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tage of the total detained in the
crackdown agai nst resistance.
9 This is because while wonen are
THE WOMEN S active on the ground, in the rank
. and file of mass organisations, -
STRUGGLE they are still poorly represented i
in | eadership positions. Cries of
By Hi | da Bernstein Freedom says;
"This inconplete representation
| Wonen |Is participation in the South African struggle for |ibera- of wonmen mthe structu
re of
tionis as old as the struggle itself. Over the years, wonenis rcszstance has been
or gani sati ons have gained political direction, becone integrated acknow edged and chall en
ged
into the struggle as a whole, and have acquired form dable by -wOnen Wh0_ suppon the
power United Denocrattc Front the
UDF and the trade union
. __ederation, COSATU, have
Fromthe time that South Africa was formally constituted as a na- f k h h 11
tion the activities of wonen have taken lace on two levels first taen up_t e c a enge O
f
" h 1f . p - , encouraging 'the nmaxi num
snte wonen are a the popul ation, as part of the struggle of the p articip ation of wonen.
m
whol e popul ati on; and secondly, through specrflc womenis
organi sations. This struggle on two | evels continues today.
Cries of Freedom produced by the Catholic Institute for Inter- In coming nonths and y ea
rs,
Coe worren |i ke Albertina Sisulu W11
nati onal Rel atl ons, describes how wonen have been a Vital force,
. increain 1 be’
br|ng|ng renewed Vigour to the tradition of reslstance Whh has | eadefshg y 0 f 5:: 121:1

surV|ved decades of repression: denocratic? novenent 5

, "lIn urbans uatterca sandrural villa es, wonen have been The wa s in which wonmen |
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, keyparticipants in nobilising agai nst nmass evictions and forced h ave or gani 5 ed anon

renoval of conmunities. Donestic workers have conme together thensel ves have been very
to fight against the long hours and pitifid pay which makes them di verse, very often foun
ded on
the nmost exploited sector of South African workers ... In the a local or comunity basis:
conmunities the fight against apartheid includes rent boycotts organisations that aimto
give
in protest against racially based nunicipal councils. Consumer nutual assistance in the d
ifficult
boycotts of White-owned business are desiged to put pressure lives wonen | ead, self-help
on the business sector to take a stand agai nst apartheid. These clubs, church societies,
as wel |
actions depend on the decisive support of wonen, who in many as those directed at specifi
o
cases. are the heads of househol ds. __ political issues. In 1913, for ex-
" . . amle in their cam:11 na anst
In schools and uni versmes, girls and young woren take part in, p, pgg
the pass | aws, women found that
act|ons demandi ng denocratic control of education. In Wite com
' deputatlons and petitions had
nunnes monen canpai gn against mlitary conscription, reveal -
failed. They then "threwoff their
ng the role of the armed forces in maintaining and enforcng .
apartheid shawl s andt ookt hel awmt o their
own hands." 600 wonen in
, Bloenfontein marched to the . -
Poorly represented in the | eadership municipal offices demanding to
see the mayor, and deposited a
VWil e wonen suffer the 3: ne penalties as nen for their political bag containing their pa
sses at the
activism (3 050 were detained without trial under the state of feetof the deputy mayor, t
el ling



emergency in 1987 al one) wonen still conprise a small percen- himthey would buy no nore.
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Pivotal role in political organisations

Worren’ s organi sati ons have al ways operat ed

within the framework of the political resistance
novenents, because of the wonenls clear under-
standing that the reforns they need are dependent
upon a restructuring of the state itself. This is one
of the reasons why wonen’s participation and
initiatives often subsequently di sappear from
witten history. It is easy to see the role of wonen
in activities specific to wonen, but not so easy to
see the pivotal role they have played in the genera
activities of the largely nmale-1ed organi sations; yet
worren have energed as primary catal ysts for pro-
test, and chall engers of apartheid. Wth all the
disabilities and devastating effects of apartheid on
their status and their lives, they have never | ost
sight of the fact that neani ngful change for wonen
cannot be forthcom ng through reform but only
through the total destruction of apartheid.

Jud

A recent wonen '5 neeting in South Africa:

the veteran Annie Silinga was present

in her’ wheel -chair

This has led to the wonenls struggl e being

subsured into the general struggle, and thus in

the past the crucial role played by wonmen was not

wi dely recogni sed. Wonen, for instance, were

active in Mahatna Gandhi’s early canpai gns

agai nst discrimnatory |aws, and 40 years | ater
were anong those who took part in the Defiance
Canpai gn, defying racial |aws and offering
thenselves up for arrest in their thousands.

Doubl e obj ectives

In the 19503, wonen formed thenselves into the
first organisation to draw wonen of different
groups into one body with clear objectives. This
was the Federation of Southi African Wmen

(FEDSAW that set out, at its first conference in
1954, its double objective of fighting for |ibera-
tion for all through the overthrow of apartheid,
and of fighting against wonen’s speci a
disabilities. The Wnmenls Charter that came out

of the conference procl ai ned FEDSAW s ai m of
striving for the renoval of all |aws, regulations
and custons that discrimnate against wonen, but
enphasi sed that women do not forma separate
society fromnmen, and that they joined with nmen

in the struggle to renmove all social evils and
obstacl es to progress.

It was F EDSAWt hat organi sed a nation-wi de
canpai gn agai nst the extension of the pass | aws

to wonen, culmnating, on August 9th 1955, in

the historic denmonstration at the seat of the govem
nent in Pretoria, when 20 000 wonen gat hered

to present their hundreds of thousands of petitions
agai nst the pass | aws.

FEDSAW was never declared an illega

organi sation, but bans and restraints on all who
attenpted to organi se or speak on behal f of the
_wornen led to its decline in the 19605. Wth the
upsurge of revolt, particularly anmong young

people in the 1970s , wonmen re-forned thensel ves
into political organisations under the sanme or
different names. In the Transvaal it was the
Federation of Transvaal Wnen ( FEDTRAW,

but attenpts to forma united national organisa-
tion have been repeatedly thwarted by the inposi-
tion of regulations under the states of emergency ,
and thus today the nost active woneni s organi sa-



A woman shows her sjanbok wounds

gi ven her by the police.

nant when they are detained, and if they do not

m scarry the nust carry their pregnancy to term
often under intolerable conditions. Cries of
Freedom says:

" Women have been beaten and tenured while

aready in poor health resulting from pregnancy

wi t hout adequate care, food, nedical attention

and exerci se. Wnen have had to give birth

under prison conditions. " ' i

Many miscarry as a result of assault, torture, |ack
of nedical care or the stress of detention. ’

One case al one can show what women suffer

An 18-year-old woman was detained and inter-
rogat ed when she was five nonths pregnant. Wen

her cell mates denmanded her rel ease, they were al
tear-gassed in the cell. She becane quite ill from
this, and ultimately gave birth in the prison
hospital, but was not allowed to receive clothes
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for the baby nor see famly visitors. After the baby
becarme ill and was put into hospital, she was

rel eased but given a restriction order

Wmen who have given birth in detention nust

either keep their infants with themin appalling
conditions, or have themtaken away.

Detention of mothers creates traumatic situa-

tions. In once case, four children aged 15, 13, 11
and seven were |eft alone when their nother was
det ai ned and were not told what had happened to
her. She was detained for two years. The el dest
child told the others their nother would never have
abandoned them and that she nust have died.

J oyce Mashanba last lived with her husband,

CGeorge, 13 years ago, when their youngest child

was one year old. In 1976 they were both

i mprisoned, for five and ten years. \Wen George

was rel eased, J oyce was again detained. On her

rel ease, she was confined to Pietersburg, while

her husband lives in Johannesburg.

New net hods of resistance

The detention of women and their fanmilies, has
reveal ed the extent to which wonen are deter-

mned to resist, to organise, to struggle. They have
becone increasingly politically conscious, and

they have sought and found ways to reorganise

when restrictions operate against them W nen

of different races, segregated into different areas,
separated by apartheid | awst hat harass and divi de
them are finding nore and nore conmon ground

to oppose political oppression, conscription of
Wiite sons into the arnmy; to oppose renpvals, un-
just rents, rising living costs. Their organisations
have becone increasingly politically orientated,
stronger in, ainms, nore mlitant in activities.
CGeneral |y, womenls organi sations are stronger
now and nore united.

However, wonenls issues still seemto have a
low priority in the nass denocratic novenent:
"Non-raci alismand denocracy are accepted
principles of the struggle, yet-not non-sexism
states one worman | eaders _

By pressing their specific clains, wonenls
organi sati ons can be accused of being divisive. But
femnism as defined by progressive wonmeni s

organi sati ons, does not present a threat to the unity



of the nass denocratic novenent. It is, rather

a recognition of the fact that wonen are the nost
oppressed sector of the community and need their
own organi sations to help them develop their ful
participation in the struggle agai nst apartheid. And
they do not wish to exclude nen fromthis pro-
cess. A FEDTRAW executive nenber states:

"The responsibility to organi se wonmen as a

sector of the oppressed lies with the denocratic
noverment as a whole and not just with wonen.

The denocratic nmovement is conmmitted to the
maxi mum unity of the oppressed, and this

means that nmen nust be committed to buil ding

and strengtheni ng wonen ' s organi sations. "

The position of women has changed consi derably
over the past few years, particularly in tows. Far
nore wonen are now i n enpl oynent outside their
hones (roughly a third of Black wonen in

nmetropol itan areas work; about half of these are
donestic servants, sem -skilled or unskilled

| abourers; most of the remai nder work in clerica
jobs or as teachers or nurses.) More wonen
recei ve education, even if only in the | ower stan-
dards. Mdre wonen are heads of househol ds.

Agai nst huge obstacl es, wonenl s organisations
have survived and grown, adapting to changed
conditions. Wnen remai n adamant that wonen,s

i ssues nmust be seen in the context of the whole
struggle for liberation, feeling thenselves to be
nore ready than ever before to be an integral part
of that struggle. Far from weakening or dis-
couragi ng wonenls activities, years of repression
and of the continuing state of energency have

br ought new understandi ng and strength to the
worreni s organi sati ons. Separation, |oss of
children, detention, gaol, torture - even death
sentences - have not deterred or chastened the
spirit of theiwonen of South Africa. They will

be as ready to play their full part in a free,
non- sexi st, non-raci st denocratic South Africa as
they have been to play their part in the achi evenent
of those ains.
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A cultural group performng at the second annual wonenl x festiva

Cape Town, May 1989
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