
AFRICAN NATIONAL CONGRESS
1984-YEAR OF THE WOMEN

A Call totheWomen and
People of the

United Kingdom
Dear Friends,

The African National Congress has declared
1984 the Year of the Women of South Africa.
In so doing we pay tribute to the long' and
proud history of militant struggle that op-
pressed women in South Africa have waged
as part of the liberation movement.

At the same time, we are intent upon or-
ganising and mobilising the women of our
country into a more effective and united
force to advance our popular struggle for
People’s Power as envisaged in the Freedom
Charter.

International support has always been an
essential arm of our struggle. In this, the
Year of the Women, we appeal especially to
women the world over to intensify their ac-
tive political, moral and material support for
the African National Congress and people of
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South Africa in our just struggle to end
apartheid tyranny. We appeal to our friends
and supporters, women and men, throughout
the United Kingdom to highlight the plight
of the triply-oppressed women of South
Africa and support our fight for freedom.-

We urge you to:
* Organise seminars, teach-ins, workshops,

discussions, film shows etc to highlight
the position of women under apartheid
and their resistance.

* Organise fund-raising and solidarity events
with the women of South Africa and the
African National Congress to help meet
the material needs of our national libera~
tion movement.

* Call for all-round, mandatory, compre-
hensive sanctions to isolate the racist
South African regime.

* Take up the Anti~Apartheid Declaration
of the Greater London Council and trans-
form it into a practical, living reality in
your own home, school, place of study or
work; in your borough or town.

ir Invite the African National Congress to
address your meetings and group discus-
sions. .

intensify your support for our struggle for
freedom. We iook forward to meeting and
working with you to strengthen the bonds
between all democratic and peace-Ioving
people.

Yours sincerely,

EH.
Eleanor Khanyile,
Chairperson, Year 0f the Women _/ UK)

.
w



Some background information on the
triple oppression of women in South
Africa and the struggle for national
liberation and social emancipation

The struggle for the emancipation of women

in South Africa has been and remains insep—

arably linked to the struggle for national lib-

eration and social emancipation. This con

nection has not been made as a ‘choice of

priorities’, but arises from the very nature of

oppression experienced by the vast majority

of South African women. It is a link which

has been forged in a long history of struggle.

Of the 141/2 million women in South Africa

12.2 million are weighed down by a triple

yoke of oppression which compounds the

burden of being a woman with that of na-

tional oppression and class exploitation, sig-

nificantly redefining women’s issues. This is

most acutely felt by those who find them-

selves at the very bottom of an integrated

hierarchy of oppression _ the 101/2 million
African women.

The struggle by women for equal legal

status is changed under conditions of apart-

heid into a struggle by all the oppressed ~

both men and women v for a fundamental

transformation of the law into one which

discriminates neither on grounds of race, col-

our, creed or gender, but applies a single

common law to all South Africans, equally.

The question of the provision and content

of education of women under apartheid be-

comes inseparable from the question of con-
tent and provision of education for all black

people confronted by a system which delib-

erately espouses and practices dual education

investing money and privilege for the white
youth who are ‘groomed to rule’ and com-
pulsion and indoctrination of servitude for

black youth who are to be ruled.
The struggle for family life acquires a fun-

damentally different meaning in conditions
where the black majority are denied the right
to live in family—based units; where husbands
and wives are separated by a forced migrant

labour system for extensive periods during
each year; where the burden of child-rearing
falls almost exclusively on the shoulders of
women who have minimal economic support
because of a combination of excessively low
wages paid workers and the migrant labour
system which breaks down the bonds of so-
cial responsibility associated with family life.
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The question of women in waged labour

is fundamentally transformed in conditions

where employment for African women is

deemed a privilege to be rarely granted and,

when permitted, strictly controlled. This

struggle becomes one against the migrant 1a-

bour system, influx control and pass laws,

which govern the movement and employ-

ment — indeed every aspect of life 77 of all

Africans.

The relegation by force ofarms ofmillions

of African women to the bantustans. which

are being successively propelled into the obliv-

ion ofajaundiced state ofethnic ‘nationhood’

makes the question of citizenship in a uni-

tary South African state a burning issue for

millions of women and men, as they are

robbed by apartheid of the fundamental

right ofbeing South African citizens.
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Fleeing police brutality and teargas
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National and class oppression brings wo-

men into the forefront of struggle. It is only

in the battle to resolve these burning issues

that the women’s question can be meaning-

fully presented and resolved. The history of

women’s resistance bears ample testimony to

this fact. This is why all progressive women’s

organisations have allied themselves uncon-

ditionally with the struggle for national

liberation.

It is in the course of active struggle by all

oppressed and democratically-minded South

Africans that a new social system will be

forged which will have as its basic guidelines

the principles spelt out in the Freedom Char-

ter. In the struggle for people’s power in our

motherland, South Africa, the woman’s place

is in the battlefront!

For fllrther inforinalion, suggested reading

includes:

For Their Triumphs and For Their Tears —

Hilda Bernstein
Womeri in Resistance — Cheryl Walker

Window on Soweto — Joyce Sikakane

Maids and Madam: -— Jaclyn Cock

 

 
housing reality ofapartheid South Africa.

 

30th Anniversary ofthe Federation of SA Women

Interview with Ray Alexander

On the 17th of April, 1954, the Federation

of South African Women was born at a con-

ference attended by more than 150 delegates

representing over 230,000 women. Represen-

tatives of women’s organisations came from

different areas of South Africa, including

many towns in the Cape, as well as Durban,

Port Elizabeth, East London and Johannes.

burg itself, where the conference was held.

The qonfcrence was opened by Ray Alex-

ander, a veteran of our women’s and people’s

struggle, who spoke of the important role

women played in the past, and must play in

the present and future of our country. Con-

ference elected Ray general secretary of the

Federation, but the government imposed a

severe banning order on her — banning her

from holding office and participating in

more than 40 organisations, among which

was the Federation.

On the occasion of the 30th anniversary

of the Federation, Sechaba interviewed Ray

Alexander on the Federation and its work.

Q: Could you give us a brief account of the

events that lead to the formation of the Fed-

eration of South African Women?

A: The Federation came about as a result of

the development of our women’s struggles.

It’s birth must therefore be seen not merely

in terms of the conference on 17 April 1954.

As far back as the days of the Second World

War our women had begun getting organised

for the struggle against food shortages and

high prices of food. Food Committees were

formed, and these fought for the fair distri-

bution of food, particularly to the areas out-

lying the big cities.



The Food Committees concerned them-
selves with other issues affecting the lives of
women. For example, we would meet on
certain occasions like the 8th of March —
International Women’s Day — to discuss
issues affecting women. Such meetings were
further inspired by the activities of organisa-
tions like the Women’s International Demo-
cratic Federation, which had begun organis-
ing women in the struggle against war and
for the restoration of lasting peace. Thus on
the 1st of April, 1953, a meeting was organ-
ised in Port Elizabeth, which was attended
by leading women in the African National

' Congress and Trade Union movement. I recall
a few names: Florence MatomelafFr‘ances
Baard, Marya Williams, Gus Coe, Mary Mood-
ley and others. We had a representative

meeting of African, Indian, Coloured and
White women. We also had a special guest,
Mr Pemba, (an artist).

We were all excited by the role women
had played in the Defiance of Unjust laws
Campaign, but felt that there was a need to
bring together women of all racial groups in
one national organisation that could effect-
ively ensure the fuller participation ofwomen
in our national liberation struggle. We then
took a decision to work towards the creation
of such an organisation.

Q: Would you say that the ground was laid
for the creation of a federal organisation of
women?

A: Yes. Our women had shown in actual field
of struggle that they could be organised into
such a body, although we knew that it was
not going to be an easy task. We immediately
set about getting in contact with women in

other provinces. We contacted Dora Tamana,
Gladys Smith, Katie White and other women
in Cape Town; Hilda Bernstein and other
women in Johannesburg; Hendrietta Khuz-
wayo, Bertha Mkhize, Fatima Meer, Mrs Singh
Fatima Seedat and other women in Natal. In
Port Elizabeth we already had militant organ-
isers like Florence Matomela and Francis
Baard, who helped organise women all over
the Cape.

Q: Since you did not operate under any
established organisation, didn’t you find pro-
blems in your work of organising, particularly
since there already existed a national organi-
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sation of the people, the African National

Congress, which had its ownWomen’s League?

A: We encountered no problems at all. Ac-

tually, we received a lot of encouragement

from Comrade Walter Sisulu, then secretary

general of the ANC. Comrade Walter had be-

fore then undertaken a trip to some socialist

countries, and was very impressed with the

level of women’s organisations there. Of

course, there was some scepticism about the

wisdom of another women’s organisation

from some comrades, who thought that the

Federation would be in competition with

the ANC Women’s League. But these fears

were soon dispelled by the representation at
the conference, where all ANC Women’s
league branches were represented. As to the
invitation to attend, this was a letter to all
interested individuals and organisations, sign-
ed by a number of women who acted as con-
venors.

Q: What questions did the conference address
itself to?

A: A wide range of issues were discussed.
Delegate after delegate spoke passionately
against the white racist regime that keeps the
majority of our people in poverty,ignorance,
ill-health and slave labour conditions. The
subjects covered showed the real political
awareness of the delegates, who linked the
question of women’s rights with their own
struggles and problems, the Bills that were
then before parliament, and the political
issues of the day. Women spoke of the condi-
tions under which children were brought up,
lack of proper family life, amenities and ed-
ucation opportunities, the need for schools,
creches, maternity homes, the high rents and
poor houses. Over and above everything,
delegates emphasised the fight against unjust
laws, the Bantu Education Act, the Industrial
Conciliation Amendment Act, the Population
Registration Act and the pass laws — all of
which greatly affected the lives of women
and their families.

Q: The impression one gets when looking

through conference records is that in addi-

tion to the bitterness prevalent against the

regime, there was another degree of bitter-

ness — against men. For instance, one dele-
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gate was loudly applauded when she said

that if it were not for the husbands, many

more women would have attended the con-

ference. Another delegate angrily lashed out:

‘If the men stand in our way, we shall sweep
them aside for our rights’.

A: It is true that we were and still are primar-
ily subjugated and oppressed by the system
of apartheid, which is the main cause for the

misery of millions of our women. But we are
still aware that because of the laws of apart-
heid, because of tradition and custom, wo—‘i

men are further victims of oppression in their i
own homes. Women more often than not fail [
to attend meetings and contribute fully to- -
wards the work of our struggle because they
have to be home to cook, feed and look after

their families, and have to do a lot of other
i

i

chores without the help of their husbands. {
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We thus resolved to ‘teach the men that they

cannot hope to liberate themselves from the \

evils of discrimination and prejudice as long \\

as they fail to extend to women complete

and unqualified equality in law and practice’.

This position is sometimes misinterpreted

to mean an attack on the menfolk, but we in

the Federation, like all democratic women in

our country, have always strived to maintain

the link between the inferior status ofwomen

under apartheid and the inferior status to

which our people are subjugated by discrimi-

natory laws and colour prejudice. Thus the ;

need for women’s organisations is to enable ‘

women to mobilise others to win specific de- I

mands for them and their children. These or—

ganisations will not and should not be a

divisive force, but a force for greater mobili- :

sation of women into struggle for total (i C

national liberation. Through these organisa-i

tions we must teach our men that we are}
half of the population, and without this mas-

sive potential being fully engaged in the work

of our struggle there can never be progress.

Q: What documents guided the activities of

the Federation?

A: We adopted a Charter of Women’s Rights,

which summarises the demands of women in

South Africa for themselves, their children

and families. The Charter called for the right

to vote, the right to full employment oppor-

tunities, equal rights with men in relation to

property, marriage and children and for the

removal of all laws and customs that deny

women such equal rights. It calls for compul-

sory and free education for all children, the

removal of laws that restrict movement and -

all oppressive laws. Through the Charter the
Federation pledged to build and strengthen

women’s sections in the national liberation

movements and to organise women in trade

unions and through the people’s varied or-

ganisations. It further committed the Feder-

ation to strive for permanent peace through-

out the world. 
Q: Considering that the Federation was never

Mrs SarahMosololi, source ofinspiration and banned by the regime, do you think that

courage, whose son Jerry was judicially mur— after 30 years of its existence, it managed to

dered by the Pretoria regime on 9th June, achieve the goals which it had set itself?

1983, together with Thabo Motaung and

Simon Moggerane, A: Although it is correct that the Federation

___________________ was never legally banned, it cannot be said
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that it continued to operate as it should have.

The leadership ofthe Federation was subjec-

ted to severe bannings, detentions and arrests.

Lilian Ngoyi, who later became our presi-

dent, was continuously served with banning

orders; until her death Dora Tamana, who

had been elected acting secretary general

after I was banned. was harassed and victim-

ised by the regime; Helen Joseph, who also

served a term as secretary general of the Fed«

eration, was the first person in South Africa

to be house arrested; she was further con-

tinuously banned and silenced. However, we

continued to participate in all major cam-

paigns: against the Bantu Education Act, the

Cape Provincial Segregation Ordinance; we

campaigned for equal opportunities for our

young African, Coloured and Indian women

to work in shops and offices.

The most important of our campaigns

was the anti-pass campaign, carried out joint-

ly with the ANC Women’s League. This cam-

paign lead to the August 9th, 1956 demon-

stration by over 20,000 women of all races.

We joined the international democratic

women’s movement, sent our leaders like

Dora Tamana, Lilian Ngoyi, Asha Darwood

and others to conferences abroad, and in this

way participated in the struggle to protect

the children and peoples of the world from

another war, for peace and social progress.

Yes, we were and still are a force. That is

why so many of our women were and still

are under constant harassment by the regime.

Today they are trying to silence Albertina

Sisulu, they have kept Dorothy Nyembe in

their dungeons for the past fifteen years, they

have tried to stifle our veterans like Helen

Joseph, but our women are marching forward

to victory.

Veteran women ’s leader

Mrs Helen Joseph with Mrs

Martha Mahlangu, mother

ofSolomon Mahlangu,

people ’s hero, judicially

murdered on April 6th,

1979, at the launch of the

United Democratic Front.

   
Zinzi Mandela

Daughter 0fNelson and Winnie Mandela

Our women have created strong organisa-

tions throughout the country — the United

Women’s Organisation, the South African

Women’s Federation, the East London W0-

men’s Organisation, the Port Elizabeth Wo-

men’s Organisation, the Durban Women’s

Organisation as well as many other self-help

and other clubs.
It is in recognition of the militancy of our

women and as a means of consolidating the

ranks of the democratic women’s movement

that the African National Congress has de-

clared this as the Year of the Women. It is

indeed a fitting tribute to the 30th anniver-

ary of the founding of the Federation of

South African Women.

 



Dorothy Nyembe, veteran of our wo-

men ’s and people ’3 struggles, sentenc-

ed to fifteen years imprisonment in
1969 for helping the soldiers of

Umkhonto we Sizwe, will be released
on March 25th this year. We call on

all democratic and peace-loving wo-

men of the world to send messages
0f greetings and solidarity to this gal-

lant freedom fighter, to welcome her

back into the ranks ofthe democratic

women and people ’s movement.
Messages can be sent c/o:

Mrs Beatrice Mhlongo,

F5 79 Ntuzima Township

1’0 Kwa Masha, Natal 4360, -' ~ * - 6
South Africa
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Ray Alexander addressmg the Inaugural conference of the Federation ofSA Women, April
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