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*“T'he tip of the 1ceberg”

The F.li".l:-'l.ll role that women |'||.|.-.l.'r| in the struggle

for demiocrad Y, pars ularly until the 1%960s, has onky recently been
recognised. The best known of these episodes, the Women's March
on the Union Hl,li:l,l'llli_lhh m 1956, -.'\.._n_iuﬂl, the I,i'|:| ol the |-:'|,-|_|r-|'|_lr

For the most part, women's struggles were not separate from
thesse { |r'ir|<_( men. Both fwed the o] si;'m'x-"irn:: of racial discnminaton

|I.II':| ||Il\.' II.I1h|I H 1o |i|:III\I:I|. a |III ‘\i'\.l n ui:'u'ul'

Bant Bieing a the forelfronn of resistance began 1o influence
how warmen felt about their rale in soc i|'|:\.' andl in the home, Their
comtinued defiance in the face of persecution and handship destreyed

the mvth ol lemale subseraence.

1900 - 1960

cpeated ¢

Chver the last oentury, o wis e heen macde 1o

restrict the rights and freedoms of black women in South Adnca

Betore white colonisation, Adncan women could own

property and possessed legal nghis. These rights were loss

mainly as a result of conquest and land dispossession, and African
women found themsehes more and more subordinate to African

men, and to white colonial rule,

From the outset, they refused 1o accept their inferion

shafus :‘n.[.m:\.' asserted their i||-:||'||-.'r|-:||'||-:'|' ':'r:. |||-:r|.'i.".|_; tar the towns
where they tried o create a better life Tor themsebes, From the
1920% v the 19508, black women were at the lorefront of
resistance i South Adnica’s main towns, squatier

camps and informal settlements.

T restrict black women's access to the towns and
to establish more effective controls on them when they were
there, the govermment imposed passes on them in 1956, Urban
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settlermnents around the main towns, Women were Toreed either into

controlled townships or back into the rural reserves.



Rural and Urban Women

Rural Women

Life became more difficult in the rural

reserves in the eardy decades of the 20th century as men
left to become migramt workers inthe towns and cities.
Women were forced 1o take an more agriculiural work, as
well as maintaining and canng for their chibdren and

the homestead, Their situstion became

maT ]:Il."l'l:'i“'i'ﬁl"c s I'A'I"I hl'ﬂ'ill:l::ll' sCamye,

Wiorse still, their legal nghts to own property were reduced
or remvoved, A law of 1927 declared them legal minors,
licking independent rghts in the cyes of the law:

“Sometmes when the husband
1s dead or when the husband 1s
working in_Johannesburg, the
women handle the catile ...”

Ohiotee] i B, ool Fiirses of Phokog

Urban Women

-I.h!' Ill'l.'ﬂ'l!l Ll | |F WOImen ill. Timans i“ '\'i!:ll 1.r:l|' |II|'
growth amd consolidation of a permanenthy
settled urban population,

African women plaved a crucial role in the process

of urbamisation in Sowth Afnca. They abo made an
5rr|'|:|r:-r|1|11t rt1r|l|-i|::||:|ti|||:| (] I||:' 1,||:".1'L|1pr|11'|:l.l ;m:i ;;n:m'l,h ::r
a popular culture in the owns,

Women demonstrated an independence and assertiveness
that often contrasted sharply with their positions in rural
m'r'u'l;}' Ulnlike Ty men who worked as 111i§__‘rr.:r|1 labourers,
warnen were mare likely 1o make a permanemt break from
the mural arcas, While they continued 1o send maoney back
1o their Fumilies om the farms and reserves,

many ermbraced urban Bife with vigous.




“(oing to Johannesburg or any of these
towns was like a means to an end. There was
a sense ol [reedom about staying on your
own, and things like furniture we had seen
others bring as fruits of their work n the
towns urged us to follow suit.” i senes

“I wanted to leave the
slavery of the farm forever.”

I\-l""’"""l im M. Friedman and B, Boezoli, .I"l_;'-".' awler e St

A growing number of hlack women came 1o the urban areas in search al their
hushands who had migrated to seek work, Unee there, they found that their
hushands had often staried relationships with other women or had disappeared.
It was this proup of women = single, independent and determined = that the
urban authariiies found most threatening, and soueht 1o control

“I had friends, who were already
working in Pretona. It was they who advised
me to go there and they met me at the station

when I arrived. They had also
found a job for me.” pepioe Moo

Drespite the hardships they faced in the city, these women carved out new

lives for themsehves and ofien gained greater personal and economic independence.
Many become domestic workers. Others become imvolved in informal sector
actvities, such as beer brewing, prostitution, washing amd hawking

Washerwomen

Many women took in laundry from white households, They would wash it, and
then return it. When Afrcans were moved out of the centre of wown into townships,
their transport costs increased sharply. Although washing laundry became less
attractve, 1t allowed women Freater reechom as '.'|||'!. wisteed rom home, when

they were able t take care ol thear ehildren.
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*You cannot sit at home and have other people

work for you; stand up and do the white man’s washing
and sell beer. Look at us, we do not sit and look up to our
husbands or fathers to work alone; we have sent our
children to school with money from

beer selling ..." & phabe, D Susnd e

Domestic workers
Unitil the mid-1 Hen

in the
compl




Prejudice against Women

White urban authorities were extremely projudiced agains

black women living in towns. They perceived them as exceptionally
unruly amd disorderly. They believed that these women

were at the root of a variety of social ilks.

“T'he great majority of the

native female population appear

to earn their livelihood by prostitution
and illicit hiquor ... the majority

are not only a menace to health but a

P

burden to the community by
reason of their filthy, lazy, drunken
and immoral habits.”

A Johanmeshuarg sanitary ingpector, 1928

."';11:'|11] its 1o Contrmol Women

From 1910 unl the mid 1940s, the municipalitics made vanious

attempts o control the movement of African women in the towns:

O They tried o impose passes on women. This provoked leree
resigtance in the Orange Free State in 1915, and in Johannesbarg in
1919, These eflons were then .':E||:\l|1_~ abandoned until the i::'.|n.h.li.-:.ll|.

of passes for women in 1956,

= '|'h1'1_-.' i'.:l'.|J-Cl'-l.'I| et Ml ol |l:-s|s-:l.'| .- =|||:--|-='l.l.1||_i'_ FOOATIE T

location houses for which the registered tenant had w pay the fee.
I'his was designed to discourage sub=letting and deter

new immigration into the location.

2 They banned the brewing and selling of

Alrican beer by Afnican women in the locations.

0 They closed down squatter camps amd indormal seulements
arourd the main towns, lorcing African women cither hack into
the rural arcas or into the new townships, wher

only Afncan men could rent a house,
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Early Resistance by Women

In the first half of the 20th century, there were many examples of resistance

by black women to attempts by the authonties to control them. In both the towns
and countryside in the |930s and 19305, women fregquently played a

miore active role in resisting thian men did,

“Women were on the march, demanding
their rights. These events have been neglected,
along with the independent, resourcetul,
sell-confident, beligerent women’s

leaders of these years.” miip boane

The 1913 anti-pass campaign in Bloemfontein

Because most Africans in the Orange Free State were farm

lahourers and had no lind of their own, it 15 not surpnsing that the eardiest and most
e rmaanent urbsrmisuion of Alrncan Bumilies wok |)|:|.|,g' here, Alrcans |:|1|_wi1|ﬁ' L
Bloembfontein settled in Waathoek Location, which had been established in 1891,

Restrictions on women

The evervday lives of women in Waaihoek were tightly restricted by

permits imposed by the local authorities. All persons over the age ol sixteen had 1o
carry a ressdential permit, which had to be bought at the cost of ane shilling a maonth.

In 1913, Bloemfontein |11||||i.n"5]}ud authorities insisted that s

lor warmen were IHECEARArY 10 cormbat iJh';.;u] ]JH'“‘i!:IH anel i!lluxliluli.ul:l..

Women of Waaihoek resist

O 28 May 1913, a nmuass meeting of women in Waaihocek decided

1o adopt a passive resstance stance, | hey would refuse 1o carry ressdential permts,
Tweo hundred angry women, led by Charodte Maxeke, marched o town to see
the mavor. When he was eventually cornered, he claimed that his hands were tied.

The women prompily tore up their passes, shouted remarks ai the policemen
and generally provoked the anthorities into arresting them.
Eighty women were arrested. The women shouted at the police:

“We have done with
pleading, we now demand!”

Ultimately the permit requirement was withdrawn, Women had succecded
in making their voires heard. This would be an important inspiration for the furure.

.
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Charlotte Mi.lr.rl: Malxcb: was one of

the most accomplished Snd celebrated Afncan
women of_her day. She toured North America
as a chorister in the 1890 and helped um'hd:bcr
Ihc.mﬁlﬂml Episeapal Methodist S

+ Church into South Africa.

'E!:l&mn.hf!l:a.dcr in the march g
passes in Bloemfontein in 1913, T

central role in fsanding the Bang

of the South African Native Nati fan:
Congress (SANNC), forerunner o

As leader of this organisation, 'Ijt

delegation to meet with Prime Minister Louis

and urged him not to mchede women in the enfo

tl.lg]'ul, pass r\e'mﬂ :I,lurl.: m Ih:' Tm'n\".jal. The&l'l m&s
campaign an the Witwatersrand followed in March 1919,

She Jl'.dr[i.l'i|_n.|'.<'r|. in the formation of the Tr||ﬂ|.u|!r'pd a.'nd
Commercial Worker’s Union (ICU) in the same year.
Maxcke was often honoured as Mother of Black Freedom
m South Africa’, and had an ANC nursery school named

after her in Tanzania, She died in 1939,

Background to the campaign

1880-1313

A rmw kind of politics
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wrmnfontein
Im 1925, the first of a string of urban rots erupted in Bloemfontein, rigrered by
Basotho women who staged a passive resistance style sit-in against police raiding
for hgquor.

Late 19H)s

African women in Germiston formed the Women's League of Justice, which
included pracically every adult African and coloured woman in the location. They

staged & protest against the imposition of lodeers” permits,

PSEE =SSN Potchefstroom

Im Potchefstroom in the late |920s, permits prompted conflict between the location
African women and the municipal authonties, For over bwo years, the women, led
and inspired by Josie Palmer, protested against the municipal authorties,

I 1930, the fee for lodgers” permits wiss revoked

JOSIE PALMER

Josie Palmer was born in Potchefstroom

1903, She was the first black worman o play a keading rale in the
fu!lrl'lll'.:lli'\-l I.:‘:l'll'\. :ll. Hll'.:lll .llll.l'il.l [l:h'll'l |;'l:"|' Wl ||I'\-:| H ]l'.l':ll'l "'II |I|':'

early women's movement in South Afrca,

She was an active campaigner

against passes throughout the 1930s and 1940s. She was a founding member of
the Federaton of South Afnican Women (FSAW)] and President of the Transvaal
Branch. She was banned in 19

5 before the Pretona swomen's
demonstrations, and was prevented from participating

m ||Il.' :IIIII-|I.|'1~ |.II1||".II~_'I|'\.|"| IR0 yars,

East Rand towns

Crigantic riots « ||||'|||'ri in Vereeniging, 3

or licpuor,

1I. II'.IL'.I' |E.I|l:' !Ir ."-I:I':k.ullli': TWLHIH'T i'.I.‘iII n('lU.'I":I illll) !.I'II' 1]r|'n.lll ArTas 'irl '..III' '!.I'-II"\-

between the workd wars 10 escape the poverty of the countryside,

By the eady 19%0s, more Afnkaner women than Afnkaner men were in
wiggr crmplonament in the Witwatersrand cites, These women not onby often bved
in mmulti=racial slums and claimed new sexual freedams, buar also beciume major

'.|'.|-:||'r- iII Ir:'.||-:' II1Ii-III:'.'\-_..i1C':' ||I':' [.r:I! menl 1|‘|.-:|rl:-:".'\. [-II'iI!11'{:I1I|I'|.' T =
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by Bolly Sachs, the Cieneral Secrctary of the GWL these women were unionised. 'The union grew and
was eventually powerful enough to change the clothing industry isell.

SHE0S  James Mpanza
Ini the 1040, a massve influx of Africans o Johannesbure ok place.
As a result, the urban African population faced a severe housing shortage, In

|"|-'--I,I_|.-|11'u 5 [ |||._|11:J.-|, ik I".llpni:u' beader in thee o r1||||1'|||||i|:.'_ alonge with a mumbser

il |Jl\.||.|.l'l I:.'.I Il"\ll .I: WO, IIII:.IE".iiI'l:I H| :-LIA\.' "-I’JII.I‘.'I\.'I: mowemenl.

Thousands of people moved from Orlando Township io a piece of open land, which
became known as “Shantyiown”, Mpaneza's aim was to force the Johannesburg Council
1o bl houses for the people, Eventually the council gave

ill ||||':I III'L:|||.|| I."I' I'lllill'ailll_:| ':III III':HIA.'.'". .I";I'_"".'l'-l".l"l

“And, in the evening,

when our hushands came
back from work, they asked
the owners of the house,
“Where are our wives?’

and the owners of the
house said, “Your wile has
gone to build a house

for herself.” ™ v Khanya

As a resuln of the mass movement of Indians
from the Natal countryside 1o the towns, the
‘Chero’ Act was |'|.|'\~l.*f| im 1946, Indians in MNatal
were only allowed to hive and trade in certain
restricted arcas, In response, the Indian commumty

|.||III| III\.'IE a I_}\.IS\i'L'!' I I'1i1|:||':l Ll .'.IIII_I.I'.L:|II

It lasted two vears, during which

time thousands were arrested, OF these, over 300
were women, Many olher women actively suppsorted
the campaign by doorstosdoor fundraising, collecting
food and ollering childeare support.
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Women (Jrga,nisc Nati()nally

The formation of the ANC Women's League

Im 1943, the ANC Women's League (ANCWL) was formed.

By 1951, it had become highly active, playing a leading role in the Defiance
Campaign of 1952, Throughout the 1950s, women's struggles were closely
tied to the broader ant=apartheid strugeles, led by the ANC

RAY ALEXANDER

Ray Alexander, a white member of the Communist Party of

South Afirica (CPSA), laid the foundation for the Federation of South African
Women [FSAW) through her work with black women in the Food and Canning
‘Workers Union, She had joined the Soviet=aligned Women's International
Democratc Federation, an orgamisation formed after World War 2, to promate

||II' ..Ilil‘u al wamen ‘u'\ullllli‘-'u‘u il'll i". ||II ||'.III|:.Ii'\-_'II o ‘u'\:llIIIE III'..I L

She believed that an organisation of South Afncan women,

'|'||'I||II'] Il" .!I:lll' Lo '|'||"I|L: 1Ot lhl r
teel as the lirst Secretary of FRAW,
with stalwan Dora Tamana as the first Presicent

'\.\'Ilil II iranse :'III"II :I At .IIII'I I.IZI'\-'\- I':.i”.:'ll'l"l

bring aboul peace and justice Ry was el
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The Federation of South African Women [FSAW] was formed in
1954 1o address women's issues more directhy

FSAW played an imporant part in drawing up the Freedom

Charter. They tried to reach women from all walks of hic in order to tap their

ideas for the creation of a democratic South Africa. At the Congress of the
Prople in 1935, both Josie Palmer and Helen Joseph spoke,

delivening the demands of women

Im 1953, the newly formed Black Sash, an organisation

of white women, staged a march at the Undon Buildings in protest against the
proposed amendments to the Constitution. Inspired by this march, FSAW deaded
1o hald a similar march against the impending poss laws for women

“There is no power on earth that
can prevent the mothers of South Africa, and
of the world, from achieving justice for their

children, if women organise together with
their men, on the march to freedom.”

FARAW, Levter to First Matiomal Conference of ANC Women's League, |4 December 1955
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The Women’s Charter

At the launch of the Federation of South Afican
'u‘lll':ll'lli'“.\, al "I:II'I:'i.il.I 1.'111lr|.|'|'|~5 I'.I'IHTtI:'I' WaAs :|.r|-:'|[:-ll'1|.

Extracts from the Women's Charter
Adopted at the Founding Conlerence of the
Federation of South African Women

Johannesburg, 17 April 1954

Preamble: Ve, the women of South Adnica ... Alfrican, Indians,

European and Coloured, hereby declare our aim of siriving for the removal
of all laws, regulations, conventions and customs that discriminate against
U5 45 WOIMCTI ...

A Single Society: We women do not form a society separate from the men.
There is only one society, and it is made up of both women and men. As
women we share the problems and anxieties of our men, and join hands with
them to remove soctal evils and obstacles to progress,

Women's Lot: We women share with our menfolk the cares and

anxieties imposed by poverty and its evils. As wives and mothers, it falls upon
us to miaske small wages streteh along way It s we who feel the ories of our
children when they are hungry amd sick. 103 owr lot 1o keep and

canre |-||1 ll!l' IIII:IIIIE'H |||||.| Are Lo \|||i1]|| hl":lkl'll i‘llll] 1|'-|I|.'§.' [14] EII' k!'EJl I.II.'HII.

We know the burden ol looking after children and land

when our husbands are away in the mines, on the farms, and in the towns
carning our daily bread.

Our Aims

1. The rght o vote and 1o be elected to all State bodies, wathout
restricton or discrimination

2. 'The right o full opportunitics for cmployment
with equal pay and possibaities of promotion in all spheres of work.

3. Equal nghts with men in relation to property, marriage and childeen,

.|'|.r|':| |-||1' |II|' 'I'('r:'.ll\'ill I':lr iHI.I Iil.“"'a aIIII:‘I Cnsloans |ha'|| -:||'r|1_.' wWarmen \III:'I'I
1':J|.|:|.| :|'|_E|:|.I\.

L. For the development af every child through free compulsory education for
all; for the protection of mother and child through maternity homes,
welfare clinics, creches and nursery schools; through proper homes for all,
ane through the provision of water, light, transport, sanitation ..

3. For the removal ol all laws that restrict free mosvement,
that prevent or hinder the right of free association and activity in
democratic organisations ..

G. T buald and sl!n'rl!_;lh.rll wamen's sechons in the Natonal I.“_M'l'.lld,ln_r
meverments, the crgamsation of wommen in trade unions, and through the

peoples’ varied organisations ..



The Imposition of Passes

The Afnikaner Nationalisi government that came to power in 19448 was forced to
recogrise the reality of permanently scttled Afncan communities in the towns, It was

alse repeatedly confronted with the growing militancy of Adrican women in the towns,

As a first step 10 contral both processes, they passed

a law which impased passes on women in 1952 (the Abolition of Pases and Coordination Act).
As a second step, they built houses for Adrican wrban residents in the townships, in which only
men could be recognised as registered tenants and which turned all African

women into dependents of African men,

Concerned about probable resistance o
the mew law, the government only began 1o implement it in 1936

“The 1ssue of pass books to Alrican
women will impose no restrictions on
their existing rights ... The people realise
what 1s beneficial to them. How can
reference books be an oppressive measure
to African women?”

Seatcmanl e by the Matnee Allars rh'|u|1|'||'||l_ Dhecember 1955

“Passes mean prison;

passes mean broken homes;
passes mean suffering and
misery for every African family
In our country; passes are just
another way in which the
government makes slaves of the
Africans; passes mean hunger
and unemployment;

passed are an insult ...”

A call=to=actiom Phors of the ANMUWL and FSAW
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Alfrica ok up the call against passes. Inthe face af police intimidation,
harassment from emplovers and often at cnormous personal cost 1o
themselves, African women took to the streets to demonstrate

against the imposition of passes

“We will never carry
passes under
any conditions!” vua,

“Oh what a law! We are refusing
totally!” e Lo

“Even il the passes are
printed in real gold we
do not want them.”

(reTmision

“If you force us to
take passes, we shall
burn them!” et

Tricked in Winburg

In the Free State wwn of Winburg,

woren were tricked into taking passes. They
were brought in by their emplovers 1o the pass
affice. They had no idea what was ha ||k'|'|i'||]_l
They were told that the reference

Baooskes were ot passes, but permits that would

allow them o travel reely anywhere.

Omee they realised what had happened,
I it ||.I | '.".I\ UI. I|I.".il |; MITE WOITCn e lll"ll \i:"l ||.I'!-

to thie Mamsiraces Court, and barned thieir nesy
pass books. The events in Winburg
were followed by country-wide protests,



