCtion and the
workers. Women are distributed throughout the-class spectrum
and, ag the FSAW was to discover, it ig this, their different
class positions, rather than theilr shared sex, that has '

determined their basic and varied political allegiances.

However, because a sex-based divigion 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 shared

a similar role as the reproducers and socialisers of children,

-

those responsible for caring for the family. This has stamped
some common features 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 scolidarity

on the theme of motherhood which it saw as constituting a

central, unifying experience for women throughout society.

"We are the women who know the joy of having
children and the sorrow of losing them. We
know the happiness of rearing our children
and the sadness caused through illness and
ignorance."

The manner in which this sex-based division of labour has

been incorporated within capitaligm has been two~fold. Firstly,
as mentioned above, women are responsible for the reproduction
of the work force, both on a daily and on & ‘'generational'’

level - i.e. looking after their families (including their
husbands, fathers - the "workers") on a day-to-day basis, 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: Sunday 7th August, 1955'.
freagon Trial exhibit G838, p.l, from a speech Ly Rahima
Mocsa, Chairlady of the meeting.



cliche. It has been a basic factor in the continued repro-
duction of capitalist relations of proeduction. Secondly,

with the growth of a mature, industrial economy, women have
been drawn intc the sphere of production in increasing numbers,
for the mogst 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 disguiseé and
the view of women as still primarily home-oriented, condones
(their wages 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 are
drawn out of their homes into wage employment;' in times of
recession théy 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 have

served a special, sex~-typed role. This the ideological .
structures of society - the law, schools, the media, etc.
\

- 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 eccnomic inde-

.. . 1
pendence and shattered their isolation as house-bound mothers™.

‘1. This Goes not mean, as the CPSA assumed, that the key to
wemen's emancipation lay merely in their greater involve-
ment in production. Psychological and ideological barriers
were mere deeply entrenched than that and could in fact
be bolstered up by new transformations of sexual inegqua-
lities and the division of labour within production -
for instance, by sex-typing particular industries (tex-
tiles, food procegsing) as "women's work" which wag less
paid, less skilled, lower in status. Nevertheless,
direct participation in the wider, non-domestic econcmy
remains an imporitant precondition for any movemant aiming
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, has also undermined many

of the structures previously supporting women's subordinate
position. Economic life in town is kased on the individual
worker rather than the family unit so that the extended
patriarchal family of the countryside, arnd its authority, have
been whittled down as a result. Education opportunities are
far greater; the range of organisations -~ political, social.
cultural - open to WQmen congiderably enlarged. Urban

womer: have thus generally gained in independence ard mobility
though thig has not been a simple inevitable develdpmentl.

At the same time, vrban life has produced new stresses, new
problems which demand new forms of organisation from those
existing in the countryside. These developments have, 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"z, have been expressions of
such conflict>.’ ,

N

1. Fecr a detailed sociological study of the complex impact of
urbanication on African women and their traditional status,
see K. Little: African women in towns.

2. The phrase comes from the title of £. de Beauvoir's study
on women, The Second Sex, first published in 1949.

3. Another gqualification is reguired in connection with rural
women. The impact of industrialisation and urbanisation
has affected the total society, urban and rural. In. South
Africa the relationship that developed between town and
country has been particularly disruptive on the social
‘order of the latter as the subsequent discussion will
make clear. Thus rural women have not necegsarily been
totally isolated from political developments and the
preszsures 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
limits, however. See for instance J. Yawitch: Natal
1956 -~ The Women'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

the following pages will show, these have been crucial deter-
minants in shaping the grthh of 2 political consciousness

amongst women.

In South Africa, the abcve general features of the position
of women in society have assumed specific forms which have
provided a particular slant to the way in which women have
become politiciged. This will become clearer in the sub~-
segquent discussion; here it ig¢ prcbably useful to summarise
briefly the major distinctive features as they affected

wonen.

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 -

L2l

‘race' in the popular terminolcgy. he broad polarity between
white and black in society has corregponded roughly, but not
entirely to those of class. The bulk of the working class
and all the peesantry have been black, the bourgeoisie

almost exclusively white. Yet here, too, the actual digtri-
bution of the different groups among the different classes
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 teo find employ-
ment in a factory in the 1920's was far removed from that of
the’yife of a mining magnate or one of the handful of women
doctors practising at the same time. A rural tribeswoman
had little in common with & shebeen-gueen or nurse in the

urban locations.

Recent work on the relationship between class and 'race' in
South Africa has begun to show how racism has been manipulated
in the interests of the capitalist staste, particularly in

underpinning a cheap black labour force and winning to the



state the allegisnce of almost the entire whiteupopulatioﬁ
groupl. - Colour consciousness and ethnic divisions have

formed a basic part of fhe'ideologies of successive governments
since Union in 1910, a fact which has tended to blur the eco-
,nomié'realities which undérly them;  One effebtﬂbf this has
been to obscure the existence of class divisicns within each
of the four so-called 'races'. The division into _ 'Coloured'2
and Asian (mostly Indian) groups has corresponded to, and
perpetuated, real differences in political, economic and legal .
status zs well as culture,'which historically have_obstructed
the development of political unity based simply on their

common bhlackness, amongst them.

The implicaticnsg of the above for the growth c¢f a women's .
movement in South Africa have been profound. White women
‘have been 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 whc are black,.the,disabilitiés they suffer.
as 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
pos;ﬁion with far-reasching repercussiéns on their political |
outlook. For instance, within manufacturing during the course

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

‘1. See for instance M. Legasssick: Ideclogy end legislation
. "0of the post-1948 South African Government. .

2. Since 'Coloured' is not a neutral ‘'scientific’ term but
has strong pelitical connotations, I have chosen to place
it in inverted commas throughout thiyg thesis.
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on colcour lines. Initialiy white women formed the bulk of
“he feomale industrial labour force. Then, as.more and more
women were proletarianised and drawn into the labour force,
the white women tended to move up the scale into clerical
and administrative work. A gexual hilerarchy between male
and female labour was still maintained -~ and so was the

racisl hierarchy of white over black.

In South Africa, as elsewhere, women's reproductive function
has remained fundamental throughout the 20th Century. - Here
too, this has been structured on distinct lines. A major
divide has existed between non-African women whose reproduc-—
tive role has been located within the deominant capitalist
sector of society, and African women. Until the late 1940'sg,
‘the majority of African women (who formed close on 70% of

the female population in South Africa) were living in the
tribal, pre-capitalist societies of the so-called 'Native
Reserves'. Their reproductive role within capitalism wasg
thus located primarily in the pre-capitalist reserve econcmies,
with crucial implications for their position in the wider

society.

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 economies of the
African regserve areas to the dominant capitalist sector in
so—called 'white' South Africa, and back. This base that
the worker retsined in the reserve economy meant an enormous
saving for the capitalist sector, on wages and in the social
. services of the state in general. Because his family could
eke out an existence in the reserves, the worker could be
paid a single man's wages while the young, the old, the sick
and disabled were cared for by the comnunity ‘back home'.
Until the 1940's (by which stage their economic resources

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



jocation 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 formg of political organisation that deve-
lopea amongst women generally) were profound. The maintenance
of the regerve economy and hence of the tribal institutions
which reproduced it, became priorities 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 gystem this grew enormously, so that

they came to bear the main brunt of keeping the subsistence

econony 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 a vested interest in preserving women's
traditional junior role within the African family, since

this was one of the basic ingtitutions of tribal society.
This was accordingly entrenched in the system of customar

law applied to Africans. 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 congideration. These factors combined to isolate a
major sector of African women from the main radicalising
forces affecting women - urbanisation, industrialisation -
uritil 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

4

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 subseguently (see for instance M.
Morris: Apartheid, Agriculture and the State:  The Farm
Labour Quesztion) it seems to me that his approach offers
a very useful starting peint for analysing the reproduac-
tive role c¢f African women in the resgerves. See below,
p. 42,




with the dominaent capitalist sector. One index of this
o
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kdown lay in the increasing number of African women mi-
ating from the reserves to the towns. This had important

r
conseqguences on the attitude of the state towards African

0]

women. Ag the institutionsof tribsl society fell into
‘greater disarray, it came to piLay & more direct and coercive
role in maintaining the migrant labour system. The apartheid
state's increzsed formal control over African women's mobi-
lity after 1948, inthe form of refined urban influx control
measures and passes was, at least in part, an expression of

thisﬁl

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

“from uniform: the nature of the cleavages among them is
complex. The specific interactiam of sex, class and 'race'’

has taken different forms for different women at various times.
It is this interaction that heas defined their shifting, diverse
positions and thus, ultimately, determined their political
organisation. , T

5\

THE POSITION OF WOMEN IN THE EARLY 1920's

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 working outside the
“home; their direct cecntact with the public sphere of the

economy and politics was very limited.

At that stage most women were living a rural existence, under
conditions which did not immediately challenge thig position.

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

2 - .
of the total”™.  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 disparity

1. See below pp.%1-30 for a fuller discusgion on the signi-
ficance of pass legislation for womnen.

2. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-10.




between the proportions of Afllcan and non-African women
living in the towns was very marked. Thus, while betwe;ﬂ
50 and €0% of the white,_'Colour@d‘ and A51at1c gloups (wno

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

were clazsified as urban, only 14% of Africans —~ and less. than
7% cf African women (approximately 147 000) - were living in
the urban areas in 1921." African women, by far the lar rgest

racial group among women, were thus the least urbgnlsed.of

any zex-race category.

B further crucial difference between Africans and non-Africans
in the urban areas relsted te the sex ratio within each group
hmongst urban non-Africans this ratio was more or leSS‘equally
balanced between males and females. 2Amongst Africans, how— .
ever, it was heavily distorted as a result of the migrant
labour system gso that African men outnumbered women by
approximately three to one in. the towns. The greatest dig-
parity between men and women was found cn the Rand where the
masculinity rate (ma}es per 100 females) was & staggering

863 in 1921 - almost 9 males to every female. Thig figure
wags followed by that of Durban (624) and then Cape Tcwn
(389)2. The three largest urban centres, therefore, had

the smallest proportion of women in their populatlonb. ‘Since
it was in the larger towns that pOllthdl activity was rost
developed and the incipient struggle by blacks for political
rights most firmly based, this was a significant brake on

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

In the 1920's, then, African women by and large occupied a ’
distinct place in society compared to other women. The najority

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

1. ¥Union Statisticg for 50 Years, Table A-10, S. wvan der
Horst: Women  as_an _ecorng mlc force in Sputhexrn Africa ,
.57, ' '

1951, p.14, Table 1l6.




in the so-c¢sliled Native Keserves under tribal conditionsl,
These women constituted almost 40% of the total female popu-
lation in South Africa at the time. The relationship of the
pre-czpitalist reserve economy to the dominant capitalist
economy, as well as the reprcductive role of women within

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

men from the reserveg were gucked up into the migrant labour

14

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

ingly important part in keeping the reserve economy functioning

and thereby reproducing the supply of migrant workers.
Already the obverse of the situation in the towns prevaiﬁed

- in the reserves women outnumbered men. The. 1921 census
returns showed 1 345 421 female as cpposed to 1 036 856 maile
‘peasants ' (a blanket term that was used to describe all

. Cos . . 2 .
Africans living in the reserves at the time)”. This pre-
ponderance was most marked at the most productive age levels,

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

Life in the reserves wag tough and rooted in traditional
customs and values. Dora Tsmana, @ leading ANC 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 description of her childhoods, a picture emerges of an
austere, isolated existence that could be duplicated in its

broad outlines many times over to describe the generas

1. Although a detailed breakdown of the distribution of the
rural African pcpulation between white farms and 'Native
Areas' is not available before 1936, in 1921 all African

females living in the reserves were classified as peasgants.

I3

“This figure (1 345 421) in the occupations census amounts
to just over 58% of the total African female population.

Union Statistics for 50 vears, Tables A-5, A-33. (There

is a slight discrepancy belwesen the total African female

population as given in Table A-5 - 2 315 286 ~ and Table

A-33 - 2 315 4i6).

2. Ibkid., A-33. These figures actually conceal the extent
of the excess of adult wmen over men since children were
included in the peasant classgification in 1921 and the
sex ratio amongst them would have been balanced.

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



conditicons prevailing in- those areas. '~ The nearest town,
Idutywa, was three to four hours walk away - there were no
‘buses and such roads as there were, were extremely rough.

In Hlobo, her village, medical facilities of any sort were
non—existent. There was a two-room misgion school which
catered up to Std. 6. Her father worked a small allotment
on which she and her four sisters helped before and after
achool. 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 & 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 freguent. Into
this isclated 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, hezy events, if known about at all. As she recalls

it, there were "no pclitics"” at that time.

Thus the poéition of African women in 1921 was still broadly
contained within traditional tribal limits.. However, already
there were signs of contradiction. The system of migrant
labour, which depended on the preservation of the reserves

as a subsistence base,was in fact undermining the very basis
of tribal éociety. In the reserves women were being cbligead
to assume an increasing degree of de facto, if not de jure
responsibility and authority as heads of households. The
'sexﬁal imbalance in both town and country (one of the most
distinguishing features of African family life in the 20th
Century) was uvndermining the stsbility and organisgation of the
tfaditional 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'e there were not yet any restrictions on the
mobility of African women (unlike men), largely bhecause their
townward migratiocn was on so small a scale. Thus in the

ten years between 1911 and 1921 the percentage of women in



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

Ag yet the destructive effect of these developments on the
traditional position of Bfrican women was barely noticeable,
but pressure on such institutions as marriage and the family

was beginning to mount.

Outside the reserves, women's lifestyles and economic oppor-

tunitieg 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 "economically
active" was very small. Most non-African women were clas-

sified as dependants occupied with "household duties" in the
1921 census - only apprcximately 23% of sll '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 menz. The available figures for African women
are not strictly comparable since no distinction was made as
to age in enumerating those employed. Furthermore, as we
have geen, all African females in the reserves were clagsi-
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 wag Jdomestic service -~ fully 56% of all female workers

1. 8. van der Horst, op.cit., p.57.

2. In terms of numbers, economically active white women
outnumbered 'Coloured', but the proportion of 'Coloured’
women working was the highest among the four race groups.
at 37, 4%. White women 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
for S50 Years, Table G-2.




ell within the service category, almost all cf them as

Fh
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ionmestic workers™ . For black women, the predominance of

[n)

domestic work was especially marked. Almost 65% of all

P . . 2
African women workers and 85% of 'Coloured' were in service™.

Bfter cdomestic work, the next largest area of employment for
women was in sgriculture which accounted for close on 19%

of the female 1abour force3. This figure excludes peasants.
Agriculture was virtually the only area of employment forx 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 figure4. Nevertheless, this amounted to only

- 8% of the total African female population then living cutside
the reserves and urban areass. At that stage, labour tenancy
wag the chief form of labour on most of the country's white

farmg . Accoxrding to the Native Farm Labour Committee Report

1.. Thus 12 006 whites out of a total of 12 255 white service
-~ workers were in "personal and otherservice". Similarly
162 905 African women out of a total of 163 002 gervice
workers weve domestic service workers. Unfortunately
the figures for 'Coloured' and Asiatic service workers
were not defined in detail. From Union Statistics fox 50
Years, Tobles A-30, A-31, A-32,

2. Calculated from figures for service workers and "econo-
micalliy" active women, Union Statistics for 50 Yearxs,
Tables A-31, A-33.

3. Calculated from figures for 'Agricultural Workers' ex-
cluding the 'peasant' category amongst African women,
- Union Statistics for 50 Years, Tables A-30, A-31l, A-32,
A-33. : '

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

Calcul ated frem figures for the total of African women
in the country, less the 'peasant' category and the
total number of African female farm workers, Union
Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-33.
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of 1937-1939, the female members of a labour tenant's family
dia not generally participate regularly in farm labour, but
rather on é casual or part—time basisl. Hére,.too,‘the
major function of women on farmg would seem to have been
reproductive ~ rearing and caring for the present and future

generations of farm workers.

The third most important area of employment for women was

in industry (accounting fecr 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. Howeves, with the take-

off of secondary industry at this time, boosted by the First
World War and later the protectionist policies adopted by

the Péct Government after 1924, this was to Lecome an area

of growing importance. At this stage, the laxgest single
source cof female employment in industry was young Afrikaner
girls who were streaming to town from the countryside to
escape the rural poverty and depression into which & large
section of the white population had sunk. Writing in 1932,
the Carnegie Commission on the 'poor white problemn' referred
specifically to the employment possibilities for girls in the

towns as an incentive for their townward migration.

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

In 1924/25 roughly half the female menufacturing labour force
were white, predominantly Afrikaans-speaking, with 'Coloured’

. . ) : 4 .
women accounting for almost &ll the black women . African

1. Report of the Native Farm Labour Committee, 1937-39, p.37.
2. S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56.

y D. Welsh: ‘'The Growth of Towns', in the Oxford
of South Africa, Vol. II, ».200.

.

4. $. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56.



and Asizn women were barel Ly rcotesentﬁd in uanuracturlnc at

all. Thug in the earliest trade unions awmong women, white-
:Pfrikaﬁer womern domwnated. The Gérment Workers Unibn,'whiCh
ig dealt with in oubsequont chapLerq, was a notable examplc
: OJ_.At] ;,] -

Sbywtyplnq of manufacturlng jobs was oll ady clearly v151ble.

In 1923/24, 86,4% of all white women employed in industry were

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

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

. C 2. . . .

leather industry”™. The clothing industry 'was already the most
importsnt area of female industrial employment and rapidly

growing mnore so0.

Conditions of female employment were generally extremely poor
- low wages, long hours and inadequate facilities were the
norm. The contrast between the reality of how women were

“treated in industry and popular stereotypes of women as the

fair and weaker sex, chivalry and suchlike, was a harsh (and
. 3 , . : .
nstructive) one”. The trade union movement was only just
beginning to get under way. The new female recruits to

industry were mostly ignorant, unsophisticated newcomers to
city life, at the mercy 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.27.

2. Calcula ted from figures supplied by the Report of the
Carnegie Coumigsion, Vel. 1, p.214.

3. Olive Schreiner sharply exposed the blindness or hypocrisy
that characterised so much cf the ideology of chivalry in
Chaptexr VI of her study Women and Labour (1911). For
instance "... at the present day., when probably more than
nalf the world's most laborious and illpaid labour is still
performed by women, from tea-pickers and cocoa tenders
in India and the islands, to the washerwomen, cooks and
drudoing labouring men's wives ... it is somewhat diffi-
cult o rveply with gravity © the assertion, "Let woman
ntent to be the 'Divine Child'Bearer' and agk no
more®.” {p.200).




"At the beginning of 1911 I arrvived in Joharineg—
burg and cbtained employment through a school
friend ... she found me a job in a small work-—
shop where she was a tailoress. I started at
10 shillings a week. The hours were from 7am
to 5pm dsily, with an hour for lunch, and 7am
to 12noon on Saturdays. The workshop was
terxibly over-crowded &nd hot ... Very often,
we had to take work home and sit up late at
nightlfinishing it. For this we received no
Pay. it

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
. on1 2 '

in 1821

Here the genersl features.of women's employment — sex-typing

of jobs, lower status, less specialised, etc. ~ were all
apparent as well. Teaching and nursing, in many ways ex-

tensiong of women's maternal role, were by far the largest
areas of employment in thig 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
wbmen returned in this group, fully 14 035 were 'professors
and teachers' and 4 558 ‘medical'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 engineers, chartered accountants,
barristers or solicitors 4. Until 1923 legislation actually

prohibited women from practising laws. The gulf separating

7

G

1. OQuoted in D. Welgh, op.cit., p.200.

2. Calculated from figures for 'Professional and technical
workers', Union Statistics for 50 Years, Tablegs 2-30,
A-31, A-32, A-33. ‘ '

3. Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table A-30.

4. Thirxd Census of the Population of the Union of South
Africa, 1921, Part 6, U.G. 37~1925.

(62
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Thiz situation was rectified by the passage of the
Women's Legal Practitioners Act, No. 7 of 1923.



white women from black wes extremely marked in the profes-—

sional category with white women, lesg than a quarter of the
female population, greatly outnumbering black. (The com-
parable figures were 20 241 white women to 3 160 black.) In

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 amd then industry. For
black women, service,then agriculture and then, trailing a
long way behind, industry were the three most important areas

of employment.

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
glready mentioned, was just beginning to get established.
The demand for female lasbour, 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 show
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 considerzbly more
important group than previously and several new jobs employ-
ing appreciable nurbers of women had appeared - waitress,
tai;or, machinist, telephonistl. Prejudice against women
in the professions showed a few signs of being on the wane,
the 1923 Act which erabled women to practice law being one

such indication.

1. See my Honours essay, The Woman'gs Suffrage Movement in S.A.
pp.69~80, for a fuller account of the changing economic
pogition of white women before 1930.
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These developments would have far-reaching implications for
the posgition of womern. As yet, however, there was, outside
of the tiny and racist suffrage movement, little public debate
on establighed assumptions 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 tribal 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, however, an important mechanism for maintaining tribalism
and tribal ingtitutions, was far harsher in the restricticns

it imposed on African vomen than Roman--Dutch.

Under Roman~Dutch lew, women became legal minors upon marriage.
Unless an ante-nuptial contract was signed, marital power

was vested in the husbandl. - The father was the legal guard-
ian of all legitimzte childreh; in the eyes of the law it was
the husband who had the right to decide on the place of
domicile of & married couple. Thus a woman who refused

to compiy 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 positicn in the basic unit of that society, the patriar-
chal and extended family. This position white juristes and

b

courts had entrenched in their ccdification and interpretation

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

1. By virtuve of 'marital power' the husband became legal
guardian of his wife, allowing him, inter alia, to exer-—
cise scle control cver their joint estate. For an account
of the lecal disabilities suffered by women and the cam-
paign organised against them, see B. Solomon: Time
Kenmempbered, ch.l9.
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exagoerating and osgifying the inferior status of women in

‘the precess. The Natal Code of Law of 1891 was the mest
glaving rxaaf1e of this ~ "The code ste otypes a concept of

feminine inferiority, unknown to the traditional society and
burdens women in Natal with disabilities that they do not
Lk}

suffer in other provinces", commented H.J. Simons in his

. ‘ P , 1
study on the legal status of African women™.

The system of customary law in-the early 1920's was confused
and confusing, varying frem province to province, a legacy
of the days before Union. It was not till the passage of
the Native Administration Act in 1¢27 that a more uniform system
was imposed on the tribel law courts tﬁroughout’the‘COuntry;'
Far from mecdernising the legal status of Africen women to
conform with the decay of tribal society, the 1927 legigla-
tion endorsed the above conservative 19th Century views on
their inferior status. Under customary law, women were
deemed perpetual minors -~ in other words, at no stage could
woman escape the guardianship of her nsarest mole relative,
whether father, husbhand or son. In the 192C's very few
women gualified for exemption from these provisions. At
that stage,with the vast majority of African women stll living
in the rural areas, the contradictions between their subor-
dinate legzl status and the demands of a modern,‘Luduqtr al
sociaty 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. The fact thatihe state continued to uphold
women's inferior status reflected the importance that it
attached to maintaining their subordinate pcsition and the

traditional tribal structures.

In tre field of educaticn, fewer girls then bovq attended

school, the gap between their enrolment figures bocom ng
ider the higher up the school system one went. | Flgu;eS’fOI

the 162 0's are not available, but in 1933 (the first year

L. H.J. 8lmons: African Women, their Legal Status in Scubth

rica, .26,
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for geparate gchool enrolment figures for white boys and
girle) white boys in school outnumbered white giris by
Std. 10,

By the time

approximately 16 000. In the final year of school,
roughly 60% of the total enrclment were boysl.

one reached university level, girls had fallen even further

behind. In 1917 almost 75% of
in South Africa wasg malez.

division intervened as well.
leged than blacks generally, in
. Thus

all bleck matriculanis amounted

education they received.

In education,

the total student population

the race~class

White women were far more privi-

the scope and quality of the
in 1935 the total number of

little over

to a mere 144,

5% of the total for white girls alone® (Unfortunately no

separate figures for black male and female students are
In education black women were
As late as 1958

there were only 317 'Coloured' and Asiatic girls in Std. 10

available for this period.)
pushed to the very bottom of the system.
(compared to 1 293 boys for this group) and 215 African girls
{(compared to 723 boys) ~ meagre figures indeed?.

In general, school curriculs were geared towards  training
girls for domestic or menial occupations. This was reflected
in the almost complete absence of women from any of the more
specialised professions, other than teaching and nursing.
The conventional view on what education for women should aim
at was implicit in the following discuseion 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
figures were 187 317 boys and 170 847 girls {public
schools only) .

Out of a total student population of 1 616, 412 were

women, Official Yearbook of the Unijion, No. 2, 1918, p.252.

3. The figures (public schools only) are as follows: 'Coloured’
and Agiatic matriculants —~ 89, African - 55, white girls
—~ 2 544, Union Statistics for 50 Years, Tables E-17, E-21
and E-13. . '

" Compiled from Union Statistics for 50 Years, Tables E-17,

E»lS and E~-21,
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"The welfare and progress of poor families is
influenced by the activities of women to a
degree that is not alwaye fully realised. Our
measures of zocial welfare ought therefore to
be designed fzr more with reference to the

. women and their power of raising the sccial
level of the family. A system of asdult education
ought to devote earnest attention to the mothers
and daughters of indigent families. They should
be trained not only in matters of health and
nursing and the care of infants, but also in the
economics of housekeeping and the upbringing cf
children."l

}.J

«

“T'

The Commission recommended further steps to promote such

u"

skills amongst women "in addition to the ordinary activities
of scheools and churches“z. Such limited notions on what
the proper scope of education for women should be, were go
deeply entrenched that in the Native Reserves, despite the
fact that to an ever—increasing extent most of the farming

was carried out by women, the few agricultursl colledes that
did exist were for men on1y3. '

In the early 1920's the sgbordinate positicn 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 perpetvating it.  No

women yet had the vote - in this respect they were classified
on the came plane as children, lunatics and criminals, a
fate they shared with most black men as well. The guesticn

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

1. ~Report cof the Carnegie Commigssgion, Vol. 5, p.XV.

2. Ibid.

3. Thus in the Repvort of the Department of Native Affairs,

1935~36, the objects of the Fort Cox Agricultural School

- were degcribed as “to give a thorough. practical and
theoretical training in general agriculture and stock
farming to young native men, so as to enable them to make
hetter use cof their own land or to take up po~“v as skilled
agricultural labourers in the European industry" (p.50).

In a similar vein, the Report of the Native Affairs Depart-

ment, 191921, stregsed the importance of agricultural
Lraining in FFrnuvu high schools "in the cQSe of boys"
hut only ! Uf?ctl ral domestic training for girls" (p.22).
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however, and by the 19Z0's, it had divested itself of much

of its earlier radical connotations for the white male esta-
blishmentl- In 121 thé white Women's Enfranchisement Agso~
ciation of the Union (WEAU) (which, since 1211, had been
engaged in a tedious uphill battle to win the vote for white
women) presented the Prime Minister, Smuts, with a petition
of neasrly 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 -~ "If it does not win thissession, it may win the
next session, or the session after"?. In the next decade,
with the principle generally conceded, the women's suffrage
debate came to centre more and more uporn whether black women
should be enfranchised or not. The higtory of the women's
suffrage movement in South Africa represents in microcesm 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 Act was finally
passed in 1930, black women were excluded from ité’defini~
tion of “women"; a further wedge betwesen black and 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 crgenisations at the time,
the idea of voteg for women was not even discussed. These
organisations were preoccupied with trying to defend the
limited and precarious political rights still enjoyed by a
tiny mincrity of blacks in the Cspe: women's rights were not
an issue. The 1919 constitution of the ANC was completely
unselfeconscious. . in its assumption of politics as a masculine
field. In terme of this congtitution women could be auxi-
liary members of the ANC only, without voting rights. Their
main function was seen to lie in catering for conferences.

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

on women's active participation in the ANC would be remcved™.

1. C. Walker: The Women's Suffrage Movement in South Africa.

2. Thid., p.48.

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



Thus, cverall, the position of women in the 1920's was one

still rooted in the home, largely isolated from full and

However, already industrialigation and, linked to this, the
growth of towns had begun to erode the foundations of women's
igolation. Changes. both in the place they occupied in

c

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

DEVELOPMENTS BY THE TIME OF THE OUTBREAK OF THE
- SECOND WORLD WAR

In the fifteen years that intervened between 1921 and the
third general population censug in 1936 both these trends

of urbanisation e@nd industrialisation became more marked.
Women made advances on a numper of fronts. They were still
defined primarily in terms of their family and their domestic
respensilkrilities, but the boundaries of the female world

were being pushed back to incorporate other areas of activity
as well. The passage of the Women's Enfranchisement Act

in 1930 was one sign that their position in society was being
reéésessed to some extent. White women were finally awarded
their political majority, though not without a strong rear-
guerd action from those who saw the Act as a violation of

the fundamental laws of nature. (For one member of Parliament,
the guestion "Why. are women without votes?" was on a par with
the guestion "Why are women without beards?"lj The deli-
berate exclusion of black women from the termg of the Act
highlighted the widening gap in opportunitieszs and interests
between white and black women. This gap, economic develop-

ments were continuing to maintain.

One of the most iwmportant catalysts for change in the positioh.
of women during the 20th Century wasg, it has been argued,

the increasing rate of urbanisation amongst them. By 1936

the urban population had risen to almost one third of the

. 2 . . .
total populstion™. All race groups shared in this increase.

1. Xouse of Ascembly Debates, 1930, col. 1692.

2. Union Statistics for 50 Yearg, Table A~10.




Amongst whitee the flow to the towng of the rural poor con-
tinued at a rapid rate throughout the 20's and 30's. In

1932 the Carnegie Commission noted the effecte of urban life

on these new immigrante:

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

These new economic opportunities 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 working girls“2.

These women continued to form the bulk of 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 Johannesburg clothing factory in 1932, does
notxdiffer very much from the account already quoted cf

conditions in 1911.

"I left the house at fiwe thirty zs I had 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

Pd

. Later, she found other work at £1.10s a week which she budgeted.

as follows:

1. Report of the Carnegie Commisgion, Vol. 1, p.xiii.

2. Ibid., p.220.

3. Quoted in E.S. Sachs: Rebels' Daughterg, v.46.




"Rent 17s6d per week, saving up for new clothes
756d per week, 10s a month sent my parents.

The balance of 2g6d a week had to he sufficient
for focd. Once a week I used to buy a loaf_ of
bread for 6d and a pound of butter at 1s8d."1

The balance was thus 24 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
the slien conditiong of urban life was cushioned to a large
extent by vigorcus state action aimed at combatting the so-
called 'poor white problem'. Jobs, often protected against
compeition from black workers, were created for them and
attempts mede to raise and protect their living standards.
For blacks no such mediation was forthcoming. For them’

the transition teo urban life was often a violent cne.

The movement of African women away from the rural areas to

the towns had become noticeable by the late 1930's. In 19236
the majority of African women (52,6%) were still living in ’
the '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
tota13; the urban masculinity rate among Africans had dropped
from 299 to 2204, Thus although African women were still

a tiny fraction of the urban population, the trend towards

their increased urbanisation was unmistakeable.

Vd

P . LRy
1. Qucted in E. Sachs: op.cit.

2.  Based on figures supplied by the Industrial Legislation
Commisgion, 1951, Table 9, 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.

4. Industrisl Legiglation Commigsion, 1951, Table 16, p.l4.
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Already the potentially disruptive effect of their large-
scale townward migration on the reproductive role of the
reserves had been officially noted and éttempts’made'to curb
it. Speaking in Parliement 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 ..."

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
legislationz. This can be seen as a sign of the insigni-
ficance of their presence in the urban areas at that stage.
Then, in 1930 and again in 1937, the first legislative
attempts to stem the tide of African women entering the urban
areas were made. In 1930 municipalities were empowered to
prohibit African women from éntering'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 inde-~
pendent claim to living there. From 1937 women wishing to

travel to town were required to obtain the permission of the
magistrate in their home districts in addition to that of

the local urban authority. However, since women, unlike men,
were exempt from the compulgory carxying of passes, the en-

forcement of both acts wes difficult and generally ineffective.

1. House of Assembly Debates, 1937, col. 421¢.

2. R. Davenport: ‘African Townsmen: Scuth African Watives
{Urban Areas) Legislation through the vears', p.99.



Female miogration to the towns continued to grow. Tha
'Keiskammahoek Rural Survey estimated that in that one dis-—-
trict of the Ciskei at least, the fate'of_women’migratiﬁg
to towns was increessing faster than that of men from about

. . . ' 1
1936 ithough theixr numbers were still far less).

The impact of township life on the traditional African family
was generally extremely destructive. Most of the available
data refers to 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 of the migrant labour system and the unegual sex-
vatios in both town and dountry{'the acute poverty, insecurity
and lack of political rights of township residents cowbined

to undermine the structure of the family without creating the
basis on which new and viable alternadves could be built.
Tllegitimacy was on the rise. Marriage was becoming increas-
ingly lessg stable, less binding. While meny of the tradi-
tional restraintg on female independence were crumbling,

their status was riddled with contradiction and ambiguity.
Evéh though the decline of the traditional family struchure
meant women were often de facto heads of households, the

law continued to define them as minors. Patriarchal values
were still deeply entrenched within the African community.
(Some 20 years later, in reply to an opinion poll conducted

by Drum on the guestion of equal rights for women, & majority
of itg respondents were against such equalityz.) Women had
vary little security of tenure on housing compared to men and
employment opportunities for them outgide of demestic gervice
were. scant. Frequently only through illicit trading, in
prostitution or drink, or by precarious and marginal occupations
such as hawking food or some other cbmmodity could a woman

make a Jliving in the townships. Aéain,the experience of Dora
Tamana, living in Queenstown for a while during the 1930's,

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

scrape tcegether a meagre income by fetching thatching crasg

1. FKeigkammaboek Rural Survey, Vol. TIX. p.29,.

2. Dpum, Mav 1954, zee below p. 45.
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frem the surrounding hills to gell - in the leocations. Cne hundle,
ther and sell, would fetch about

3
e A Cam A "
of her four children died .

1/6. During this time thre
The impact of urbanigztion on Afl*car women wag L1early not.
2 straightforward liberatory one. WhL!e old restraints on
- their position were being eroded, new and czunting restrictions
on their mobility and security were replacing them. The pre~
sures on hfrlcan women in the towns were enormous. The need
for flndl ig 3 veice to give expression to their frustrations
and demands was growing more urgent but the obstacles pre-—
venting this from taking a political direction were still
congiderakble. Apa:t from the handicaps women suffered because
L”e" were wcmen, the 9” 1eral level of pOLl tical activism and
oxgan7s tion amongst Africans generally, at the time, was low.
For masny women the churches or mutual aid institutions such

as ‘stokfels’' came to £ill the gapz.

In. the economic gphere the pattern of 1921 still repvailed.

" The lLargest occupaticnal category for women was still that

of housewife or, in the case of women in the reserves, peasant
farmer. . In both cases their primary importance lay in

the reproductive, not productive sphere. - Domegtic service
e2nd agriculture were the largest sreas of employment for

black women, industry trailing far benind. - Notable increases
in female emplcoyment were taking place in the field of manu-—
facture, however, with white women still far ahead of their
black counterparts. As gecondary industry continued to
expand and divers ify, so the demand for female labour expanded as

well. In the eight years between 1924/25 and 1932/3, the

1. 7, 2/10/19%7.

scussion on African women ané the church see

1: Black Women in Search of God.  B.G.M.
Banta Prophets in South Africa also contains

arences to the geope Lﬁfe red women in the in-

n , .

African churches. 2 ‘stokfel' is a fund-railsing




female labour force in manufacturing rcse from 12% to 17%

of the total forcel. The proportion of white women in this
total rose from 6% to 12% whiie the percéntage of black women
employed in industry remained‘roughly on a par with what

. . 2
1t had been in the 1920's”.

By the second half of the 1930's, however, the dominance of

white wmen 1in the female industrial labour force had reached

L

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.

This 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 1928/39 their presence
in the clerical field doubled from 12% to roughly one gquarter
of all clerical workers”. As white women moved out of
factory work, hlack women begén taking their place on the
factery floor, a development of major %mportance in view of
the politicising potential of productive work on women.
At that stage, mostly 'Coloured' women were involved, less
‘hemmed in by restrictions on their mobility and independence
than African women. By the time of the outbreak of the war
in 1939, this process had only just begun to get under way.
The war and the tremendous expansion that that generated in

manufacturing industry gave it an added boost.

1. S. van der Horst, op.cit., p.56.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.

4. Union Statistics for 50 ¥ears, Table G-8.
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THE POSITION OF WOMEN BY THE EARLY 1950'g

In any political and economic history of South Africs, the:
Second World War m Pa a divide between twec different periods.
Economically, it encouraged a shift in the structure cf th=
South Mfrican economy away froim lLS former dependence on the
mining and agricultural sectors, towards a growing dominance
bv geconcdary industry. The numbers employed in manufacturing,
compared to thoze of other sectors, rose rapidly and the
proportion of black to white workers rose significantly as
welli. Politically (and developments here must be related
to these economic changes), the war ushered in @ periocd of
growing "iJitancy emongst bhlacks - the Alexander bus boycott

of 1943, i h

t

0

sguatter movements on the Rane Mincworkers'

“he
strike in 1946, the Passive Resistance Campaign launched

o
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lsc in 1946, and, in 1952, the Defiance Campaign

jointly by the ANC and SAIC were all manifestations
of this intensified political activity. ‘In 1948 the National
Farty won the parliasmentary general elections and slowly began
to lay the found ations of the apartheid state; thereafter

the political scene became polarised more and mores sharply

between the white supremacist state and its black opposition,
centred on the Congress Alliance. Women were swepit up., to

&n increasing extent, in both the economic and political

currents of change.

1. Between 194€ and 1951 the total numbers employed in these
three areas showed the following shifts:

o | 1945 1951
1. Agriculture., forestry, etc. 1 912 939 1 5C8 5642
2. Mining and ”LcrLYLDg 498 326 510 G391
3. DManufacturing 359 745 502 1090

From Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table G-2. Withi

i tx(, the percentage 01 blacks amongs 3
rs roge from 69% in 1939/40 to 75%
Stativiicq for 50 Years, Tahle G-9.




4n)

[

By 1951, the year of the 5th general census, economic oppor-
tunities open to women had become more varied when compared
to thevsituation in -1921. The majority of women were still
occupied with demestic responsibilities - only 23,7% of all
women (this time the figure. includes Africans) were described
as 'economically active', compafed to 91,9% of the same sample
of menl. Furthermore, the largest single group of African
women were still to be found living in the resexves, 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-

gsively in terms of their domestic occupations.

One sign of this ~ in 1946, after many years of representa-
tion from vasrious women's oxganisations (the National Council
of Women, Die Vrxoue Federasgie, the University Women's Asso-
ciation, Women's Christian Temperance Unionz), éarliament

finally appcinted a commission of enqguixy 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 were the whites
(from 19,2% in 1921 to 23,6% in 1951) and African (from
12,9% of those 10 yeers and oldexr in 1936, to 13,5%
of thoge 15 years and older in 1951). 'Coloured’
women remained the largest group of “economically active"
.woment but their percentage had shown little change,

being 37,4% in 1921 and 37,5% in 1951. Agian 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 emplcyed in agriculture,
from 1 806 in 1221 to 773 in 1951.

2. B. Solcmon: Time Remembered, p.185. These were all
white organisations.
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digssbilities suffered by women. {(African customary law

was excluded;)l The result, 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 guardianship of their hus-
bands had imposed upon themz. However, and significantly,
this Act 4id not touch the status of African women under
custemary law, 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
exerciged over them under customary law. Rather, the move
after 1948, was towards greater, not less control. (This is

dealt with more fully beliow.)

Compared to before the war, women were now entering the
public sector of emplcyment in increasing numbers. The
statistics shows that the increzse in general emplcyment was
actually occurring at a more repid rate among black women
than black men. Within private industry the rate of incréase
of African women was faster than that of.'Coloured’ women,

while both these categories had outstripped the rate of

N

l. For an account of the commission,as well as the long
struggle invclved to get its recommendations enacted,
-see B. Solomon, op.cit. Bertha Solomon, one of three
women members of 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 muc h so, that the Matrimonial Affairs Act
was popularly known 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.
Nor sell her tools of trade or seize her damages ... It
would be posgsible new for an innocent wife in divorce to
ask for, and get, alimony at the discretion of the courts.
The courts could even grant her guardianship as well asg

"

custody o©of hexr children in a suitable case ...".
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increase of the labour force ag a whole .

Developments already noted in the pre-war period in the
coiiposition of the female industrial labour force were more
clearly marked. The proportion of white women to black in
the femele industrial labour force was c)ntinuing to decline.
In 1939/40 there were still more than twice as many white
women as black in private industry. By 1951/52 this pre-
dominance had declined to the point where black women just

.. 2
outnumbered white™.

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
1250's, the proportionate increase of black women in pribate
industry was still being counteracted by.the proportionate
decrease of white female 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
fcllowing increases in employment in private industry
were recorded (the figure in brackets represents the
percentage of the total industrial labour force):

1939/40 1944/45
" African 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)

From Union Statistics for 50 Years, Table G-6.

2. Unidn Statistics for 50 Yearsg, Table G-6.
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force begin to rige again, with an accelerating influx of

ol

Frican women into indu Qtr al employment.

In the early 1950's the bulk of black women in industry be-
longed cverwvhelmingly to the 'Coloured' group. Although
Africen women in industry were increasing at a faster rate

than ‘Cocloured!', they still formed a minute fraction of the
manufacturing labour force at this time. In the périod
1939/40 ~ 1951/52, the number of ‘Coloured' women in private
industry rose from 11 263 to 34 372, that of African women

from a mere 1 254 to 7 810%. (Asian women, numbering only

1 474 in ‘this category in 1951/52, remained an insignificant
forcez.) The real take-off for African women entering manu-
facturing only began during the 1950's, picking up momentum

in the 196O's3. The composition 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. Since the

bulk of the 'Coloured’ population lived in the Western Cape,
this was the major area of union activity amongst women workers,
though the Rand and Port Elizabeth were important centres

as well. From the point of view of the FSAW, it was in the
Wes tern Cape where the role of the trade unions as politicising

agents amongst women was most marked.

A further feature cf the pattern of female employment in

a -

industry during these years was the continued sex-stereotyping

1. ibid.
2. _Ibid.

3. 8. van der Horst, op.cit., p.5%, provides figures which
show the dramatic increage in African women's share 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
primarily into s few areas of manufacturing which corres-—
ponded broadly to traditional, domestic cccupations for
women. Here the clothing'and textiles and, to a lesser
extent, food industries dominated. In the clothing and
textile industry, the total female lzbour force increased
from 17 293 in 1937/38 to 43 527 in 1952. The 1952'figures
represented a very larde slice of the totzl female work force
in private industry - roughly 50% of a total of 87 049

1
women’ . .

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 -
"increasingly 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 sfter the ’'professional and
technical' cateéory. For black women, the largest area cof
employment was still overwhelmingly in the sexrvice sector,
primerily 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
functioning as viable subsistence bases for migrant workers.
In 1949 an economic and social survey carried out in the
Keiskammahoek district of the Ciskei, the Keiskammahoek

Rural Survey, noted that

1. Census of Industrial Establishments, 1937-1938, Table 2
and Industrial Census,;1951-52, Snecial Report No. 206,
Table 5. The 19252 figure includes footwear workers
as well.

‘2. Population Census, 1960, Vel. 8, Noc. 2.




"the dependence of the villagers upon the earnings
cf their emigrant workers is so great that it
would probably be more accurate to. say that the
economy of the digtrict rests firstly upon the
fact that it is a reservoir of labour for the
mines and industries of the Unicn and secondly
upon thelsubgistence 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 reservesg were economically exhausted and

«

. 2
sunk in acute poverty”.

The survey painted a grim picture of what life was like for
the 46% of the African female population still liwving in

these areas in the early 1950's.

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

40

1. Keiskammwahoek Rural Survey, Vol. II, p.4-5.

2. The Keigkammahoek Rural Survev calculated that in that
one district of the Ciskel, per square mile, there
were ,approximately 53 children and aged to 28 adult
workers, oOf whom only 9 were male, Keiskammahoek Rural
Survey, Vol. II, p.139. In addition, it estimated that
eaven in "an exceptionally good year", the district pro-—
duced only enough food to supply half the nutritional
regquirements of its inhabitants (op.cit., p.177).

Cne effect of this - it -estimated the infant mortality
rate at 453 per 1000 births, while 40% of all 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 Lovedezle district in 1940 found that 70% of all
pabies between 7 and 12 months and 92% of all children
between 8 and 11 years were underweight, P. Walshe:

The Rise of African Nationalism in Socuth Africa, p.301.
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is pregnant, and as many have suckling infants.
Before the normal housekeeping tasks of cooking,
washing and cleaning even begin, the women have
usually long distances to go to fetch water in
buckets from the rivers; wood iz collected and
carried in lavrge bundlesg frowm the forest; and
then the meslies must be stamped and ground,
preparatory to their cooking. - The trading
stations are sometimes miles away ... and the
women must walk the distances bringing back the
small guantities of tea, coffee, sugar and gro-
ceries which their available cash enables them
to affoxd. The huts in which they live are
sometimes poorly constructed_ and always reguire
a certain amount of upkeep.” ‘

The survey calculated that on an average, women and giris
spent one guarter of a 56 hour week on "the wastefully uneconomic

tasks of fetching water and wood and stamping and grinding

o)
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mealies"”. For women "burdened with childbearing and house~
hold tasks", their woxrk as peasant farmers amounted to the
"hare minimum" -~ on an average only about 10% over the year

of a woman's time was spent on the cultivation and harvesting
of cropsB. 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, 0f whom over two thirds (1 4283 517)

4:
were wolnen .

Degpite the appearance of unhurried calm and picturesque,
tradition-bound life that the reserves presented to casual
travellers passing through, reserve society had become |
increagingly unstable. The migrant labour system involved

a constant turnover of the members of a family resident in

-

the reserves. The family itgelf was in disarray. Marriage
was being undermined - many men abandcened their reserve

families on moving to town, leaving their wives and children

1. Keiskammahoek Rural Survey, op.cit., p.140.

2. Ibid., p.l140-141.
3. Ibid., p.182.

4. 'Report of the Native Affaixrs Department, 1953/54, p.l1lC.




to cope as best they could. Illegitimacy wag on the increase.
The Keickammahoek survey found roughly one quarter of all
children born in the district were illegitimate; néarly half
the mothers interviewed had borne cone oxr more illegitimate
childrenl. 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 Kelskammahoek in 1946, the
masculinity rate was & mere 36,12. 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
bear the responsibility when both parents were away. 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 wemen in these

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

This, then, was the condition of 1ife for nearly one third
(31,09%) of all South African 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 srisen to take its place. The
fund of accumulated frustration, bitterness and despair
amongst these women was enormous. Although political organi--
sation in the reserveg was difficult - they were too isolated,
backward and dominated still by ocutmoded tribal institutions

- the potential for sgpontaneous outhursts of anger, directed
againgt particular institutions-and manifestations of the
inhabitants' oppressed living conditions was there. It only
needed to be triggered off, ag 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. ZKeiskammahoek Rural Survey, op.cit., p.1lll.
2. 1Ibid., p.36.

3. 1Ibid., ».40, Table 16.

4. See below, pp- 239-243, 256-258.
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The mounting rate of urbenisation amongst African women was
one indication of the collapse of the pre-capitalist subsis-
tence sector. By 1951 the percentage of African women
living in the urban areas had increased to 21,57%1, more than
three times what it had been in 1921. The half-hearted
official attemptsz of the 30's and 40's to curb this flow to
the towne had not been particularly successful and the urban
femzle population had been increasing at a more rapid rate
than the male. By 1951 the average masculinity rate amongst
the urban African population had dropped to 157,5, although
the Rand, Durban and Cape Town continued to have a larger

excess of maleg over females than the averagez.

For the Industrial Legiglation Cormigsion of 1951, the deciin-

ing masculinity rate amongst urban Africans was an indication
of the devéiopment-of a "normal family strﬁéture" amongst
themB. However, a normsl family structure depends on far
mcre than a mere overall improvement in the balance of the
sex ratio of a2 population. =~ The available material suggests
that the urkan Africen family, like its rural counterpart,
had become far less stabhle, not more so, by the 1950's.

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

reveazled marriage amongst them to be in "en uncertain and

. . C, wd . . . L. . .
insecure condition” . While 1t remained the ideal, it was
becoming far less binding and permanent with the number of

wreuples living in extra-legal unions on the incresse. In

1. Calculated from figures supplied by the Population Census,
1951, Vol. 1, Table 1ll{z), pp.94-95.

2. TIn 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 Legislation
Commission, 1951, p.l14. In 1951, the rate for greater
Cape Town was given as 193,7 but in Langa, one of the
African locations, it wes as high as 486 in 1252/53.
Wilson and Mafeje: Langa, pp.54.

Ind: ial Legisglation Commigzszsion, 1951, p.l3. For the
full guotation, see below p.49.

4. Yauw: The Second Generstion, p.l13C.




the towns, illegitimacy was congiderably higher than the rate
already noted for the regerves. In the East London survey,
mentioned above, more than 40% of the children belonging to

the women in the sample were illegitimaheln Such a figure
was - by no means unusually high for the African townsghips.

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 67°.

The rise in illegitimacy and increased instability of marriages
wag leading tco the emergence of a new form of household, the
matrifocal or female~headed household. Thus the East London
gsurvey already cited, found 2/5 of its sample households to

be headed by women3. In their book on 'social conditions in
Langa, Cape Town (which appeared,in.l96ﬂ, Wilson and Mafeje
described female heads of households as “common"4. 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 conly 81; when just the population 15 years

1. Pauw: op.cit., p.l37.

2. Simons, op.cit., p.22], gives the following approximate
figures for the illegitimacy rate per 10C births in these
other large towns:

Kingwilliamstown, 1955-1960 40 - 58
Pretoria, 1962 . 42
Port Elizabeth, 1960-1963 - 37 -~ 33
Bloemfontein, 1962 : 42
Cape Town, 1962 32

Because the register of African births is incomplete, the
figures are not reliable, but, argues Simons, "there is
no reagon to believe that they are an exaggeration. It
is more likely women would conceal illegitimate, rather
than legitimate, births".

3. Pauw, cp.cit., p.l46.

4. M. Wilson and A. Mafeje, op.cit., p.79.



and older was teken into account, it dropped to 681, (Yet

in town, as a whole, men greatly outnumbered women.) Families
showed "a strong tendency'to lose the father at a relatiVély
early stage”z. At the same»time, there was a tendency for
households to extend in a muiti~generational form on the
matriline - a woman, her daughters (legitimate or illegiti-

mate) and their daughters.

In this state of flux and uncertainty that surrounded the

urban family, the position of women wes often contradictory,

thelr status confused. On the one hand womeri 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 was increasingly insecure, especially after 1952

when tighter influx control measures were introduced. Fur-—
thermore, within their own community, patriarchal attitudes

and values were still deeply entrenched.

"... in spite cof structural conditions working
towards a matrifocal family structure, tradi-
tional valueg relating to patriarchy and patri-
lineal kinship ties are still strongly in evi-
dence, even ameng urban Bantu."3

In 1954 the magazine Drum put the guestion "Should women have
egual rights with men?" to the vote of itsg readership. Out
of 159 replies, 10l readers answered no. The winner of the

prize for the best letter said:

1. Pauw, op.cit., p.l1l50.
2. 1Ibid., p.l49.

3. Pauw, op.cit., p.l6l.



"Let us give them c¢ourtesy but no rights. They
should continue to carry no passes for they are
harmlesgly inferior; put on their bonnets every-
where, for it i1s a shame for a woman to go bare-—
headed."! :

For women themselves, their own perceptions of their position
were often ambivalent. The East London survey already
mentioned, recorded the following conversation with a 64
yvear-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 ac
you do here in town, what is the custom.
Who is taken as head?

A: The son, Makhwenkwe, is the head here ..."

-

"Q: Who really rules all the paople in this
house? '

A: I do, all thege things are mine and he
yo (Makhwenkwe) is algo mine."2

These smbiguities 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

1951 the threat this posed to women's reproductive role in
both these areas was receiving the attention of the state.

Thus the Minister of Native Affairs in 1950:

1. Drum, May 1954. Drum itself is a mirror of such attitudes.
Though it carried meny serious feature articles and pro-
vides a valuable record of the 1950C's on both a cultural
and political level, its treatment of women is often
sexist, preoccupied with them as beauty gqueens and cover
girls.

N,
L

N

Pauw, op.cit., p.7l.
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"It is congtantly being said that the natives in
the cities deteriorate. The undesirable condi-
~tions are largely caused by the presence of
women whc 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."l

From this time on, the pesition of African women bhecame even
less secure in the urban areas, as the government socught to
enforce the system of migrant labour and eliminate all
Africeans other than productive workers from the towns.

This further attack on their security was one of the most .
important factors in politicising African women in the 1950's.
Here, very briefly, the reasons behind this shift with

regard tc women and the pass laws will be considered.

PASS LAWS FCR WOMEN AFTER 1948

After 1948, with the coming to power of the Nationalist
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, female towndwellers, hitherto largely exempt from
influx contrcl measures, came under attack as well. In 1852
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 and greatly strengthened the existing influx con-
trol measures. Henceforth, it would be an offence for any
African, women included, to remain for longer than 72 hours

in any urban area without special permission, unless he or

1. House cof Assembly Debatezs, 1950, Col. 3766.
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\ i Ca , .1
gshe fell within a limited range of exempted categories . The
gso-called Natives (Akolition of Passes and Co-ordination of
Documents) Act, far from abolishing passes, extended them

under the new euphemism of 'reference books' to the entire
African adult population. Despite repeated assurances to the
contrary, that it was not intended to administer these new
provisions with regafd to women, women were now in line for

the compulsory carrying of passes.

Some theorists, notably H. Wolpe, have analysed these new
~measures (and indeed, the establishment of the apartheid state)
largely in terms of the collapse 0of the reserve gubsistence
economies2. In the face of this collapse, the government

was obliged to extend its coercive powaré to uphold the
crucial cheap migrant labour systemn, déspite the erogion 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 adeguate 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 African men, simply to slot the extension of pass
laws to African women into this general framework is inadequate.
Wemen, as already discussed sbove, 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 vears, or had lived there continuocusly and lawfully
for a minimum of 15 years prior to the Act, or was the
wife, unmarried son .or daughiter under 18 years of age
6f a man who gualified for urban residence in terms of
the @bove. M. Horrell: Legislation and Race Relations,
.36, ‘

2. H. Wolpe, op.cit.

3. M. Morris, op.cit.
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the pass laws system must be understcod in terms of this™.

Women's primary function in the early 1950's was. reproductive,
rather than productive. Thig applied to the agricultural
sector as well - women werée not that important a source of
farm labourz. Nor, in the various farm lakour reports and
agricultural congressés referred to by Morris, were represen¥
tatives of the farming community urging action to control the
exodus of women, specifically, from the farms3. What they
were urging was the creation of a permanent, in place of the
temporeary and migrant, labour force.  Thus, despite the lack
of references to it, it seems that insofar as the new pass
laws were designed to check the migration of wamen from the.
white ccuntryside, it was not the control of them as workers,
but rather as reproducers of thebagricultural 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 permsnency of the urban

African community that this revealed. In 1951 the Industrial

Legislation Commission described the declining masculinity

rate anongst 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 urbanisation."

1. The whole guestion of women's place within the pass laws
. system and the changes this has undergone, is a fasci-~
nating azrea that has been more or less entirely overlooked
by researchers. It would be very fruitful an area for
study, not only for the light it would throw on the place
of women within the political economy of South Africa
but also for insights it would provide into the workings
: of and rationale behind the pass law gsystem itself. Eere
I do no moxe then suggest an approach.
2. See above p.i1. In 1954, according to my calculations,

hiack women amounted to some 13% of the total number of
farm ecaoplovees. Based on figures supplied by Union Statig-

tics for 50 Vears, Table G-2.

the Native Farm Labour Com-

3. See eaepecizlly the Report cf
i r, 19371939,

abimn Commig , 1851, p.l13.
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For both economic and political reasons, the government was
not prepared to tolerate this permanent urbanisation. The
economic reasons related to the maintenance of the migrant
labour system and the distribution of the labour force to all
sectors of the economy, not just the urban-industrisl (as -
Morris has arguved). The political reasons were to do with
the aggressive challebge 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 capabie of
acting as a viable subsistence base, their traditionasl tribal
institutions of authority and control in a state of decay,
they were now baing restructured to serve a political ccontrol
function, in addition to their severely attenusted reproduc-
tive function.

The Bantu Authorities Act of 1951 began the process of diverting
African political aspirations to ethnically based, decentra-
lised regicnal authoritieg in the werious reserves. Since
women were regarded as the basis of the family and a stable
community life, their previously relatively uncontrolled

access tc the towns could no longer be sllowed. Furthermore;
because traditicnal tribal patriarchy was no longer exsrcising
sufficient control over their mobility, the direct surveillance
of the pass laws had becone necessaryl. The impact of this,
coming on top of the already hesvy pressures gqueezing African
women, in both town and country, was severe; the reaction
against the new passes, particularly in the towns, would be

explosive.

1. However, at no stage did the government intend to elimi-
nate women from the townsghips coumpletely. The 1952 legis-~
lation provided for wives and unmarried daughters of men
who gqualified for permanent residence to stay with them.

In this way, these women were incorporated within the
capitalist mode of production, =2galn not as workers sco
much as reproducers of the already existing urbanised
work force. '
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Thus by the early 1950's the pogition of women was in B
of flux compared to the early 20th Century. The economic
changes”thét the counﬁry had ekperienéed had loosened many

of the constraints on women's positions that opersted in
Schreiner's day. With their greatexr economic mobility and
independence, more women were in a position to organise them-
selves politically than ever before. At the game 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 adjustmente in their position.

This was especizlly the case for black women. Yet the gcope
for political activity amongst women should not be exaggerated.
In the early 1950's it was 'still severely restricted. BApart
from the ¢eneral restrictions operating against black poli-
tical activity, patriarchal ideology, though under pregsure
from various guarters, 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
perceptions of themselves and on the degree of independence
and mobility they enjoyed. Furthermore, the bulk of women
were still absorbed by domestic concerns,- their time, energy
and skills directed towards this sphere rather than the
public-political one. In addition, as the above survey

must make abundantly clear, women had nct been uniformly
affected by the process of change. In many ways, the gulf
separating klack 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. While
white women could, for the most part, look to the white

state for the protection of their interests 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 against the ques—
tion of the unenfranchised state of blacks in generzl.)

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 RCOTS OF THE FSAW, 1910 ~ 1939

'The previous 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 diversity
of women's experience found expression in the diversity of
the political positions found amongst them. The FSAW in

the 1850's represented one particular direction that women'
political involvement had taken. Even though it envisaged

the establishment of a broad movement, open to all women,

it was certainly not representative of all women politicalily.
The FSAW took shape within the context of the national libera-
tion movement. Tts membership, programme and even the

timing of its first appearance was determinad largely by

that movement. Its roets, therefore, must be looked for in

the history ¢f the naticnal liberation movement itself

It is to this that the next two chapters will furn.

Five main organisational strands were repregsented in the

FSAW in 1954 - the BNC, the SAIC, COD, SACPO znd a segment
of the trade union movement . While COD and SACPO were

both recent organisations, the other three had long histories,
Stretching as far back as the 1890's in the case of the
sarct. A further important organisation that before 1950
contrikbuted 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 lconger a legal orga-
nisétion, its influence within the Congregss Alliance could

still ke felt . Within these different organisations the

'l. The Natal Indian Congress, one of the components of the
SALC, was established by M.K. Gandhi soon after he
aryvived in Natal in 1893.

2. The Suppression of Communism Act was passed in June 1950.
The CPS2 dissolved itself, rather than be declared ille-
gal; while the Bill was being debated in Parliament.
Scveral of ite former white menmbers became involved in
COD once this was formed in 1952.



evolution of idews and practice on the political role of
women varied - the tradition of women's organisation that
the FSAW inherited in 1954 was a diverse and unevenly deve-

loped one.

In the years between Union in 1910 and the Second World War,
the period dealt with in this chapter, the three areas of
orgenisation most important for the subseguent development

of the FSAW were the ANC, the CPS2 (after 1921) and the trade
anion movement. There was contact and overlap bhetween 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 within each, this chapter will deal with.these three

' 1
areas separately™.

WOMEN AND THE ANC

In the 1950's the ANC would be the single most important
source of membership for the FSAW, through its women's gection,

tﬁe 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. At that stage, the public sphere of politics
and political parties was an exclusively male domain. In
1611, the establishment of the women's suffrage body, the
WEAU, in Durban had prompted the following response from the

newspaper, Natal Mercury:

"We hope the women suffragists have enjoyed their
picnic in Durban, but we do not think the political
effect of their visit can have rewarded their en-
deavour, and we cannot pretend that we have any
regrets for their non-success."?2

1. It is not vossible to provide more than a very brief and
cursory account of general developments within these dif-
ferent organisations. For a more detailed history, the
reader is referred to general histories, e.g. Roux: Time
longex than Rope, Simons & Simons: Class and Colour in
South Africa, -Wilson and -Thompson (eds.): The Oxford Histoxrv

/
of South Africs, Vol. II. On the ANC, see Walshe: The Rise
of African Nationalism in_ Scuth Africa.

Meronry editorial, 20.10.1911.

J. Notwi




This complacent rejection of the idea that women had any
legitimate claim to the franchise wag shared by the ANC.

Its own franchise claim in 1912 was an echo of Cecil Rhodes'
dictum "eqgual rights to all civilised men from the Cape to

the Zambesi“lu It was only in the 1940's that it was to come
out uneguivocally in support of universal suffrage, by which

i1t meant votes for women too.

The ANC leaders of 1212 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 Yzaka Seme who played a leading
part in the convening of the first conference of the ANC,
set cut 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 making

of laws and no part in their administration. We
. ... have called you therefcre to this conference so
e ~that we can, together, devise ways and means of

~ forming our national union for the purpose of
: creating national unity and defending our rights
. . . 2
and privileges."#

In many ways, there are some striking parallels between the
early ANC and WEAU. Both were composed of pecople who

were seeking to extend rather than overthrow the existing
power base in society,so as to incorporate themselves. The
leaders of the ANC were drawn from the tiny westernised and
educated African elite -~ the lawyers, ministers, teachers.
Very few women qualifiéd in terms of education or economic

" security, for inclusion within this catégory. 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

1. Xeris and Carter: From Protest to Challenge, Vol. I, p.53.

2. Welghe, op.cit., p.34.
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of values of the dominant group withih society, the white
bourgeoisie, and adopted without gquestioning its views on
the subordinate place of women, views which did nct conflict
with their own patriarchal tradition. Richt up until the
1950's and bevond, the BANC continusd to see women primarily
as moihers and wives, a view that conditioned the ocutlook

of 1its female members as well.

Politics in the esarly 2Cth Century was a male-defined occupa-
tion. However, in 1913, African women themselves burst

onto the public political stage in a widespread campaign in

the Orange Free State agsinst pass lawz for women. This
cempaign provided the momentum for the foundation of the RBantu
Women's L:eague which affiliated to the ANC and was a prede-
cessor of the later ANCWL. Opposition to passes was cne

of the key issues round which African women in the 20th
Century would rally. The anti-pass campaign in the T'ree State
was an early exsmple cf this and one of the earliest expressions
of discontent by black women in medern South Africa. As such,

it ceame to assume a symbolic importance in later years.

The Anti-Pags Campaign in the OFS, 1913-1920

. .1 .
The pass laws in South Africa™ 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. “In 1946 the 'Fagan Commission' gave the following defi-
nition of a pass, a document "(a) which is not carried
by all races but only by people of a p