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"OOR OOi AI£ A 100(" 

WOMEN AND THE POLITICS OF LIBERATION IN SOUTH AFRICA 

by 

Sally :R:binsm 

The White women, a'Lthough accorded normaL voting 
r-ights, do suffer the Limitations faced by women 
under aLL Western bourgeois democracies • . • 
Their e:z:peroiences, however, can never b~ com­
parabLe to that of BLack women. With their 
Limitations, South African White women have 
been put on a pedestaL. A pedestaL based on 
faLse and mythicaL bourgeois standards: that 
they are fragiLe, decorative, weak (feminine) 
and incapabLe of the simpLest work that BLack 
women perform daiLy for both their masters and 
themseLves •.. 

- Zanele Ihl.ami.ni. "Wanen' s 
Liberat.icn: A Bl<lCX south African 
W:m:!n ' s View'' , Sechaba (Sept:.elli:>er 
1972). 

In South Africa disc::ri.mination against 'WCIIEil seeus to pale 
when cx:rrpared to racial ~sicn. Yet it is in South Africa 
\<~here waren- rrcstly, thoogh mt: exclusively, African- have 
an inpressive history of cx:msistent and militant struggle against 
an exploitative soci.oecalcmi.c system and an unjust legal system. 

W:m:!n have been and ocntinue to be a distinct, though not 
separate, political force in the ocntext of the natialal struggle. 
Given this experience, there is little do\.i>t that waren organizing 
and m:i:>ilizing them;elves as a group can only strengthen and mt: 
divide or weaken the fight against racial cppressicn. 'lbe fann 
and forus of their struggle has been shaped by their experiences 
in a racist society - and their experiences are those of Africans 
who, as wanen, are assigned a unique role in an ecxn:mic system 
which is based en the super-exploitaticn of blacX labor. 

African W:m:!n in the EcalCrt!i 

'lbe majority of African wanen (73%) eke out a living fran 
tiny plots of woertain tenure for themselves, their children and 
oftent.imes elderly and infinn relatives in desolate "hallelands" , 
~e their husbands \\'Orlt as migrant laborers in "white" .industries 

,.Reprinted with pennissicn of the author. 'lhis article originally 
~ in D & A News, Vol. 2, No.2 (June 1975). 
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or for a "single man's" wage. 

Eroded land, prolcnged absence of able-bodied nen, over­
crowding, l.adt of seeds and inplements have la1g since rendered 
the agricultural product.i.al of African waren sub-sl:bsistenoe. 

'lbe yields fran their labor nust be supplemented by the 
rreagre wages of husbands, sons and brothers. Yet, even this 
does not ward off malnutrition and associated disease and death. 

African waren are prevented fran escaping the i.qlolleri.shed 
reserves to join husbands and seek -wo:r:K in w:ban areas by a 
cx:.rrplex of pass laws and influx requlatioos designed to exclude 
"superfliXlUS n Africans' i.e. , Africans not needed as 'WOrlcers ' 
frau w:ban areas. 

'!bose African wanen \olbo do live in w:ban areas remain in­
secure in residence and enployment. l'lri.le entl:y into the cities 
of South Africa is altoost inpoosible for Africans, but especially 
African waren, mass rerooval, as well as individual encbrsE!IIe!lt 
out, to hcmliands is a daily threat. 

··· In its efforts to "re-tribalize" Africans the South African 
goverment forces waren \olbo have lived and -wo:r:Ked in an w:ban, 
industrial -world to becx:ne peasant producers in a fragneuted 
social and eccnani.c setting. (SeeD & A Panpuets: South Africa: 
The "Bantu BomeZands" and South Africa: "ResettZement": The 
New Vio Zence to Africans) • 

In ''white" (both rural and w:ban) areas cne out of tlu:ee 
African waren is gainfully enpl.oyed. 'lbe majority of these 
waren wo:r:K as danestic servants or faxm hands . Limited educat.ialal. 
cpportl.mities and joo resexvation, both legal and custana:cy, keep 
African waren out of semi- skilled white oollar oocupatioos such 
as typists and tel~ ~rs. 

A few have gained a precarious foothold in manufacturing 
occupatioos, particularly in textile, clothing and food processing 
industries; and in occupatioos classified as professiooal-t.echni-
cal, lazgely teaching and nursing. · 

'lbe major i.np>rtance of African waren in the South African 
ea::naT¥, hcwever, oontinues to lie in their role as supporters 
of "redundant" Africans in the reserves. '!heir unpaid -wo:r:K enabl es 
etployers of African rren to pay wages that a:W.d not possibly 
support a family, i.e., a "single man's" wage . Secx:rldly, waren' s 
wo:r:K in danestic service is an integral part of the system of 
privilege for the white minority. 
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wanen in Political llet:i.an --- - - -
Acoarding to Elizabeth Landis in "Apart:hei.d and the Dis­

abilities of African wanen in South Africa" (Notes and Doculents, 
No. 4/75, W Uni. t oo Apartheid) , " ••• no African wanan has been 
able to enter any w:ba.n area lawfully for nearly a decade, since 
it has becnre official policy not to issue penni.ts to wanen" 
<w. s~> . 

'Ihi.s policy oould ally be inpl.emanted with the extensic;n of 
the pass system of oc:ntrol to African wcmm. ~ struggle against 
this extensioo has been central in the history of African wcmm 1 s 
political acti. vi ties. 

In 1913 with the suwort of the reoently founded African 
National Coogress, African wcmm in the Orange Free State ClglOSed 
the extensian of passes to them by rreans of mass dem:lnstratians 
and bonfires fueled with their passes . Coofrooted by an anti­
pass canpaign ragin:J througrout the province, the goverment was 
forced to abandon its sd'lere for a time. 

Si.nce 1913 the "*ri.te-mi..nority goverment has intemli.ttently 
atteupted to bl:in;J African wanen under the oc:ntrol of the pass 
system. Each time these atteupts were met with militant op­
posi.tian by wanen. SCire were spearheaded by political activists 
in the nationalist roovement but many anti-pass canpaigns began 
with spontaneous mcbilizatians of defiant wanen. 

Perhaps the largest organized effort occurred in 1956 , when 
20,000 waren dEm:mstrated in froot of the goverment 1s admi.nis­
trati ve bui.ldi.n;JS in Pretoria, chanting '1'bnen den 1 t want passest ". 
African and noo-African wanen care fraa all parts of 5oJth Africa 
despite police efforts to prevent them fran reachin:J Pretoria. 
Many were harassed and detained oo their way and sane when they tried 
to return heme . 

A delegation of w:rnen headed by Lillian Ngoyi, president of 
the Federatian of South African wanen, attenpted to deliver to 
the Prime Minister a peti tian of grievances and a pledge to a:n­
tinue their struggle against unjust laws. 

Apparently intimidated by the power of masses of wanen in 
political JTOtioo, the Prime Minister was out of his office that 
day and the petitian had to be delivered to his Secretary. 

~ day of this historic ITObi.lization, August 9 , is still 
:re!lB'lDeJ:ed as South African wanen 1 s Day. 
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In spite of this, the goverrm;mt: .resumd issuing. passes .in 
1956, beginning .in Winberg .in the Oran;Je Fxee State where pass 
officials arrived unallllOmloed. At first, the wanen ac:a!pted 
the passes, deceived by the officials ' assurances of their 
"advantages". But shortly after, the daughters of an earlier 
generation of pass resisters mardled to the magistrate ' s office 
and bumed the passes he refused to take badt. For this they 
were arrested and charged with theft. 

'n1e issuance of passes cx:nt.inued, for the mcst part .in toms 
rem:>te fran large centers . wanen were told that if they refused 
passes, their husbands would lose their jd:>s, their sic:X would 
not receive medical attentioo, their dead would not be buried • • • 

'lhe goveD'IIIIeilt did not make idle threats . In the village 
of Pulfoote.in .in the Westezn Transvaal, for exaxple, a waoan 
reputed to be at least 100 years old was denied her old age 
pension for refusing a pass. 

Baton charges were ordered to disperse protests and wanen 
were arrested and jailed by the thousands. 

Government efforts and waren ' s resistance cx:nt.inued 1:h:c'ol¥j1 
the rest of the decade. Anti-pass protests were roounted .in 1957 
.in zeerust (.in the ~tern Transvaal) where police shot .into a 
pel1Ce.ful a.sserrbly of wanen, seriously wounding IDa~'¥ , then arzested 
58; and .in JctJ.annesburg and its toomships of ScPriatown and 
Alexandra .in 1958, where dem::nstrators were sti:>jected to mass 
arrests. In 1959 .in Veeplants (near Port Elizabeth) and Lady 
Selbow:ne (near Pretoria) African wanen met pass officials with 
choruses of revolutionaxy songs and slogans and refusals to 
accept the passes. 

'lhe extensioo of the pass system has not been the ally issue 
around which African wanen have mcbilized as a political force. 
African wanen together with ether wanen have actively oppa;ed 
with mass dem::nstratioos and boycotts the removal and dispossessi.al 
of cx:mrunities for "separate devel.c:prent", the bani.slment of po­
litical leaders, starvaticn wages and the use of forced prison 
labor .in agriculture. 

wanen have foii!led a significant part of the oppositioo to 
such laws as the Bantu Authorities Act and the Bantu Educatioo 
Act which are designed to cx:rrplete the denial of rights of free 
m:::rverent, residenoe, enployn-ent and equal educaticn to Africans. 

In preparation for the Klipto.m Congress on June 26, 1955, 
waren collected people ' s grievances and demands which were set 
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forth in the F:reed:m Charter. 'Ibis is a piOCJrCIII for social 
justice in a non-racial demx:racy, whidl was ~ by the 
D:ngress and sU:lsequenUy remgnized by the W. 

Out of these and other st.rl.J3gles have elll&ged <m]anizat:i.als 
to give effective rucpressioo to the political ooosciousness, 
ocmnitment and CX>Uraf:Je of Sooth African, especially African, 
WCI!Sl. 

Foreroost have been the African National COOgress W:men' s 
league, founded in 1948 within the African National Ccn;Jress 
(ANC) to carry out its wo.rlc am:DJ wanen and address the special 
needs of wanen in a natiooal li.be.ratioo struggle; and the 
Federatioo of south African Waren, established in 1954 as a 
broad grouping of wanen, including the ANC W:men' s league as 
a fou.nd:in] IIIESiber, African WCIISl rot in the Jl.NC, and non-African 
waxen ocmnitted to ClfP:lSinJ racial oppression. 

In the wake of Sharpeville in 1960 these organizations met 
the same fate as others which were leading mass ClfP:lSition to 
white daninatioo. '!be Waren's league was banned together with 
the ANC as were the leaders of the Federatioo of Sc.uth African 
W:men. 

'1hl:ougbout: the 1960's wanen were banned, placed Ul'lder bouse 
an:est, i.Dprisaled and tortured for their political activities. 

'lhese wanen include Dorothy NyEittle \otlo spent 15 years in 
prisoo and Florence Mat:.atel.a \otlo was tortured in prisoo. and 
died upal her release. 

Helen Joseyh, a praninent leader in the Federatioo of South 
African Waren and Lillian Ngoyi, president of both the Wellen's 
league and the Federation, were placed Ul'lder house an:est and 
remained cx:.nfined for 8 and 11 years respectively. As other 
wanen, such as Florence Majola, ~ into the leadership of 
the Federatioo to replace banned leaders, they too were banned. 

African wanen and men oc:ntinued to participate in and suwort 
the banned ANC and for this risked arrest and inprisallnent. In 
1969 Winnie Mandela, Martha Dlani.ni, Virginia Mnqana, Rita Nzanga 
and JO;{ce Sikhakhane were cm:ng the 22 Africans charged under the 
~ioo of CcDmmism Act for praooting the aims of the Jl.NC. 
'lWo other wanen, Shantie Naid:x> and Brysine Nadtahla spent alJocst 
a year in solitaJ:y CXXlfineirent for refusing to testify against 
the accused. 

Many African wanen, such as Mar:y Ngalo and Zanele Il1lami.ni 
have been driven into exile by a goverrnent bent oo destroying 
the peq>le 's will and ability to ClfP:lSe it. 
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'lhese am comtless other wmen have through their brave 
and prolonged struggle for liberatioo earned the tribute 
paid them in the there of an African f:ree<Xm sang, OOR ~ 
ARE A RJCK. 

Note: Mudl. of the infonnatioo cx:ntained 
in this article wao; d:rt:ained fl:an 
a paper presented by the Wc:men 1 s 
Sectioo of the ANC to the All­
African Wcmen 1 s Ccnferenoe held 
July' 1972 in Dar-es- Salaan. 

* * * * * 
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