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OPSOMMING 

Gedurende die vyftiger- en sestigerjare het die swart vroue aan die Rand, as 

gevolg van die Nasionale Party se apartheidsbeleid, plaaslike strukture gebruik 

om rasseskeiding te opponeer. Plaaslike inisiatiewe deur hierdie vroue is 

geignoreer en eers gedurende die vyftigerjare, met die stigting van die African 

National Congress se Vroueliga, het swart vroue na yore getree. Die stigting van 

die Federasie van Suid-Afrikaanse Vroue in 1954, het egter as gevolg van sy 

sterkte (mag), daarin geslaag om aksies van vroue te verenig en bymekaar te 

bring vir 'n gemeenskaplike doel. 

Die feit dat vroue deelgeneem het aan politieke organisies het daartoe bygedra 

dat die regering se beleid van onderdrukking geopponeer is: Hierdeur het vroue 

op meer mag en beheer oor hul eie leavens aangedring: die reg op onderwys, 

om nie 'n pas te dra nie en beter onderwys vir hulle kinders. Vroue was egter nie 

net gekant teen die regeringsbeleid nie, maar ook teen die algemene siening van 

mans dat vroue 'n sekondere rol speel en dat die vrou se plek in die kombuis is. 

Met hierdie studie word gepoog om optrede van Swart vroue ter bevordering van 

vroulike selfhandhawing uit te lig ten spyte van die regering se gesloer in die 

verskaffing van sosiale dienste. Vroue het nietemin daarin geslaag om plaaslike 

strukture daar te stel, plakkersgebiede te begin, vroue-organisasies te stig en te 

deel in hierdie bronne. Met die verbanning van politieke organisasies in 1960, -

het nuwe organisasies wat op verandering aangedring het na yore getree. 

Alhoewel die Federasie van Suid-Afrikaanse Vroue nie verban is nie, het dit tog 

transformasie ondergaan. Die doelstellings deur die_ vroue daargestel, het bly 

voorbestaan. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY, AIMS, METHOD AND A BRIEF 

OVERVIEW 

The end of the Second World War witnessed mass migration by Africans in 

South Africa from the countryside to the urban areas. As men left the reserves 

to seek employment in the urban areas, their homesteads remained under the 

care of their wives, who then headed the households. Owing to the unsteady 

economic position in the reserves and the poor agricultural yields, many Africans 

were pushed off the land, which by then becathe scarcer and farming a wishful 

exercise. 

The reserves could not compete favourably with the growing urban economy, 

because manufacturing began to dominate economic activity, and the reserves, 

in turn, grew more impoverished while urbanisation occurred on a larger scale. 

Inflation soared and wages remained almost static. Urban housing became 

virtually unobtainable and squatter settlements mushroomed. 

Until 1952, when new legislation was introduced, women were not required to 

carry passes and were thus entitled to considerably more freedom of movement. 

The decline of the reserves and the subsequent influx of African women into the 

cities, resulted in influx control regulations applying to men, being extended to 

include women as well. The migration of Africans, which became prominent in 

the latter part of the forties, was male dominated and this remained the pattern 

for years. There was, however, a dramatic shift, as Bonner pointed out: 'Women 

joined men, whereas in fact, women often came independently to the town, 

sometimes because of broken marriages and were liable to settle more 

permanently than men."' 

P. Bonner: African urbanisation on the Rand between the 1930's and 1960's: It's 
Social Characteristics and Political Consequences. Journal of Southern African Studies 
Vol.21(1), March 1995, p.117. 
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African women in the late forties therefore, left the reserves in search of either 

their husbands or jobs. The urbanisation of African women altered the whole 

political economy of the country, as women became job seekers. 

When the National Party Government came to power in 1948, measures of 

control over the different racial groups, which regulated the freedom of 

movement as well as the freedom to settle permanently in an urban area, were 

introduced systematically. The Group Areas Act of 1950 designated urban 

residential space to different race groups. 

The enactment of the Native Laws Amendment Act of 1952 and the amendment 

to the Urban Areas Act of 1923 meant that the National Party Government was 

enforcing segregation more systematically. 

It could further be asserted that the extension of passes to -African women 

threatened women's lives. Julia Wells stated that: 'The draconian system was 

threatening to women when new employment possibilities opened up. Many 

African women were attracted to the formal sector, for it paid much better than 

domestic service or farm labour. The introduction of the passes to African 

women would thus limit women's freedom of movement and choice.n 2  

The study will trace the position of the African women in the urban areas and the 

role they played in grassroots movements, as well as in political organisations 

and how women's activities impacted on other community issues. 

2 J. Wells : We now demand! The history of women's resistance to the pass laws in South Africa  p.9. 
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1.2 RESEARCH AIM 

The study purports to trace and analyse how African women used local 

structures in the 1950's and 1960's to seek redress against the policies of racial 

segregation. This study intends showing how African women have piloted local 

organisations during the period under review, how they resisted all attempts by 

the local municipal council to have women removed from the location and how 

women rejected the authority of the local boards. 

Protest movements and organisations, and the type of political activity women 

engaged in before the 1950's, have been largely ignored by the few writers who 

have considered the matter at all. This has resulted in the assumption that there 

were no women's activities prior to 1950. C. Kros wrote: "...(that) there is a 

general assumption that until the 1950's women were passive and took a back 

seat in all spheres except forone or two outbursts of activity, like for instance the 

resistance against the passes in the Free State in 1913." 3  

The study purports to dispel the myth that African women were inactive prior to 

1950: This study shows that the emergence of the squatter settlement in the late 

1940's was spearheaded by African women who had nowhere to settle, except 

by pitching up shacks. By early 1940 urban workers found it increasingly difficult 

to obtain suitably priced residential accommodation as no new houses were 

built. The study will analyse how Sofasonke Mpanza, a member of the Orlando 

Advisory Board and the leader of the Sofasonke Mpanza Party, was able to win 

adherents to his party, the majority of whom were women and why African 

women in Orlando defied the Municipal Council's regulations and pitched up 

"shelters" which came to be known as the "Shanty Town". 

3  C. Kros : Urban African Women Organisation and Protest on the Rand from the years 1939-1956, 
Unpublished BA (Bons) dissertation, University of Witwatersrand, 1978, p.2. 
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Ellen Hellman stated: 'The erosion of urban native housing made possible the 

growth of evil slums in and. out of the periphery of urban areas and the growth of 

appalling unsatisfactory locations." 4  

The study will refer to the Defiance Campaign of 1952 and indicate how African 

women opposed racial segregation. The study will indicate how the following 

organisations contributed towards African women's activities, viz. the Congress 

of Democrats, the African National Congress Women's League, the South 

African Congress of Trade Unions and the South African Communist Party; and 

how some African women had served in the se organisations in a leadership 

position. 

Many second generation African residents in Orlando, Pimville and freehold 

townships such as Sophiatown and Martindale took advantage of the situation to 

sublet because of the demand for houses which could not be met. Sustenance 

and house-letting was very common in the late forties and African women who 

were unemployed, managed to make a lucrative business through renting, 

homebrewing and subletting. Though the law stipulated that no African woman 

may become the-legal tenant of a house, urban life was very difficult. A family 

could not be sustained with the wages of one person. The study will indicate 

how, despite restrictive measures to prevent subletting, African women defied 

the municipal regulations and continued to operate their businesses of 

subletting. No African woman owed property. The houses for subletting were 

owned by their husbands or fathers. The women managed and supervised the 

businesses on behalf of the men. 

1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEM 

African women have from the grassroots level initiated projects to empower 

themselves and to improve their communities. 

E. Hellman : Handbook on Race Relations in South Africa, p.242. 

4 



Due to the contribution of women to local initiatives, a number of community 

projects emerged. African women's participation in local projects was prompted 

by the scarcity of jobs in the city centre, as many women moved into the city to 

swell the number of job seekers. Men and women competed for domestic jobs. 

Men in the city centre of Johannesburg worked as “Arnawashe (laundry 

workers). It thus became crucial to African women that whilst there were no jobs 

for them, they should create jobs for themselves. They began to initiate 

community projects on a smaller scale, such as social clubs, nurseries, creches, 

feeding schemes and orphanages. The neglect and non-recognition of local 

initiatives and the assumptions that African women only became active in the 

1950's, is to deny African women the credit of being champions and pioneers of 

local initiatives. As a result of this neglect, the research in this paper attempts to 

challenge the myth of African women's inactiveness. 

In this research the problem is firstly to establish who participated in these local 

organisations and to identify the various projects. Secondly, to identify other 

major projects associated with women's achievements. The tradition of local 

activism was pronounced in the massive anti-pass campaign of African women 

in the 1950's which fanned out over the whole country. In this research the 

problem is to establish who participated and to verify whether there was 

collaborative action between local initiatives and political organisations. 

In 1918 the South African Native National Congress, which later became the 

African National Congress, admitted African women to the organisation. The 

African women called their group the Bantu Women's League. The Bantu 

Women's League pursued an independent course at grassroots level and 

woman's militancy was encouraged. The different branches of the Bantu 

Women's League took up local issues and participated in campaigns initiated by 

political organisations and trade unions at local and national leve1. 5  What was 

the purpose of taking the lead in such organisations? 

5  F. Ginwala: " Women and the African National Congress 1912-1943," Agenda. Journal about Women 
and Gender  no 8. 1990. 
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Why, while in the midst of poverty, homelessness and a high mortality rate, did 

African women identify themselves with the Liberal Party and establish welfare 

organisations? What was the benefit to these welfare organisations, were they 

merely social groups bent on civilizing Africans, teaching Africans good manners 

such as how to serve tea and socialise with other people? What were the issues 

raised by the welfare organisations? These were, inter alia, issues related to 

poor housing, squatting, day care centres, education and social development. 

In 1954 the Federation of South African Women (FEDSAW) was formed and 

played an important role, not only in the anti-pass campaign of 1956, but also in 

the initiation and co-ordination of branch activities of FEDSAW. Was the 

formation of FEDSAW an answer to women's issues or problems? Who were 

the members of FEDSAW? Were local women affiliates of FEDSAW? Was 

FEDSAW classified according to a social class? Why did FEDSAW decide on 

women's clubs in the 1960's as an attempt to help alleviate the dwindling 

membership of the organisation? What was the role of African women in the 

Congress Alliance? Was membership on the basis of groups or individual 

membership? 

African women had problems with the right to own and rent a house. They could 

not enter into any contract without the consent of their husbands. What role did 

African women play in the squatter camp? Did the women make any 

contribution to the list of demands challenging their role as women? Why was 

the Communist Party of South Africa very active with African women's local 

uprisings? Was the exclusion of African women from full membership in the 

Constitution of the South African Native National Congress contrasted with the • 

participation of women in deliberations, decision making and campaigns of the 

organisation? In 1912, throughout South Africa, government and politics were 

generally considered to be the exclusive province of men, and all women, black 

6 



and white, were denied the franchise s  

The problems identified have been pivotal in shaping the focus of this study and 

to indicate how African women have contributed towards shaping their own lives. 

1.4 HISTORIOGRAPHY AND METHODOLOGY 

As a result of very few records on African women's activities in the urban 

locations in the 1950's, and limited research done, finding academic work on the 

topic has been a problem. The research done so far, has been a concentration 

on the impact of migrant labour and the lives of African men in the mining 

compound hostel. No systematic account has been written of where or how 

people lived. The absence of the voices of African women in academic research 

has been raised by many academics and have alluded to the fact that such an 

absence makes any writing limited in it's scope, because it excludes women. If 

- they were mentioned, African women were reduced to shadowy figures who 

remained in the reserves, scratching life from the land and caring for the young, 

- while their men sought wage employment in the "European" areas. In the towns 

and mining compounds they were the faceless brewers of beer, the despised 

carriers of venereal diseases, the age-old symbol of society in decay.' 

Owing to the absence of academic work on women's issues, particularly African 

women, this has led to the neglect of an appreciation of the grassroots 

organisations, which played an important role during the initial stages of location 

building in Johannesburg. Deon van Tonder wrote in Sophiatown: Removals 

and Protest 1940 — 1955, about the flood of scholarly works in the last ten years 

on urban township history. He also identified the absence of studies on the role 

of the local authorities and how the impingement of local authorities on township 

life, is left virtually unexplored. Van Tonder acknowledges that relatively little 

6 F. Ginwala : " Women and the African National Congress 1912- 1943," Agenda. Journal about Women and 
Gender no 8. 1990. 
E. Schmidt: "Review: Oppression and resistance: The struggle of women in South Africa" in Journal of 
Modern African Studies Vol. 24(2), 1986, pp. 349-351. 
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has been written about local authorities in South Africa, especially with regard to 

ways in which state policy was implemented locally by the municipal authorities. 8  

A few women have written academic works on issues affecting African women. 

What was written presented one side of the story, such as African women in 

domestic service, without fully reflecting African women's feelings and 

experiences. Domestic service was one of the largest sectors of employment for 

African women in South Africa. Yet it was a largely unstudied occupation. Jaclyn 

Cock in Maids and Madams managed to show how constraints in domestic service 

hampered the ability to resist exploitation. The lack of educational opportunities 

and employment alternatives, coupled with influx control legislation, restricted the 

movement of African workers and combined to trap African women generally and, 

in the Ea -siern Cape most specifically, in domestic service. 9  

The writing of women's history began later in South Africa than in many other 

industrialised countries. Penelope Hetherington said: "When the first attack 

began on the liberal interpretation of the South African past, there was no real 

development in the writing of women history in academia. Before that it was 

chiefly anthropologists who dealt with women's role in the context of biological 

reproduction embedded in descriptions of marriage, customs, fertility rituals and 

domestic labour."10  Other women writers like Belinda Bozzoli have raised 

concerns on women's issues. Bozzoli has argued that Cherry! Walkers book 

Women and Resistance  was rather old fashionably formalist in that it gives 

credence to acts of resistance only when they take place under the umbrella of 

formal organisations:" Bozzoli argued that FEDSAW formed in 1954, was not a 

feminist movement in the pure sense of the word. It was a movement against 

the state and not against patriarchy. 12  

D. Van Tonder: Sophiatown: Removals and Protest 1940-1955, Unpublished, MA dissertation 
University of South Africa, 1990, p.6. 

9 J. Cock: Maids and Madams. A study in the politics of exploitation, p.7. 
10 P. Hetherington: "Women in South Africa: Historiography in English", The International Journal of 

African Historical Studies. Vol. 26(2).1993, p. 245. 
I I B. Bozzoli: "Women against apartheid and against patriarchy", Zuid Afrikaan, 1992, p. 75. 
12 C. Robertson: "Developing economic awareness" . Changing perspective in studies of African women 

1976 -1988 Feminist Studies, 13 January 1987, pp. 97-136. 

8 



Belinda Bozzoli has further argued about Cherry! Walkers Women and 

Resistance  °that she does not explore fully that Black women's resistance had its 

roots in Black female grassroots culture, as well as in the Federation of South 

African Women, the rare leaders of South African women. Without the presence 

of organisations to channel their grievances, women in a variety of settings have 

taken initiative, worn the trousers, told their men how 'useless' they had been in 

protesting against unacceptable practices, and generally stood up for themselves 

and their communities. "13  

Penelope Hetherington has further stated: in the period before the Second 

World War, historians appeared not to have incorporated women into their 

analysis, even at the most rudimentary level of making them visible. But women 

began to appear in the historical records after 1950 because of the work of a 

number of women in the left wing circles. Helen Joseph and Ray Alexander who 

produced a number of monographs and articles are just two of the many women 

outside academia, who were writing about women before there was any writing 

by professional historians. "14  

Julia Wells in We now demand! The history of women's resistance to pass laws 

in South Africa, wrote at length on women's resistance in the 50's. In fact, Wells 

acknowledged the contribution of women and highlighted that: Whilst the 

women effectively resisted oppression from a ruthless coercive state, they were 

at the same time defending the primacy of their roles as mothers and 

homemakers: 15  Julia Wells, it could be said, provided a view of women and 

their opinion and attitude to the abusive system. 

In Women of Phokenq Belinda Bozzoli cited incidents of how African women 

vented their responses to oppression. Her contribution provided an input on 

women's responses to the new movements. Many women remained apolitical, 

13  B. Bozzoli: "Women against apartheid and against patriarchy,"Zuid Afrikaan 1992, p. 75. 
14 

 P. Hetherington: "Women in South Africa: Historiography in English" The International Journal of 
African Historical Studies Vol.26(2), 1993, p. 245. 

15 
J. Wells: " We now demand!'' The history of women's resistance to pass laws in South Africa p.9. 
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or even anti-political, their resilience and defiance continuing on a personal 

level. Others agreed with political and social action, but later claimed that their 

hearts had not really been in it, or that they had been disillusioned by defeat. A 

third category of women was entirely captivated by the political and social 

ideology of the movements concerned and appeared to have undergone a 

personal and intellectual transformation, as a result' s  

Feminist historians in the late 1970's, were therefore bent on writing the history 

of the resistance of black women against the oppression of apartheid and the 

experience of women in the labour force, where they were very conscious of the 

fact that they were writing 'compensatory history', making up for the previous 

neglect of women's lives." Studies concerning the impact of apartheid on 

household structures and on the lives of women, have also come from people 

working in several different discipline's e.g. political economy and sociology. 

Bozzoli in Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies, has raised concerns to 

the fact that, although there is an interest in the study of women in the seventies, 

the field has remained segregated with all it's attendant risks of ghettoisation." 

The absence of a minimum family wage meant that women may be seen as 

subsidising the capitalist sector, in that they provided for their families and 

therefore bore the cost of producing the workforcei s  Women do not form an 

isolated and homogenous category, to be studied apart from society as a whole, 

anymore than men do. Women's history cannot be separated from that of the 

rest of the society because sex is not the main determinant of women's position. 

Cherry! Walker in Women and Resistance wrote about the difference between 

women and men. Her focus was on the protest of women against patterns of 

exploitation under capitalism and does not discuss how the position of the 

16  B. Bozzo li: "Women of Phokeng. Consciousness, life strategy and migrancy in South Africa, 1900-
1983 " p.167. 

17 P. Hetherington: "Women in South Africa: Historiography in English,"  The International Journal of 
African Historical Studies,  Vol. 26(2), 1993, p. 245. 

18  B. Bozzoli: " Marxism, Feminism and South African studies," Journal-of Southern African 
Studies,  Vol. 9(2), April 1983, p. 139. 

19 	pp.249-250.  Ibid 
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African women changed in the transformation from a pre-capitalist to capitalist 

society. 2°  The researcher could find no academic writing relating to African 

women's resistance in urban locations, during the fifties. Though there has been 

work done on issues regarding women, and African women's organisations, the 

study hopes to utilise oral evidence to supplement the missing link. 

E. Brink in The Afrikaner Women of the Garment Workers Union, 1918 — 1939 

has confined herself exclusively to the Afrikaner women and the disabilities 

these women endured. In her thesis she has elaborated extensively on the role 

of Afrikaner women as garment workers. She showed how they shaped the 

society of South Africa. She referred to the absence of women's voices as the 

"hidden history. The experiences of Afrikaner women, could significantly 

illuminate the experiences of both coloured and black women, who during the 

early forties entered the city in greater numbers and gradually numerically 

outstripped the white female population. 21  

H. L. Venter in Die Swart Vrou in Buite Parlementere Versetpolitiek in Suid-

Afrika. 1943 — 1952 wrote extensively on black women's involvement in urban 

politics and the role played by the Communist Party in spearheading the 

campaigns during the 1940s. She supports the views that before and during the 

1940s, black men expected of their women to play a supporting role, while they 

tried to bring about political change. Initially, Venter accords black women were 

willing to leave politics in the hands of men but not necessarily implying that 

black women remained inactive as assumed by other academics. As a result of 

these attitudes and perceptions, many whites considered black women to be 

"submissive" and "subordinate" and whites generally assumed that black women 

knew nothing about politics and had no role to play in politics whatsoever. 22  

20 !bid 
21 E. Brink: The Afrikaner women of the Garment Workers' Union.. 1918 — 1939. Unpublished MA dissertation. 

University of the Witwatersrand, 1986, p. X114. 
22 H. L. Venter: Die Swart Vrou in Butte Parlementere Versetpolitiek in Suid-Afrika, 1943 — 1952 Unpublished 

MA dissertation, University of Pretoria, 1995, p. 162. 

1 1 



Venter's account provides a critical perspective of the 1940s with regard to black 

women's involvement in politics and non-political campaigns and the fear these 

campaigns caused to many whites, particularly Afrikaners. She contends that 

Afrikaners interpreted the behaviour of black women as a threat to their own 

continued existence and privileged position in society. Therefore the National 

Party government's attempt from 1948 onwards to extend passes to black 

women was an attempt to bring black women under control. 23  

Venter's research on black women provides a well-balanced account of what 

was happening behind the scene in urban areas especially with regard to black 

women. It also disproves the assumption from the academic circles that African 

women were inactive prior to the 1950s. 

The method chosen to analyse and interpret the problems posed, is to study 

unpublished and published primary sources located in the Pretoria National 

State Archives, the University of Witwatersrand William Cullen Library and the 

Institute of Race Relations. A vast collection of letters, correspondence, minutes 

and diaries between the Native Administration, Municipal Council and the Local 

Advisory Board have been read. The documents consulted, provided a detailed 

account of events in African locations and the problems of early settlement in the 

urban location during the 1940's, which resulted in the local municipal council 

intervening to maintain law and order. Reference to the Rheinhalt-Jones 

collection at the Historical and Literacy Papers in the William Cullen Library 

made it easier to assess the conditions of the beer brewers and the reasons for 

beer brewing. 

The primary documents at the Pretoria National State ArChives provided 

information regarding the discussions between the local advisory boards, the 

housing committee, petitions from the subtenants and the Vigilance Association. 

23  !bid 
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Not all locations in the urban areas have been cited and the examples shown in 

this research refers to some of the locations which by 1940 had long been 

established. Mention is made of Shanty Town in Orlando and shelters in 

Pimville. The main reason however for citing these examples, was to emphasise 

the active participation of African women in the locations in resisting racial 

segregation. 

Helen Joseph's collection located at the Witwatersrand William Cullen Library's 

Historical and Literacy Papers, provided records of FEDSAW, a constitution of 

the federation, minutes, diaries, letters and the details regarding the launch of 

the organisation in 1954. Correspondence between the executive members of 

the African National Congress Women's League and FEDSAW in the anti-pass 

campaign of 1956 and the role women played in the demonstration, made it 

possible to compare the organisations and establish the relationship between 

the two. Helen Joseph's papers also revealed her feelings regarding the 

banning orders, the Treason Trial of 1956, her relationship with Lilian Masediba 

Ngoyi and the role they both played in FEDSAW. 

The Black Sash records provided sufficient evidence of conditions in Black 

areas, passes for women, house permits, arrests and evictions as well as case 

studies on women and their living conditions under apartheid. A collection of 

criminal records and cases at the Pretoria State Archives provided background 

to charges and indictment on cases ranging from drunkenness, house permits 

and passes to brewing of beer in the locations. Besides the official documents, 

a variety of newspapers, journals, periodicals and interviews provided useful and 

valuable information. A large selection of secondary sources also provided 

background on African women's organisations and what women had been doing 

prior to 1950. Reference to these books acted as the basis for analysis and 

argument on issues raised. Some of the major books consulted included the 

following: 

Julia C Wells,1993: We Now Demand! The History of women resistance to pass 

laws in South Africa The text provided sufficient information on women's 
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resistance and passes and a comparison of women's resistance against the 

passes in 1913 and 1950. 

Hilda Bernstein, 1985: For their triumphs and for their tears. Women in  

apartheid South Africa  The book draws a comparison between women in the 

urban and rural areas which shows disparities in remuneration and allocation of 

jobs. The text gives a detailed account of the historical development of 

FEDSAW — the formation of the Federation in 1954 and why in 1960 the 

activities of the Federation declined. 

R. E. Lapchick and S. Urdang, 1989: Oppression and resistance : The struggle 

of women in South Africa.  The text provides a comprehensive view of the effects 

of apartheid on all aspects of women's lives. The text further elaborates on the 

conditions of South African women, to some extent those in Namibia and pre-

independence Zimbabwe. 

E. Unterhalter, 1987: Forced Removals: The segregation, division and control of 

the people of South Africa  The text outlined the Group Areas Act, the effect of 

forced removals and evictions. 

Helen Joseph, 1986: Side by Side.  Helen Joseph details biographical.data on 

her involvement in the Congress of the Democrats, the African National 

Congress, FEDSAW, the 1956 Treason Trial and the march to Pretoria in 1956 

against the passes. In the text Helen Joseph has reflected on the anti-pass 

campaign, the decline of FEDSAW in 1960 and her involvement in protest action 

against racial discrimination. 

Cherryl Walker, 1982: Women and resistance in South Africa  The text traces 

the evolution of FEDSAW, conditions in South Africa prior to 1950 and the role 

of African women in the 1940's. The focus is on women's activities in FEDSAW, 

as well as the Congress Alliance and the African National Congress Women's 

League. 
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The secondary sources have proved valuable to reconstruct the history of 

women's resistance to racial segregation in urban areas. The secondary 

sources also assisted in providing the basis for comparison of the authors 

expositions and analysis of the issues. 

1.5 IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

The research on local women's activities has provided information for improved 

understanding of women's actions in the early fifties. The study gives credence 

to grassroots organisations which have operated for many years without 

recognition, when in fact they laid the foundation for the formation of political 

organisations in the African communities. Furthermore, such a study reveals the 

dynamic nature of society and how over the years African women continuously 

shaped their lives and asserted themselves despite the restrictions, pass laws 

and other measures of control. 

The study has focused not only on African women but on women in a broader 

context and how they responded to racial discrimination and apartheid and how 

women have reacted to social injustices. The first national meeting of all women 

at the Trades Hall in 1954 spelled out the purpose for the national meeting and 

why it was important to draw each others resources and to fight for a common 

purpose. The study has proved valuable, because it revealed how women were 

prepared to sacrifice their lives and to venture to assist where it was necessary. 

The study is relevant because of the spotlight it places on women. Women are 

seen as victims, but not passive sufferers. When their families were threatened 

they were seen at the forefront of popular resistance. The women led campaigns 

against the pass laws, the boycotts of buses and "Bantu° schools. They 

organised protests against rent increases and defied authorities building and 

rebuilding makeshift shelters south of Johannesburg in the 1940s, such as Shanty 

Town in Orlando. They have formed self-help groups and co-operatives, joined 

trade unions and community organisations. Some have been banned and 
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imprisoned, others have gone into exile and joined the liberation movements. The 

study makes a valuable contribution to research on women's activities in urban 

areas, especially in grassroots organisations. 

1.6 A BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTERS 

Chapter two 

This chapter refers to the conditions in urban black locations, for example in 

Orlando and Pimville, with reference to the question of early settlement,, housing 

and the emergence of the squatter problem. Reference is made to Sofasonke 

Mpanza who was the leader of the Sofasonke Party in Orlando and his role in 

the establishment of Shanty Town in 1947 and a synopsis of the precarious 

living conditions in urban areas. The National Housing Schethe unfortunately 

failed to meet the demand for housing in the black urban areas in the black 

urban areas. 

Chapter three 

This chapter analyses and provides a detailed account of FEDSAW, its aims and 

objectives and FEDSAW's attempt to mobilise women against discrimination, 

how FEDSAW was able to challenge some aspects of racial discrimination, e.g. 

housing in urban locations and squatting. Attention is also paid to the question 

of the status of women in various organisations. This chapter also explains the 

question of FEDSAW membership, how the organisation managed to unite 

women from different corners in 1954 and subsequently drew up a constitution. 

This chapter deals with the FEDSAW involvement in the anti-pass campaign and 

the relationship with the ANCWL. Finally, the question of the relationship 

between FEDSAW and other women's organisations and the impact of that on 

community issues, is addressed. 
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Chapter four 

This chapter will focus on the strategies and the manifestation of FEDSAW in 

redressing racial segregation. In the following areas grassroots organisations of 

women and FEDSAW resisted the municipal control on their activities, i.e. 

homebrewing 

rent boycott 

housing and settlements 

Despite African women's resistance and boycotts, rent hikes and beer halls in the 

locations, the municipal authorities enforced their control by arresting all the 

women who brewed beer. African women thus lost an important means of 

livelihood. 

Chapter five 

This chapter analyses the reasons for the decline in African women's activities in 

the 1960's and how the banning of the political organisations namely the ANCWL, 

PAC and the ANC, affected FEDSAW. FEDSAW was never banned, but had 

operated alongside the ANCWL, and with it's banning, FEDSAW lost a large 

membership. The chapter will analyse the alternative plans of FEDSAW in the 

1960's, to establish women's clubs and how regional bodies of FEDSAW 

managed to sustain the organisation. Owing to the arrest of key leaders in the 

political organisations, membersbecame afraid to operate openly and operated 

underground or fled the country. 

Chapter six 

This chapter focuses on the performance of FEDSAW. The emphasis will be on 

the problems encountered by FEDSAW and how these problems impacted on 
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the effective operation of FEDSAW and other women's organisations. The anti-

pass campaign of 1956 and the role played by FEDSAW and the ANCWL, will 

provide an account of the planning, strategies and the mutual support provided 

by women's organisations. Though FEDSAW's attempts to resist the 

enforcement of the pass laws on African women failed, they managed however, 

to conscientise women about the implications of the pass laws. Furthermore, the 

chapter also highlights the factors, which contributed to the ineffectiveness of 

FEDSAW. Among these factors would be the attitude of men, lack of support or 

acknowledgement, the absence of political backing by men, the shortage of 

funds, distances between regional bodies and, lastly, the nature of membership. 

The discussion in this chapter will indicate that these factors impacted negatively 

on the smooth operation of FEDSAW. 

Chapter seven 

The conclusion is an overview of what the study entailed, a summary of what 

was achieved. A reference is made to what women learnt, namely, unity, 

togetherness, understanding and co-operation. The 1954 meeting brought 

women irrespective of their race, creed and class together for a purpose. 

Women in 1954 came together with differences, shared their differences and 

asserted themselves as women, to challenge forces which worked against 

women's progress. They acknowledged the activities of the grassroots 

organisations and the impact those had on women's demands. Lastly, the 

conclusion emphasises the role women played in community issues such as 

child care, education and employment. 
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CHAPTER 2 

2. THE PROBLEM OF URBAN HOUSING 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The key institution of segregation and apartheid has been the dominant debate 

in the black township. For many decades the idea of accommodating the urban 

blacks in segregated townships was part of white local government discourse. 

The ideal was never fully realised, largely because of the heavy capital 

investment it required. The municipal beer monopolies operating, as a kind of 

self-financing mechanism in the 1920s, represented an attempt to resolve this 

contradiction between cost and control. The funds however derived from the 

monopolies were used mainly to finance the local "native affairs" bureaucracy; 

little went into black housing. The provision of housing thus always fell short of 

what was needed. One consequence of the housing shortage was however, the 

rapid growth of shack settlements, especially from the 1940's. 

The question of urban housing was complicated further by the segregationist 

policies which had prevailed prior to 1949. Segregation was an essential form of 

government spatial control over residential space. 24  Residential segregation by 

itself was an insufficient means of achieving the kind of overall control for which 

the state was striving. The housing policy, Malinga argued, was not only 

towards providing shelter but also towards the regulation or subregulation of 

urban blacks. 25  

As early as 1937, the Johannesburg City Council realised that the African 

locations were already overcrowded. According to the Urban Areas Act of 1923 

only Africans employed in the city could be allowed to reside there. 

24  P. Maylam: "Explaining the Apartheid City: 20 years of South African Urban Historiography, Journal 
of Southern African Studies Vol 21, No.1, March 1995, p.35. 

25  S. Malinga: The establishement of Black Townships in South Africa with particular reference to the 
establishment of Daveyton Township on the East Rand. Unpublished MA dissertation, RAU, 1997, 
p.16. 
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Amendments to the Urban Areas Consolidation Act of 1945, particularly section 

10 and 29, denied Africans freedom of movement not only from country to town, 

but also moving from town to town26. The growing number of people who moved 

into the city in the late twenties created a problem. No housing was provided for 

the Africans in the city unless they had permanent employment. The City 

Council's attempts to maintain law and order failed as was illustrated by the filth 

and lawlessness which prevailed in the city. Inevitably, the City Council was 

compelled to apply stringent measures to punish the law breakers and to enforce 

the regulations governing the city. The City Council then decided to remove the 

slums in the city and resettle the African people in the locations. 

In 1944, an estimated 8000 people were on the waiting list of the National 

Housing Council. The people who needed houses urgently, continued to ask for 

houses. Attempts to speed up the process, eventually failed, and the City 

Council was urged to explain the causes for the backlog in housing. Some of 

the reasons given for the delay in housing were the following: 

shortages of funds, 

shortage of building materials, 

shortage of skilled builders 

the escalation of numbers on the waiting list. 

There was, however, another pliable excuse, i.e. the unexpected influx of 

Africans into the city. 27  

26  AD1137 Cd 2.2.:Circular by FEDSAW on facts relating to the Native Urban Areas Consolidation Act 
as amended, for the benefit of the Congress member's, 1955 . 

2 7  NTS 6470 51/313/S1 (1) : Memoranduth to the Minister of Native Affairs - National Housing and City 
Council, 1944. 
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The removal of Africans from the city-centre aggravated the situation as no 

provision had been made to re-house the squatters temporarily. The City 

Council continued with its programme of building houses for Africans, with the 

hope of alleviating overcrowding, but failed to build houses for all the people on 

the waiting list. 

This chapter will give a synopsis of the prevailing conditions in an urban location 

and highlight the problem of urban housing in the forties. The focus will be on 

early attempts by the City Council of Johannesburg to build houses for the 

people whose names were on the waiting list. Though the chapter mainly gives 

a background to the policy of racial segregation and housing, the focus will be 

on how women in grassroots organisations managed to mobilise for housing. 

2.2 ORLANDO AND PIMVILLE LOCATIONS 

- The Orlando Location was one of the oldest African locations, that began in 

1931 as a result of a housing shortage in the city centre. Orlando experienced a 

- shortage of houses as many people flocked to seek space for accommodation. 

It was in Orlando where, in 1944, the Shanty Town settlement emerged. 

Pimville is another example of a location for Africans which emerged in 1905 in 

an attempt to clear the city of slums. It consisted of 99 water tanks, sliced 

lengthwise, each housing a family and a rather larger ,group of African 

constructed shanties. Due to the outbreak of the plague in Vrededorp and 

Braamfontein, in 1902, the authorities were afraid that the plague might spread 

to other areas in the city. The Africans were then moved from Vrededorp and 

Braamfontein to what became known as Pimville Location. 28  This location, the 

oldest African location in the South Western Township, was characterised by 

filth and dirt, untarred roads and poor infrastructure. The people removed from 

the city centre were assured that they would be re-housed immediately. 

Unfortunately, approximately 3,000 people were housed on a sewage farm, 

28  NTS 5930 51/313 (11) (7): Pamphlet Pimville Location and Squatting (1944 -1946). 
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some twelve miles from the city. The settlement was regarded as temporary as 

the City Council had promised to provide houses and that only "for the time 

being people were housed in tanks of corrugated iron cut in half." 29  Later on, in 

1946, with the relaying of the Pimville Location, the Council allowed those who 

could purchase stands to build houses and the Housing Committee made a 

further promise of 1,200 houses to families who could not afford to build on their 

own stands. 

It was impossible for people in the locations to initiate building projects as they 

had to work through the Advisory Boards, which often seemed unenthusiastic 

about the issue of housing. The housing of African people became a problem 

which could not be solved because of policies -which governed the issuing of 

houses and also the daily increase of people on the waiting list. Early 

grassroots attempts thus to provide houses for Africans in the urban areas were 

bound to be met with resistance. 

2.3 SOFASONKE MPANZA AND SHANTYTOWN 

In 1944, James Mpanza, a grassroots community leader, saw that the City 

Council and the National Housing Committee could not solve the problem of 

housing. He then claimed empty spaces in Orlando and with a group of 

disgruntled backyard dwellers and evicted subtenants occupied the vacant 

municipal spaces. Sofasonke Mpanza, led about 50 people, to occupy the 

vacant spaces and established what came to be known as Shanty Town. 

Sofasonke's move had a rippling effect and squatters emerged all over 

Johannesburg in Pimville, Moroka, Alexandra and on the East Rand. 3°  

Shanty Town, was characterised by sack cloth, hessian, corrugated iron, poles, 

wood and bricks. It appeared that the temporary site occupied by the protesters 

would gradually disappear but within a year the whole area was overcrowded. 

29  Bantu World, 16 January 1954. 
313  NTS 6470 51/313/5 (1) 265/326. Press Clippings Orlando Squatting (1944 -1946). 
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Albertina Sisulu, a former resident of Orlando, said that "the place Shanty Town 

was overcrowded and had no good sanitation, children died daily." 31  

Furthermore, as a nurse she said: "/ started working at the Shanty Town clinic, 

which was founded to provide medical supplies to the residents." 32  Medical 

supplies were limited and owing to the influx of Africans into the township, it 

could be asserted that it was very difficult to maintain a healthy and clean 

environment. "Emasakeni" as the place came to be called, became a haven for 

the homeless and destitute. The camp did not, however, escape the criticism 

from the Health Department, since it was unhygienic and contaminated with 

germs. 33  

Despite criticism, Emasakeni became a popular place where the migrant 

labourer, who had no proper family accommodation, could have the entire family 

housed in temporary accommodation. Migrant labourers were housed in single 

men's hostels, but when men wanted their families to live with them as Phil 

Bonner argued, "they summoned their wives to Johannesburg to peg out a site 

at Emasakeni. Women who lived in fear of their families dissolving once their 

husbands secured a job in town, came independently in pursuit of the same goal 

and Emasakeni became the commonest place to pitch a tent". 34  

Shanty Town was not as disorderly as presumed. It was overcrowded but order 

prevailed. Julia Mpanza, the wife of James Mpanza, organised women to resist 

any attempts by the City Council to impose it's control over them. She became a 

powerful leader and worked on strategies to keep women in Orlando in control of 

affairs which affected them. 

Shanty Town expanded rapidly. To maintain law and order, Sofasonke Mpanza, 

together with his wife, assumed the leadership roles. The dwellers paid for all 

31  Interview Albertina Sisulu: Johannesburg, 10 November 1996.  
32  Ibid. 
33 NTS 6470 51/313 Si: Report on Special Housing Committee to the Special Council meeting, 12 April 1946. 
34  P. Bonner: "African Urbanisation on the Rand between 1930's and 1960's, It's Social Character and 

Political Consequences", Journal of Southern African Studies Vol.21, no.1 March 1995, p.120. 
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the services Shanty Town could provide. The money collected was paid to 

Sofasonke Mpanza and the rates varied as follows: 5s for a site, which included 

wood, coal and protection offered by the Sofasonke Guard. 35  Membership of the 

Sofasonke Party was 2s.6d. A dweller who wanted to open a business paid £25 

per month. It is however not sure what Sofasonke did with the money except to 

provide other basic necessities such as wood, coal and bread. %  Every person 

who wanted to build a shack, had to become a member of the Sofasonke Party. 

The City Council was unhappy with the conditions in Shanty Town. The 

Council's main concern was to gain control of the area and exercise its 

jurisdiction. Owing to the appalling living conditions, the council provided the 

residents with food and blankets. There was resistance to the council's 

intervention. On June 16 th, 1944, an organised band of women led by Julia 

Mpanza, protested and stopped the people from availing themselves to the soup 

and bread which the Council had provided. The Women shouted instead: "We 

need houses, and not soup. Build us houses and not soup." 37  In an attempt to 

address the housing shortage, the Council started to construct another form of 

temporary settlements. These were erected in 1944, in a place called Jabulani. 

Jabulani means "happiness". About 230 families were to be_ accommodated 

there. The Breeze Block shelter, as the settlement came to be called, consisted 

of a 12' x 12' x 8' front to back measurement. The rafters were untreated 

gumpoles, the roofing construction was corrugated asbestos. Windows and 

doors were not provided, thus the occupant had to improvise. The Breeze Bock 

Shelters did not provide a better solution. 

Occupants continued to live in the most deplorable conditions. "The shelters 

neither had a door nor windows, the rain; moisture and winds made the shelters 

uncomfortable, unhygienic and dangerous to the health of children and grown 

ups."38  It could, therefore, be ascertained that the Breeze Block Shelters in 

35  Drum Mapp7ine: November 1956. 
36  NTS 6470 51/313/SI: Report on Special Housing Committee to the Special Council meeting, 12 April 1946. 
3'  The Star, 17 June 1944. 	 -- 
38 AD 843/RJ/B.5.3. Joint Report from Town Clerk and Manager of the Department of Non-European Affairs, 

Orlando Location, Johannesburg. September, 1947. 
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Orlando did not solve the issue of housing but further compounded the location 

with disease and a high mortality rate. 

2.4 SQUATTING AND SUBTENANCY 

The Breeze Block Shelters were not solving the housing problem, since they 

were also rejected by the occupants, e.g. in Orlando. Approximately 3,000 

families, an estimated number of between 12,000 and 15,000 people, lived as 

subtenants. Their lives depended on the safety of tenants. In order to reduce 

the problem of overcrowding and squatting, the subtenants requested the City 

Council's permission to lease the land to the subtenants. This would relieve the 

subtenants of the huge rent they paid to the tenants. The residents of Orlando, 

favoured the suggestion but vowed to demonstrate and use force if the City 

Council refused. The residents promised to use force in many forms such as 

occupation in the street, in "sanitary lane", on vacant stands in Orlando, and 

would erect shelters, or remain there until accommodation was provided by the 

Council. 39  

The City Council was willing to make 100 stands available on a leasehold basis, 

but the 100 stands would be leased under the following conditions: "That the 

building should conform to building specifications of the City Council, the 

Department of Health by-laws, submission of proper plans to the city. engineers 

and the application of satisfactory proof of means to do so, proof of bona fide 

residence and where the applicant has been granted the lease, the building 

should be occupied by himself and may not be sublet to others, to be occupied 

by wife and children and family only. The building should be completed within 

four months of the granting of the lease. " 40  

39 
NTS 6471 265/326. Memorandum by the Advisory Board, Council Orlando (1951 - 1954) 

40 
TPB 2487 51/313/3/51 (7) Memorandum Minister of Native Affairs - Orlando Location 1946. 
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The subtenants in Orlando were not happy with the offer and demonstrated in 

1946. Approximately 4,000 and 5,000 protesters moved into the houses partly 

completed at Orlando West and took control of 46 houses and 16 temporary 

vacant houses belonging to the Council. No order of ejection was instituted 

because of fear that it might inflame the subtenants in other locations, like 

Pimville. The demonstrators agreed to move out when forced to halt, but moved 

into the communal hall and camped there. 41  According to the census conducted 

at the communal hall, 1,000 people were counted, but soon the number swelled 

to 2,107 families, approximately 8,000 people. The situation became very 

complicated because no more than 40% of those people could be traced on the 

Council's waiting list. 42  The total number of people demanding housing was 

problematic. It was difficult to ascertain how many families had a rightful claim to 

the houses, how many were actually Orlando residents, how many worked in the 

city, and how many had been moved into Orlando from outside areas. 43  

Therefore, the seizure of partly built houses by the demonstrators created 

problems for the Council. The builders also threatened to lay down their tools 

because of the unhygienic conditions which had resulted from the influx of 

Africans into the area." Because of the emerging situation, the Council could 

not drive out the demonstrators. Instead, the Council agreed to allow women 

and children to sleep on the floor. 

The housing crisis was never resolVed and the City Council's attitude was 

tempered by the absolute impossibility of providing alternative accommodation 

for law-breakers at the cost off the many thousands of law-abiding African 

residents on the waiting list. The fact that any consideration granted to these 

demonstrators would inevitably lead to similar illegal actions in each of the 

Council's other Native locations, also weakened the Council's position. They 

issued an urgent and emphatic warning that the existing conditions at Shanty 

41  

42 Ibid. 
43  Guardian,  14 March 1946. 
44  Sunday Times.  3 February 1946. 
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Town constituted a grave menace to public health and that the provision of any 

form of temporary accommodation to the demonstrators would aggravate the 

menace immeasurably. The conviction was that, however genuine the original 

grievances of those demonstrators might be, the demonstration was not 

spontaneous but engineered and was being kept alive by subversive 

influences. 45  

James Mpanza was suspected to be behind the whole demonstration. It was 

therefore clear that the Council could not and would not accept any proposal 

made by the demonstrators. This had the effect of prejudice against the existing 

housing scheme, particularly as all land which might otherwise be available for 

the erection of temporary accommodation had been earmarked either for 

existing contracts or new contracts about to be signed. Thus the City Council 

failed to manage the housing crisis in Orlando and appealed to the Government 

to implement effective control over housing. 46  

The squatting of Orlando subtenants on the open space opposite the Orlando 

Community Hall influenced other subtenants. The subtenants in Pimville, - for 

example, threatened to move over into the completed houses due for occupation 

by Orlando residents. Of the 50 houses completed, the Pimville subtenants 

demanded that 36 be allocated-to them. Abel Ntoyi, a subtenant, and the leader 

of the Pimville Subtenant Association, led a march to demand forced occupation 

and the recognition of the Pimville  Subtenant Association as a body 

representative of the needs of the subtenants. The Pimville subtenants were 

adamant and squatted having failed to acquire the houses in Orlando West. On 

24 March 1946, about 30 male and 60 female subtenants marched to the 

Superintendents offices and demanded houses. They then moved and camped 

at Orlando West. They had no possessions or household goods. The City 

Council refused to concede to their demands and they were warned not to take 

the law into their own hands. The Pimville residents, on the other hand, felt left 

45  TPB 2487 51/313/S1 (1): Memorandum to the Honourable Minister of Native Affairs on behalf of 
the City Council of Johannesburg- Orlando Native Location, 1946. 

46  Ibid. 

27 



out as the Council made the Breeze Block Shelters available to the Orlando 

people. The women in Pimville were agitated and went out shouting that they 

were not getting the houses promised to them and thus threatened to take the 

law into their own hands. 47  

The scene in Pimville was precarious as many residents of Pimville had been 

promised houses by the City Council. One woman vowed that "if she was not 

helped soon, she and others intended setting up a Shanty Town in the vacant 

spaces in Pimville". 48  The City Council was cautious of the establishment of 

another shanty town in Pimville, hence the Orlando problem of re-housing the 

squatters was solved immediately by not ejecting the squatters, but rather by 

allowing the City Council to provide the squatters with proper tents and also to 

allow those who were stranded to be housed temporarily at the Council's Breeze 

Block Shelters. 

- The demand for housing in Pimville was further ignited by the exorbitantly high 

rents required by unchecked tenants. There was no standard rental fee and the 

_ absentee landlord charged excessively high fees on houses, which were not in a 

good condition, and not well looked after. Many of the houses were in a 

dilapidated state and in some cases ten families resided in one yard and the 

landlord extorted rental from each of the subtenants. 49  

The Pimville subtenants therefore demanded fair treatment. They criticised the 

building of the Breeze Block Shelters which cost about £70,000 and the excess 

of about 36,000 bags cement which could have been used to build proper 

houses. The City Council was, despite the criticism, not prepared to treat the 

Pimville subtenants on similar grounds as the Orlando people. The subtenants 

in Pimville moved out on their own accord and were not evicted. 5°  At the same 

time, the Pimville Subtenant Association wanted recognition because only the 

47 Guardian, 14 March 1946. 
48  Ibid. 
49 BA 260/323:Pimville Subtenants Association. 
50 NTS 6470 51/313/5/9 Letter addressed to the Director of Native Labour on the issue of squatters in Pimville, 

April 1946. 
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Pimville Advisory Board was regarded as a statutory body representing the 

people of Pimville. Abel Ntoyi demanded that he be given an equal number of 

houses to allocate to the subtenants as he was their leader and represented 

their needs. The representatives and recommendations from the Native 

Commissioner allowed the subtenants from Pimville to be allocated part of the 

completed houses. It was suggested in the recommendations made by the 

Native Commissioner in Johannesburg, April 1946, that Abel Ntoyi should be 

given the 36 houses to allocate according to the list provided by him. 51  The 

situation in Pimville was thus solved differently from that in Orlando, but the main 

issue of the resolution of the housing crisis in other locations, remained 

unresolved. 

Subtenancy had adverse effects, such as forcing the subtenant to support the 

landlord. Despite the poor living conditions and the fad that they could not claim 

any house as theirs, subtenants ended up using their money for food to support 

the landlord. One subtenant said: °The tenants were not satisfied with 

overcharging for one single room that they let to people, but they almost expect 

you to be their own family's' bread winner." Ntombi Mabaso, an old resident of 

Pimville location said: "We ate from the same pot with the landlord and we even 

bought groceries which we shared with him but at the end of the month the 

landlord demanded rent from us". 52  

2.5 CONCLUSION 

The inability to own a house in the location discriminated against African women 

because a house could stand as security, such as getting a job. A woman, 

however, could not own one. The majority of African women in the locations 

51  NTS 6479 51/313/N/7: Memorandum City Council and Minister of Native Affairs, May 1946. 
52  Interview: Ntombi Mabaso, 15 November 1996. 
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owned no houses and the law prevented them from legally owning a house. The 

status of a woman remained that of a minor, since only the man had signing 

power. When a woman lost a husband, she could no longer stay in the house 

and would be evicted as the law did not provide for single women owning 

houses. Thus, many African women who came to Johannesburg to seek 

employment or to join their husbands, ended up swelling the ranks of the 

squatters. Jobs were scarce and coupled with no accommodation and the 

chances women getting jobs as domestic workers were also very slim. The only 

alternative which was open to women, was to engage in informal business, such 

as the brewing of beer, the selling of vegetables and doing washing at home for 

others, in order to pay the rent and feed the children. As early as the 1940's 

pressure on urban housing came from the local community and grassroots 

organisations, such as the Sofasonke Mpanza Party. The ANCWL was still in 

the formative stage and engaged itself in social activities. Hence, there was only 

a small contingent of protesters against poor housing for urbah Africans. The 

women who were led by Julia Mpanza, though determined to fight for their rights, 

could not be regarded as a powerful force. Thus, the formation of FEDSAW in 

1954 would address the question of women's status and women's rights to own 

property. 

Though there were political organisations like the African National Congress, in 

operation, the main thrust of resistance was intensified by local people who 

continued to demand the houses which they were promised. A typical example 

of local structures was the protest by coloured women in the Noordgesig area 

where women objected against high lodgers' permits. Josie Palmer, a member 

of the ANCWL, assisted the Noordgesig women in their protest against high 

permits and the poor houses. Women in Noordgesig demanded proper houses 

and lower lodgers permits. The result was that they succeeded in getting sub-

economic houses. 
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Lastly, it could be asserted that the delay in providing Africans with houses was 

indicative of the attitude and the value attached to the locations. Ellen Hellman 

wrote: "Johannesburg Shanty Town very dramatically blew the lid off a situation 

that existed but had been ignored for years and challenged not only 

Johannesburg but the whole of South Africa to action." 53  

53 E. Hellman: Handbook on Race Relations, p.248. 
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CHAPTER 3 

3. THE FORMATION OF THE FEDERATION OF SOUTH AFRICAN 

WOMEN, 17 APRIL 1954 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Though the National Party Government in 1950 remained resilient about the 

control of the influx of Africans into the urban areas, the question of urban 

housing remained an unresolved issue. The emergence of squatter settlements 

such as Shanty Town, went on unabatedly as more homeless people looked for 

alternative means of shelter. It would however, be incorrect to state that nothing 

was done by the National Party Government to provide housing for urban blacks. 

The problem which went hand in hand with the question of housing, was the 

increase on the waiting list. The local administration boards could not cope with 

the daily escalating numbers. 

As the National Housing Scheme and the Nationalist Government could not cope 

with the influx of_Africans, more drastic measures of control had to be enforced 

to limit the influx into the city. By means of the Native Abolition of Passes and 

Co-ordination of Documents Act No 48 of 1952, passes were to be extended to 

African women in an effort to restrict the influx of women into the urban areas. 54  

The formation of FEDSAW in 1954 therefore, came at a time when African 

women were not only compounded by the housing problems, but also by the 

denial of the right to women to own a house and to decide where she would 

prefer to reside. As early as 1912 the African National Congress became a male 

dominated organisation and women were only allowed to join in 1943. 

54 AD 1137 Cb2.6.4: Federation of South African Women, 1954 
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These women played a minor role, e.g. to perform menial tasks such as serving 

tea. Frene Ginwala saw the role of women in the African National Congress "as 

one where they enjoyed the status of auxilialies". 55  By 1912 however, women 

had participated in a number of political associations and congresses, which 

would later constitute the SANNC. Women became full members of the African 

National Congress in 1947, when the African National Congress Women's 

League was formally launched. Women were granted equal status as members 

and allowed to participate equally in all the structures and activities of the 

Congress. 

Though the full participation of African women in politics only became significant 

in 1947, it still constituted a denial of women's involvement in the socio-

economic activities on an informal level. In the early forties African women 

belonged to informal organisations, which operated on grassroots levels and 

helped to take stock of conditions in the different communities. Women were 

part and parcel of the daily activities and had to bare the brunt of how to resolve 

problems, which affected people in their daily lives. Women led the enquiries 

into the shortage of houses in some urban areas such as in Orlando, Pimville 

and Moroka. Women sought alternatives by attempting to circumvent literacy, 

conducting classes in the backyard, establishing nursery facilities without any 

formal training and even providing welfare services for orphans. The grassroots 

organisations were short-lived and only emerged when there was a crisis and 

then disintegrated thereafter. Despite their short duration, the grassroots 

organisations were the forerunners of the well structured welfare societies, 

feeding schemes and nursery schools. Furthermore, as women chose to 

engage in issues of immediate and direct relevance to their daily lives, they 

found it easy to mobilise support and mount campaigns. °Men", argued Frene 

Ginwala, °assumed and women conceded, that defining and achieving the long 

term goals was men's territory. "65  

55  F. Ginwala: "Women and the African National Congress 1912 —1943", Agenda. Journal about 
Women and Gender  No.8, 1990, pp.77-91. 

56  Ibid. 
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Women took on leadership roles and through regular meetings in their different 

communities, grounds of common interest were developed and paved the way 

for the emergence of larger and ..well constituted organisations. The informal 

organisations, as explained by Winnie Mandela at the Transvaal meeting of the 

South African Black Women's Federation in 1976, were seen as follows: "They 

have always had numerous non-political organisations which have been 

concerned with the cultural development of black women". 57  Women who took 

the initiative in the African communities were not high profile political leaders but 

ordinary members of the community. In the late forties the Mother's Union 

Welfare Society in Orlando became the first black association in the townships 

to do welfare work. M. Ngakane was the founder, assisted by C. Bridgeman, a 

missionary, who managed to raise funds for community projects. Together they 

started a crèche to assist the working mothers by looking after their children. 58  

The formation of FEDSAW should therefore be viewed as a development long 

awaited by women. Organisations for women were by that time well established 

in other countries. In Europe, as early as 1945, an organisation, the Women's 

International Democratic Federation, was formed to fight for women's rights, - for 

peace and for freedom. In 1947, South African women sent Charlotte Maxeke 

as a delegate to Lausanne in Switzerland to attend the Women's International  

Democratic Federation Conference. Other representatives attended the follow-

up conferences in 1951 and 1953. The Women's International Democratic 

Federation made women a powerful force in many countries and there was a 

desire for a similar organisation in South Africa. 59  

In this chapter the focus will be on the formation of FEDSAW, the reasons for 

establishment, objectives of the organisation, membership and its response to 

aspects of racial segregation, such as housing, beer brewing and passes for 

women. The emphasis is on the collective role women performed in resisting 

racial segregation. This chapter will illustrate aspects of women's mobilisation 

57 Weekend World,  6 May 1976. 
Ibid. 

59  A 1985: P5-12: Helen Joseph Papers,  1952- 1990. 
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against discrimination and how African women drew support from women of all 

racial origins. 

3.2 THE FORMATION OF THE FEDERATION OF SOUTH AFRICAN 

WOMEN (FEDSAW) 

On the 17th April 1954, women from all over South Africa converged in 

Johannesburg at the Trade Hall as a response to an invitation calling women to 

a National Conference. The response was overwhelming. About 78 women of 

all races signed a letter of invitation and the delegates who came numbered 200. 

The invitation had placed no restriction on the number of delegates that could 

attend. In fact, the conference was opened to all the women of South Africa. 

The National Conference was the first organisation where women representing 

all racial groups met on an equal basis, and met with a definite purpose,' 

- Women organisations prior to the formal launch of FEDSAW, were characterised 

by women's activism in trade unions at their places of work. Such exposure 

helped to initiate and to orientate women towards socio-economic issues 

confronting them. Since a majority of the organisations which operated 

previously were short-lived, women believed that the formation of FEDSAW 

would provide them with a long term structure and a body of women which could 

take up a range of current issues and link them into the long-term goal of 

liberation. 61  FEDSAW was not formed by one organisation or one person, but 

was a joint effort, representing the interests of different organisations and aimed 

at redressing all the wrongs of the past with regard to the rights of women. 

Jenny Schreiner supported the view that the idea to form the federation came as 

a suggestion from the floor which "was also indicative of the fact that it was not 

the work of one person". 62  

61 P4-7 Helen Joseph Papers: J. Schreiner "Federation of South African Women and African National 
Congress Women's League." Nusas Conference, July 1982, p.l. 

62 Ibid.  

60  The Weekend World. 13 May 1976. 
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Ray Alexander, a trade unionist in Port Elizabeth, together with Ida Mtwana, a 

member of the ANCWL, engineered the whole idea of the National Women's 

Conference. The entire action began on an informal scale where Ray and Ida 

established contacts, made plans, discussed the idea and finally came up with 

the letter of invitation which was eventually signed by 78 leading women. In a 

chain-response the letters were circulated to the different organisations, with the 

result that a wide spectrum of women was reached. Some of the groups were 

invited, and included civic bodies, trade unions, church groups, political 

organisations, women's groups and social clubs. °  

In a comment on who should receive the honour for initiating it, Julia Wells has 

confirmed that the idea of FEDSAW was engineered by the trade unions and 

then discussed with the other organisations. Ray Alexander as early as 1952, 

consulted with her colleagues on the idea of _transcending race and class 

differences. This was done in order to come up with an organisation which could 

bring all womanhood together,' 

The formation of FEDSAW was a desire common to many women. The 

invitation used the salutation of "Dear Friends" and continued in the tone of 

appeal, where women of all organisations were invited to attend with an aim to 

discuss women's disabilities and lo promote women's rights. °  

It can therefore be said that the women who came to the first national 

conference in April were not, on the whole, unorganised. The majority of these 

had been involved in some kind of organisation. The following were some of the 

main signatories, each representing a particular organisation: Ida Mtwana — the 

National President of the African National Congress Women's League, Josie 

Palmer — South African Communist Party and Transvaal All Women Union, 

Helen Joseph — Congress of Democrats, M Cachalia and M Naidoo — the 

63  Ibid 
64  J. Wells : We now Demand! The History of Women Resistance to Pass Laws in South Africa p.106. 
65  AD 1137 — AC 1.1 Invitation to women and other women organisations to other organisations to attend the 

First National Conference, 1954 
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South African Indian Congress (SAIC), Betti du Toit, Lucy Mvubelo and Helen du 

Preez - Garment Workers Union, D Twala, N Sita, W Mandela, D Nokwe —

African National Congress Women's League, 

Having assembled at the Trades Hall, the women reflected on the purpose of the 

National Women's Conference. The main purpose was to establish FEDSAW. 

The objectives were to create a broad based non-racial organisation, to unite 

women and workers towards full liberation, to strengthen, build and bring 

together women's groups around day-to-day issues like rent increases, 

electricity, food prices, removals, education and transport and, lastly, to link local 

demands of women to the national struggle and to demand an equal role for 

women in society and in the political struggle. °  Father Trevor Huddlestone 

officially opened the proceedings and Ida Mtwana chaired the conference. In 

opening, Ida Mtwana reminded the women that they came to co-ordinate their 

efforts into one great army, capable of shaping the future destiny of their 

children and to consolidate the efforts of members of various national groups. °  

Ray Alexander appealed to the women to remember their social status, that "all 

of us are here to find solutions to the problem's which we women have so much 

at heart, the winning of equal democratic rights for women and men and the right 

for our children to be brought up in decent homes".' Furthermore, she referred 

to the previous roles women played in their fight for liberation, especially in their . 

struggle during the Defiance Campaign of 1952 when women played an 

important part. Many women went to jail, among them the expectant mothers 

and mothers with babies strapped on their backs. These struggles, she said 

"have produced many women leaders, not just wives of men's leaders and 

because of the part these women played and all these years of struggle have 

made us see the need for a women's organisation." Th  Therefore, Ray Alexander 

66 

67 

68 

69 

AD1137 Ac1.5.1: Records of the Federation of South African Women's Conference- Inaugural 
Address, 1954. 
AD1137 Abl . : History of the Federation of South African Women,. 1954-1968. 
AD1137 Ac1.5.1: Records of the Federation of South African Women's Conference- Inaugural 
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urged the women that "let us come out as a united force, let us take our place in 

the struggle for freedom. The success of the conference" she said, "will depend 

on what we would be prepared to do outside this he al  Helen Joseph, who 

represented the Congress of Democrats, encouraged the women: "let no 

differences or politics come between us. We are women and mothers, we shall 

strive together for our children". 72  

It became apparent that the women assembled, came for a definite purpose. 

The only problem was that the women who went to the conference did not know 

exactly what kind of organisation they wanted. There had been little planning 

before the conference about how they would form an organisation, or how they 

would structure the organisation. Individual women had their own ideas and 

utilised the meeting in Johannesburg as an opportunity to share their different 

ideas. 

■•■ 

There was no rigid and formal agenda. Women spoke on issues which 

confronted them as mothers, leaders of organisations and as people with 

experience of everyday life. The Transvaal and Western Cape regions were 

represented by the majority of delegates. Women in these two regions had been 

politically involved with the organisation of women for a long time. The ANCWL in 

the Transvaal also directed its energies towards organising women. In the 

Western Cape, women participated regionally in the Food Committee which 

brought women together. For women who did not belong to any organisation, this 

was an opportunity to join FEDSAW. 

The daily experiences of women dominated proceedings. Transvaal and Western 

Cape delegates, being the majority, dominated the floor by tabling most points for 

discussion. The issues of housing in urban areas and the denial to women of the 

right to own houses, were tabled by delegates from Orlando and Pimville. That 

72  AD1137 Ebl: Records of the Federation of South African Women - Anti-Pass Campaign, 1956-1959. 
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specific issue affected most of the attendees, thus elevating the Orlando/Pimville 

concern to a question of national interest to all present." 

The Transvaal region had many issues to discuss, though the conference did not 

deliberate on all of them. They were merely introduced in order to provide the 

conference with the overall view of living conditions in the African locations. 

3.3 MAJOR ISSUES DISCUSSED 

There were two major issues the conference had to address. The first was the 

Constitution for the Federation of South African Women, and secondly the 

question of membership. A draft constitution was read but not presented for 

discussion and adoption. It was agreed instead that the draft constitution would 

be discussed in April 1955 and that organisations would then make suggestions, 

amendments and formulate new ideas.'" 

Though the draft constitution was not presented for discussion, the following 

structure was drafted: 

Aims: 

> To bring the women of South Africa together, to secure the equality of 

opportunity for all women, regardless of race, colour or creed, to remove 

social, legal and economic disabilities, to work for the protection of the 

women and children of our land. 

> To improve living conditions, including proper homes, compulsory education, 

nursery schools, clinics, maternity services and hospital confinement 

allowances for all working women. 

73  NAD 971/323/44(3): Letter to the Registrar of Welfare Organisations, 1950 
74  AD1137 Aa3: Statement of Information of the Congress of Democrats, 1955. 

39 



> To co-operate with other worker organisations with similar aims in South 

Africa and throughout the whole world. 

Administrative powers resided in the highest body, which was the National 

Conference, consisting of delegates from local and regional branches. The 

governing body was the National Executive Committee consisting of the 

President, six/four Vice Presidents, a treasurer and a general secretary, and 

twenty other members to be elected at the National Conference. 75  

Only at the second National Conference held in August 10-12, 1956, the draft 

constitution was accepted after a heated debate. A majority of the women were 

unhappy with the manner in which the question of the constitution was handled. 

The National Executive Committee wanted amendments to be made regionally 

and each region was given enough time to make suggestions, Amendments and 

raise other crucial issues. Some organisations wanted to postpone the 

acceptance so as to enable the Conference to discuss the constitution. As many 

as 79 delegates voted for the postponement of notification of the constitution, 

291 delegates did not agree and were determined that the Constitution should be 

adopted76. The Regional Executive Committee of the Transvaal had already 

considered the draft Constitution and had forwarded amendments to the 

National Executive, which were distributed at the Conference. Other 

amendments were moved from the floor. 

The National Executive of FEDSAW was confident that the procedure adopted 

had the support of the vast majority of the delegates. Differences of opinion still 

showed that it would have been preferable to have postponed the adoption of 

the constitution to the next conference because 79 delegates held that opinion. 

There was no question of right or wrong, correct or incorrect procedure. n  The 

fact was that after an hour's discussion, a two-thirds majority decided to 

75 
 AD1137 P2.2: History of the Federation of South African Women, 1954-1982. 

76 Ibid. 
77 
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consider, amend and adopt a draft constitution. 78  Though the constitution was 

not debated, it made provision for amendments at the next national conference. 

There was to be no limitation to. any such amendments and there was ample 

time and opportunity for every organisation to circulate and discuss the 

constitution and to submit any amendments which each organisation considered 

desirable. 

FEDSAW in the meantime had a working constitution upon which regions could 

be duly constituted. FEDSAW was still a young and flexible organisation and 

had the task of gaining support from women nationwide. The proceedings of the 

conference during the debate on the constitution were conducted in English, 

Sesotho and Xhosa, each clause of the draft constitution being interpreted into 

two other languages, which indicated that everything possible was done to 

establish an all-inclusive process. 

The delegates assembled to discuss other matters as well. One of the issues 

was the experience of women in urban areas of the impact of racial segregation 

on their lives and their status. The Women's Charter was an attempt to address 

this issue. Ray Alexander presented the Women's Charter as the basis for 

discussion, which was in essence a list of demands that called for the 

commitment from women. At the first national conference of women, the 

Women's Charter was unanimously adopted and the women's demands as 

expressed, eventually formed the basis of the Freedom Charter in 1955. Since 

the women were fighting for freedom, the Women's Charter epitomised the 

struggle, and many women believed the Women's Charter would pave the way 

towards equality for women and called for "solidarity in the struggle against 

apartheid, racism, sexism and capitalist exploitation: 178  In essence, the Charter 

was the voice of women from all walks of life, factory workers, teachers, nurses, 

78 Ibid. 
79 AD1137 Ea.2: The Federation of South African Women - Congress Alliance, 1955. 

41 



typists, domestic workers and housewives. Thus, with the formation of 

FEDSAW, the Women's Charter became the key to unlocking the aspirations of 

women. When the Congress of the People adopted the Freedom Charter at 

Kliptown in 1955, the women's demands, as expressed in the Women's Charter, 

became part of the Freedom Charter. 8°  

The preamble to the Women's Charter referred to the position of women as well 

as the discrimination women has been subjected to. It was hoped that 

presenting such a Charter to the conference could further highlight the 

importance of participating in the liberation movement. The Charter stated that 

awe the women of South Africa, wives and mothers, working women and 

housewives, Africans, Indians, Europeans and Coloureds, hereby declare our 

aim of striving for the removal of all laws, regulations, conventions and customs 

that discriminate against us women". 81  The Women's Charter was inclusive of all 

the women. It did not accommodate only African women and address their 

problems, but referred to all the women in South Africa, which was an indication 

of the non-racial nature of the Charter as well as the National Conference. To 

live in a non-racial country where all people were regarded as equal, was the 

bottom-line of why women convened at Trades Hall on 17 April 1954. 

The second crucial issue, was the question of membership of FEDSAW. It was 

a thorny question and a majority of women came to the conference with no 

preconceived ideas regarding membership. They basically perceived the 

conference as open to everybody and thus membership should be opened to all 

the women present. The constitution of FEDSAW opened membership to all 

women above the age of 18 years. As stated in the Constitution, "FEDSAW 

shall be open to organisations or groups of females above the age of 18 years". 82  

Therefore women who qualified were eligible to join. Membership was opened 

to all but the question debated was whether women would become individual 

members or whether only groups or organisations would obtain membership. 

80 Ibid 
81 ADI137 P2.5.1: Records of the Federation of South African Women, What Women Demand,1955. 
82 AD1137 Aal.: Records of the Federation of South African Women- Draft Constitution, undated. 

42 



According to the ANCWL, they regarded themselves as the oldest organisation 

with a long history in the political struggle. Any type of membership should 

therefore take cognisance of their sacrifices. The ANCWL's attitude could be 

interpreted as presumptions for seeing themselves as the only people in 

FEDSAW who needed special treatment. Many women had directly or indirectly 

contributed to the growth of organisations and have demonstrated and petitioned 

against the National Government's policy of racial segregation? FEDSAW was 

to entertain no special favours from women's groups because what was crucial 

was to develop strategies on how to address the demands of all women, 

especially urban African women. In the spirit of agreement on the formation of 

FEDSAW, despite the dominant position of the ANCWL, it was seen to be 

desirable toagree on the type of membership of the Federation. Individual 

membership was discouraged. The ANCWL Instead suggested affiliated 

membership, because of fear that it might loose members if individual 

membership was used. The prior existence of the ANCWL as a mass based 

organisation in the Transvaal, created fear that if both organisations were 

opened to individual membership, it would lead to a conflict of interests and 

weaken the strength of the women's actions. 

At that time, in the mid-fifties, various other organisations were being formed and 

the struggle was also changing, which caused the ANC to be very apprehensive 

about its position. At the same time FEDSAW realised that for it to survive, it 

needed the support of all the women in national liberation. It was therefore 

imperative that FEDSAW should bring together the women of the Congress 

Movement, women of the African National Congress, the South African Indian 

Congress, the South African Coloured People's Organisation and the Congress 

of Democrats, if it was to survive. 84  

83  A1985: Helen Joseph Papers, 1952-1990. 
RA  AD1137 Ba6.2: Record of Transvaal Region of FEDSAW, 1956. 
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After long and serious deliberations, FEDSAW provided for affiliated 

membership with an aim to incorporate regional women's organisations, which 

would encourage the organisation of the unorganised women. The ANCWL had 

been established in all the regions of South Africa and individual membership of 

FEDSAW was therefore not necessary, since the African women had found a 

home in the ANCWL, a mass-based exclusively women's organisation. There 

were other organisations which were not solely women's organisations, also 

structured along exclusive racial lines. The Coloured People's Congress and 

the Congress of Democrats were nationally organised, racially exclusive political 

organisations. 85  

There were other women's organisations in South Africa which were not mass-

based but existed on an exclusive colour basis. The National Council of Women 

which was affiliated to the International Council of Women, was supported 

mainly by middle class English speaking women. There was also the "Suid 

Afrikaanse Vrouefederasie", consisting of Afrikaans-speaking women. FEDSAW 

became the first organisation to organise women on a non-racial basis. Women 

of all races were organised on the basis of equality and full co-operation. 86  

Affiliated membership was therefore accepted as the only form of FEDSAW 

membership. Women from other race groups throughout the 1950's vacillated 

between their membership of the general organisations and the unsuccessful 

attempts to start women's organisations like the Non-European Women's 

League in Cape Town. Indian, Coloured and White Women were not organised 

in any mass-based women's organisation. The ANCWL was supported 

predominantly by African women and FEDSAW thus decided to work with the 

ANCWL rather than draw women away from it into a separate organisation. 

85 A1985, p5-12. Historical background to the formation of FEDSAW and the United Women 
Organisation, 1954-1990. 

86  AD1137 Ba6.2: Report of Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Women's International 
Democratic Federation, undated 
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Thus the conference clearly identified FEDSAW with the ANCWL. However, 

that did not mean that the ANCWL would dominate FEDSAW or would it decide 

who should hold office. The affiliated structure of FEDSAW ensured the 

unification of African women into one organisation. It also theoretically provided 

a home for women of other races who wanted to organise on the basis of 

gender s' FEDSAW could draw on women from the factories, housewives and 

women of all races for support. An example of FEDSAW's co-operative action 

with other organisations, was the march to the Union Buildings in Pretoria by 

20,000 women on August 9, 1956. 88  

Why FEDSAW did in practice not provide the home for other races was due also 

to the racial nature of the constituting organisations. In 1953 in the Western 

Cape, the women's organisations were predominantly of coloured membership, 

but by the late fifties the campaign reflected the preponderance of African 

women. This tended to eclipse the organisation of' coloured women. FEDSAW 

found it problematic to structure a national organisation that could facilitate 

improved organisation of women's interests in each region, while simultaneously 

being sensitive to the specific existing regional structures and political alliances. 

It can be concluded that since FEDSAW did not draw on unorganised women, its 

organisation and the issues chosen to fight for were determined by the nature of 

those issues that affected women nationally. The major affiliated organisations, 

were the following: The African National Congress Women's League, the 

Coloured People's Congress, the Congress of Democrats, the Cape Housewives 

League, which was a regional consumer organisation, the League of Non-

European Women, a regional women's organisation and the Food and Canning 

Workers Union. FEDSAW was therefore an uneven mixture of different types of 

organisations. 89  

87 Ibid. 
as A1985: Helen Joseph Papers, 1952-1990. 
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Becoming a member was not free, and a nominal fee of £1.1 per year was paid 

by an organisation. The fee was not exorbitant, but was also not enough to meet 

the needs of FEDSAW and the activities to be carried out. FEDSAW relied solely 

on fundraising because that was the only way to obtain sufficient funds. 

FEDSAW did not have access to donor funds. Members from different 

organisations combined and contributed regionally in order to assist the National 

Executive Committee. In a letter from FEDSAW to the secretary of the ANC in 

Transvaal, members were reminded of the affiliation fee. This emphasised the 

dependency on regular subscription payments. 93  

FEDSAW drew its support from the lowest income groups. The majority of the 

organisations which were affiliated to FEDSAW, lacked funds and were engaged 

in a life and death struggle for existence. Therefore, in trying to alleviate the 

poor financial state of FEDSAW, the regional bodies of FEDSAW took it upon 

themselves to conduct regional activities in the hope of generating more funds. 

The Transvaal region was very innovative and included social clubs, which 

aimed not only at strengthening finances, but also at providing an opportunity to 

empower women to encourage self-responsibility. However, it was the objective 

of these social clubs to encourage groups of women in the locations and other 

areas to join their ranks. The social clubs were described by Albertina Sisulu as 

that: "they would help to alleviate the social status of people in the community, 

and would encourage the people to embark on enormous projects and help to 

generate some funds for the FEDSAVr. 91  

The conference ended by electing the National Executive Committee. Lilian 

Masediba Ngoyi was elected the National President and Helen Joseph the 

National Secretary. Lilian Ngoyi and Helen Joseph both enjoyed considerable 

prestige within FEDSAW. Both women worked for FEDSAW in the Transvaal 

region. The head office of FEDSAW in Cape Town was moved to Johannesburg 

so AD1137 BA 2.2.1. Transvaal Region of FEDSAW, letter of the Secretary of ANC, 1957. 
91 Interview: Albertina Sisulu, 10 November 1996. 
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in 1956. That made it possible for the National Executive Committee to meet 

regularly and to be seen as an effective body. 92  

3.4 ACTIVITIES OF FEDSAW 

The Constitution of FEDSAW allowed the members to organise regional 

structures. These structures assisted in the recruitment of new members, 

solving of problems in their communities, and fundraising for FEDSAW. The 

Transvaal region approved the organisation of women's clubs. The task of 

FEDSAW in this instance was to assist in the development and expansion of 

these clubs, to maintain them in close solidarity with the FEDSAW, to stimulate 

their growth and through them, to educate and prepare women to play their full 

role in the community. 

There were about 27 affiliated "Save our Families Associations" in the Transvaal 

which were in fact, women's clubs. °  There were a variety of clubs, namely the 

Vigilance Welfare Communities, Sewing Clubs, Knitting Clubs and Study Clubs. 

Some of the clubs were formed as anti-pass committees. The meetings of the 

social clubs were held fortnightly and their activities varied between discussion 

groups, education and study. Different activities were organised to attract new 

members. It was important to attract non-politically orientated women to the 

clubs. The clubs were however monopolised by politicised women, thus it was 

necessary to rope in non-politically orientated women, so that they could 

improve their communities by executing the services women's clubs would 

provide. Most of the women's clubs in the Transvaal region emerged in order to 

create a women's organisation, which could play a proper role in the political 

struggle. Thus the Transvaal branch of FEDSAW worked tirelessly to demand 
_ . 

the proper recognition and acknowledgement of women's rights. Unfortunately, 

these clubs could not function effectively because of financial constraints. 

AD1137 Ac1.5: Records of the Federation of South African Women's Conference - Inaugural Address 
at the first National Conference of FEDSAW, 1954. 

93  AD1137 Ba6: Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Democratic Women 
Foundation, undated. 
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Approximately between £13 and £29 was generated monthly, which in practical 

terms was insufficient to run the affairs of a region, especially the Transvaal 

region. Cake sales, concerts and raffles helped to alleviate the financial state. 

The subscription fee for the members was low, which further added to the 

burden. The clubs had to rely heavily on fundraising in order to embark on 

community work. There were three types of fundraising, namely fund-raising for 

FEDSAW and development of clubs, fundraising for the Human Welfare 

Committee and the Banished People and then there was the Fundraising Week. 

FEDSAW assisted the club committees when fundraising,' 

In the Western Cape region, FEDSAW initiated many projects affecting women 

and children, such as the creches and protected street lighting. They 

campaigned against a removal of coloured men and women from the Municipal 

Voters Roll. The Transvaal region worked in full co-operation with the Congress 

movement and had the most outstanding achievements. The Transvaal region 

was responsible for organising accommodation for the delegates of the 

Congress of the People as well for organising "The Transvaal Congress of 

Mothers", which presented the women's demands to the Congress Alliance and 

discussed and eventually adopted the Freedom Charter in 1955. Regionally, 

the women handled issues which needed local management and could be 

resolved without involving the entire organisation. Some of the common issues 

in which they were involved, were rent boycotts, transport and food queues. 

FEDSAW focused on basic problems experienced by women. Thus the 

FEDSAW spoke out against a number of issues, inter alia the protection of 

children from child labour, rent increases and resistance to pass laws. The 

organisation also demanded good education. 

FEDSAW, when working on national problems such as the_pass laws, Bantu 

education and the removal of people, hoped to involve the entire organisation at 

94  AD1137 Ba6.2: Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Democratic Women 
Foundation, undated. 

" AD1137 Ba6.2: Records of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW, 1956. 
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national level. Dealing with community issues implied working in their own 

areas. FEDSAW also co-operated with other organisations which were not part 

of the alliance. In the locations for instance, FEDSAW co-operated with the 

Manyano women's religious groups, which provided another arena for the 

discussion of women's problems. The Manyano Women functioned according to 

strict rules. The fundraising activities of the Manyano Women were very 

important to FEDSAW because of its systematic nature. 

In broader campaigns, FEDSAW worked with affiliated organisations as well as 

with non-affiliated organisations, for example the anti-pass campaign, the 

National Council of Women, the Black Sash, Anglican Mother's Union, the 

Quaker Service Fund and the South African Institute of Race Relations. 96  

It was FEDSAW's main objective to bring women together, to strengthen the 

numbers protesting against oppression in South Africa. Women made up half of 

- the population and without the support of all the people in South Africa, it was 

impossible to gain freedom. Hence, FEDSAW provided women with organised 

action on a continuing basis. Previously, action was merely sporadic like the 

bus boycotts in Alexandra in 1956 and the Food Committees in Cape Town in 

1957. 

There was a general feeling of dissatisfaction with regard to rent increases. This 

was a very crucial issue because it affected every household in the urban areas. 

FEDSAW devoted lots of energy to the issue of rent for the sub-economic 

houses. Women were informed, in writing, to mobilise against rent hikes in their 

regions. In a letter from Ray Alexander in the Cape, for instance, she had 

spelled out the concerns of the National Executive Committee and urged women 

to organise a nation-wide campaign against the rent increases. Suggestions for 

96 A1985 p4-7. Helen Joseph Papers: J Schreiner "FEDSAW and ANCWL", Nusas Conference, July 
1982, pp 10-11. 
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mobilisation included protest meetings, deputations and street and house 

meetings. 

At a conference organised by FEDSAW in November 1954, women raised 

objections to the rent increases. Lilian Ngoyi remarked "Why must our wages 

be used to pay higher rents to pay the salaries of the European officials who do 

not have enough to do in the township offices?" Women complained to the 

Transvaal region of FEDSAW that it was impossible to pay £15.00 rent when a 

family of five earned £22.10 a month. There was not enough money left to pay 

for other essentials. The Transvaal region of FEDSAW, in addressing the rent 

increase issue, arranged to send a deputation to meet the housing committee on 

20 May 1955. The deputation consisted of the following members: Josie Palmer 

(Chairwortlan), Helen Joseph (Hon. Secretary), Ann Mashaba, Rahima Moosa, 

Doreen Motshabi, Elizabeth Nefdt and M. Naidoo_The outcome of this meeting 

was short circuited in the sense that prior to the meeting the Secretary to the 

Minister of Native Affairs sent a letter to FEDSAW detailing the reasons behind 

rent increases. Details of how the new rental increases should be applied will be 

discussed fully in the next section dealing specifically with the activities of 

FEDSAW. 97  

At the conference organised by the Transvaal region of FEDSAW to discuss the 

rent issue, reference was also made to the manner in which women received the 

Group Areas Act of 1950. Virginia Mngoma, an ANCWL member from 

Alexandra, said: "the Group Areas Act must not be accepted by women for it was 

dangerous. On the mines the separation into tribal groups- had already led to 

faction fights. Why must we be separated into Zulus, and Shangaan, for then we 

shall fight 1 98  Aminia Asvat alio commented on the Group Areas Act: "That 

segregation into groups had already been applied on mining locations. To 

understand better the connection between rent increases and the 

implementation of the Group Areas Act, we must understand the underlying 

97 AD1137 Ba.4.1.4: Transvaal Region of FEDSAW, Rent Increase Conference. Letter to the Town 
Clerk, 1955, Circular letter no 4. 

98 AD1137 Ba. 4.1.5: Records of FEDSAW, Rent Increase Conference -Transvaal region, 1954. 
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policy of the Government and the reason for the legislation. We shall oppose 

and fight them. The Group Areas Act is meant to divide people into White and 

Non-White, the Non-White group divided into tribal regions and other groups/99  

By enabling the regions to operate independently, FEDSAW kept the 

communication channels open between the different centres, generalising the 

lessons and experiences of each group of women to all regions. FEDSAW 

stimulated women at a regional level to take up issues of national importance. 1®  

FEDSAW played an important role in the late fifties by mobilising thousands of 

women against apartheid, both during the anti-pass campaign and the 

demonstration to the Johannesburg Mayor's office in 1958, 101  to protest against 

passes for women and the Group Areas Act. This sounded an appeal that the 

Mayor should listen to them, accept their protest and not treat them as they were 

treated at the Union Buildings when they handed over the signed petition and 

were ignored by the Prime Minister. The organisation's declining effectiveness 

came with the arrest of 156 people in connection with the Treason Trial of 1956. 

3.5 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the formation of FEDSAW in 1954, took place at an opportune 

moment as 'women' needed a voice that could put across their grievances. It 

came at a time when the National Party government was implementing 

restrictions on the free movement of both African men and women. It could 

further be stated that FEDSAW was formed when the National Party government 

was trying to bring about law and order in the urban townships through the 

functioning of local administration and the provision of urban housing. The 

formation of FEDSAW helped to weld together women's resources and 

encourage them to achieve a common goal. Organising on a regional basis was 

encouraged by the national conference. Regions had to report on their different 

99  AD1137 Ba. 4.1.5: Report on rent increases for the sub-economic houses organised by FEDSAW — 
Transvaal Region,1954. 

100 

1°1  AD1137 Cb2.5.4: Protest statement by FEDSAW, deputation to the Mayor of Johannesburg, 1958. 
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activities, sending reports and news on new developments. It was believed that 

by correspondence and regular contact, women would be better informed of 

what each region was doing. The FEDSAW members were urged that: awe must 

go forward to the next step. There are so many steps before, no, such a long 

way to travel to freedom, that we cannot lose any time and must never cease our 

endeavours". 1°2  

Women felt proud to belong to an organisation which stood for the liberation of 

all women and also an organisation which brought women of colour together and 

united them towards a common course. FEDSAW did not only overshadow the 

grassroots community organisations, but enabled the organisations to join as 

members on an affiliated basis, thus exposing itself to all organisations that 

wanted to join. In a way, by allowing affiliated membership, it made it possible 

for organisations to remain committed to their original organisations. However, 

such a split of divided attention and commitment ended up dividing the -full 

commitment of the members of FEDSAW. 

Though the grassroots organisations were the pioneers in their different 

communities, the formation of FEDSAW opened more avenues for women to 

join, not only to work on issues, but also to provide women with knowledge and 

various skills. FEDSAW empowered regional organisations to take action on 

issues affecting them and not necessarily the national organisation. Regional 

FEDSAW activities relieved the National Executive Committee's responsibilities. 

lastly, FEDSAW made it possible for women to participate in the liberation 

movement as they were drawn into the various campaigns which were mass-

based and needed more voices to protest against racial injustices. It was also 

common practice that whenever campaigns were held, women would be 

reminded of the following: "Remember all women in the jails, remember all our 

women over many fighting years and remember all our women for their triumph 

and for their tears". 103  

102  AD 1137 Cb 1.2.1: FEDSAW correspondence by Helen Joseph, to all regions, 1956. 
103  Women's World, 13 May 1976. 
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CHAPTER 4 

4. MOBILISATION BY FEDSAW AND OTHER ORGANISATIONS SINCE 

1954 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The formation of FEDSAW in 1954, was formalised in 1956 with the adoption of 

the Constitution. Since membership was through group affiliation rather than as 

individuals, FEDSAW managed to get many women's organisations affiliated. 

The ANCWL worked in close co-operation with FEDSAW and even planned 

some of the campaigns and demonstrations together. Consequently, the historic 

march by 20,000 women to Pretoria in 1956 was a joint venture of the ANCWL 

and FEDSAW and its affiliates. 

The first issue that faced FEDSAW called for a combined effort and joint support 

from all members. Subsequently, the question of the passes and women in 

Johannesburg loomed as a major area of operation for FEDSAW and with other 

organisations. Immediately after the women had gathered at the Trades Hall in 

1954, they agreed to address the issue of passes for women. The members of 

the Transvaal branch of FEDSAW organised a march to Pretoria in protest 

against the passes and some women, e.g. Albertina Sisulu were arrested. Thus, 

the march that followed on 9 August 1956, was not the beginning of activities, 

but rather the result of longstanding opposition to discrimination against women. 

The feelings of bitterness and anger that became apparent as women marched 

in protest were displayed by the subsequent demonstration, which indicated 

women's determination to fight. The march or protest against passes was, 

however, not an isolated incident. 

The removals of 1955 and the resettlement of African people into the new area 

of Meadowlands formed part of the government's actions to deprive the African 

people of the democratic right to determine where they would prefer to reside. 

This became another issue FEDSAW would publicly challenge namely, the 
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status that women enjoyed. FEDSAW demanded that women should be able to 

decide where to sell their labour/skills. It was a foregone conclusion that the 

issuing of passes acted as a deterrent to women's progress. Although they were 

outside the prison walls, the pass system made African women prisoners, 

irrespective of their social standing in the community. The pass system 

operated in terms of different laws, the most stringent being the Urban Areas Act 

of 1945, as amended, in particular section 10 and section 29. In terms of 

Section 10(a) "No Native shall remain for more than 72 hours in an urban or 

proclaimed area unless:- he was born and permanently resides in such area". In 

terms of Section 29 of the same Act, "an authority is given to the local authorities 

to banish any African whom they deem undesirable or whose presence, they 

maintain is detrimental to the maintenance of peace and order". 104 Both clauses 

in the Act stipulated clearly that the freedom of movement was denied under the 

law, not only from country to town but from one town to another. The 

government needed the services women could offer and the pass laws were 

seen as an attempt to exploit their feeble nature. 

A Pimville woman who participated in the 1956 protest match to Pretoria said: 

"We hated the passes because sometimes we would forget them, and then get 

arrested. When arrested, if you had a baby with you, the child would also go to 

jai/." 105  Therefore women's protests and demonstrations in 1956 and 1958 did 

not come from out of the blue, but were stirred by the conditions of the Urban 

Areas Consolidation Act of 1945 which denied African women freedom of 

movement from their homes, to the city and other regions. Free movement was 

permissible only when a person could produce a piece of paper that allowed 

her/him to reside there and legally justified her/his presence. FEDSAW was 

determined to oppose and challenge any act of discrimination which obstructed 

their progress. Hence, whatever action was carried out, it had to be done jointly. 

104  AD1I37 Ebl: Memorandum, FEDSAW Anti-pass Campaign ,1956. 
105 Interview: Amelia Nqebhe, 10 January 1996. 
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The strategies adopted by FEDSAW to improve the lives of women were 

indicative of the fact that women were no longer prepared to be marginalised, 

but were ready to assume the leadership role in stamping out racial 

discriminatiOn. The Group Areas Act of 1959 made it illegal for African, Coloured 

and Indian people to reside in areas not designated for the settlement of each 

racial group. Racial mixing was illegal and people found in areas designated as 

white areas, could be subjected to removal and resettlement, as was the case 

with Sophiatown in 1955. They could be arrested as well, if found with no permit 

or some means of identification. FEDSAW also decided to oppose this Act. 

Because FEDSAW was a federation, it could draw on the expertise and 

experience of older organisations such as the ANC, ANCWL and NCSW. As a 

result FEDSAW could rely on the resources available from different 

organisations and so prevent duplication, but work as a united organisation. 

The question of insufficient housing was predominant in the African townships. 

The National Housing Committee failed to cope with the increasing demand for 

houses. There was no possibility of alleviating the slum conditions in both 

areas. The shelters in Orlando _were, for example, a bad sight. Consequently 

rent increases were not justifiable, as the people still lived in shabby houses 

which lacked proper facilities and were in many ways a health hazard. The 

African townships were not electrified and the shelters hardly had running water. 

People slept overcrowded in one room, with no hope of ever leading a better life. 

The rate of unemployment was very high and there were no jobs to supplement 

the husband's wages. The domestic service as form of employment, contested 

by both men and women, was not a solution and women who could not find a job 

had to think of alternative survival strategies. 

In this chapter, having outlined the background to the various aspects which 

affected Africans in the urban townships, the focus will be_on the strategies 

women devised to resist the policies of racial discrimination, as well as on the 

protest action of the various organisations and how they managed to solicit 

support. 
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4.2 STRATEGY AGAINST RACIAL SEGREGATION 

FEDSAW allowed different groups to work on a joint project, on common issues 

and to adopt similar strategies when issues called for national participation. The 

Transvaal region of FEDSAW, assisted by the ANCWL handled the organisation 

for the protest against passes. Regional issues were carried out regionally such 

as issues of rent increases, food shortages and bus boycotts. Major issues, 

such as the national march against passes, were handled differently. Although 

the regions facilitated the action, everybody was required to oppose the issuing 

of the passes to African women. The introduction of the passes to women in the 

Free State in 1913, was introduced to the other provinces in 1956. In organising 

the anti-pass campaign, the Transvaal region of FEDSAW and ANCWL mapped 

out what the nature of the campaign would be. 

The anti-pass campaign entailed an organisational strategy whereby each 

- branch of the ANCWL and FEDSAW organised anti-pass committees, which in 

this instance meant a few houses in the street. Anti-pass committees had to 

- supply regular reports on their progress. The executive branch would supervise 

and in turn report to the provincial structures and then report to the national 

body. Involving other organisations broadened the campaign. The following are 

some of the organisations that co-operated: the Liberal Party, the Labour Party 

and the Black Sash. 1°6  

In 1955 the Transvaal region of FEDSAW drew up a list of demands for all 

women. Women expressed anger and resentment, but agreed not to adopt any 

physical resistance, but rather to express their anger in words and to demand 

that their basic human rights be acknowledged. The demands entailed the 

following: 

106  AD1137/Ebl: Memorandum of Anti-pass campaign. 1955. 
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`Mat all people shall have the right to live where they choose, to be decently 

housed and to bring up their families in comfort and security and that the laws 

which break up families shall be repealed and that women should reside where 

they wish to live."107  The Freedom Charter served as an official document which 

was used by the Congress Alliance as the basis of their demands for a decent 

life. Africans in the locations, were far from achieving these demands, because 

none of the demands were practical to attain. The demands about the status of 

the African women, applied not only in the urban areas but everywhere. These 

demands could only be achieved by removing the pillars sustaining the 

legislation governing their application. At the top of the list of statutes that the 

women wanted repealed were the following: Bantu Education Act of 1953, Native 

Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination of Documents Act of 1952 The Native  

Labour Act of 1953 and the Group Areas Act of 1950. 108  

In the Transvaal, FEDSAW also identified itself with other organisations, e.g. the 

Black Sash. The Black Sash Charter also identified key issues which were 

crucial to life, such as that: "every woman had a right to live with her husband 

through her married life, that every woman had a right to own or to rent property 

in her own name and that every woman had the right to freedom of movement 

and residence. "109  

The Black Sash identified itself with organisations which were anti-discriminatory 

and joined protest organisations against the government. In the late fifties the 

Black Sash protested against the removal of coloureds from the common voters 

roll. The Black Sash protested vehemently against the governments' legislation 

of discrimination against black people. Evictions, pass arrest, house permits, 

deportation were some of the complaints the Black Sash raised against the 

government. During the protest march through the city of Johannesburg against 

the passes in 1958, the Black Sash were visible in their black armbands and 

1°7  AD1137 P.2.5. I: Statements regarding Women's Demands, Transvaal region of FEDSAW, 1955 
08 AE862 G18: Pamphlet on the Black Sash - Campaign for African Women Political Action, 1970-1971. 

109  Ibid. 
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placards. The strategy of peaceful or silent demonstration was used throughout 

by both FEDSAW, as well as the ANCWL. 

Although the Black Sash, did not have any black membership, it did however 

identify with other women's organisations objecting to discrimination. In 1956, 

the Black Sash allowed black women to become members. 11°  The activities of 

the Black Sash were complementary to FEDSAW and they worked together on 

common issues. The success of the Black Sash's attack on the government 

legislation depended on the united effort presented by all the women in their 

protest against racial discrimination. The Black Sash provided updated 

information to FEDSAW on housing in the black locations, permits and passes. 

African women who visited the Black Sash offices, were assisted with the 

interpretation of the legislation and the impact of each aspect the legislation 

would have on their lives. 

Therefore the anti-pass campaign of 1955 could be singled out as one event that 

managed to draw women together and made women who were yet unaffected by 

passes, to realise the effectiveness of united action. The anti-pass campaign 

was characterised by the fact that women were prepared to go to jail, even if 

they had to spend a whole month there. There was a profound determination on 

the side of women, so much so that even pregnant women were prepared to 

sacrifice their health and spend a night or two in prison. This was confirmed in 

an interview with Amelia Nqephe, who was arrested during the march in 1958 

and gave birth in jail. She named her son 'Mxolisi' which means "Peace 

Maker." t ' t  

11°  The Star. 22 May 1965. 
111  Interview: Amelia Nqebhe, 10 January 1996. 

58 



The carrying of passes by African women contained different meanings for 

different people. Mentz, the Deputy Minister of Native Affairs, said in Parliament 

on 16 February 1959 that, "it was not an offence for an African woman not to be 

in possession of a reference book"" 2. Contrary to that statement, the Native 

Commissioners for Johannesburg sent out letters to employers instructing them 

to send their domestic servants to receive passes. The letters sent to European 

housewives created the impression that passes were compulsory. Employers 

compelled their servants to go and apply for the passes. The requirement that 

women carry passes soon became a general issue. Different state departments 

began to ask for passes which further confused the women. The African women 

became surprised "as the railway station booking clerk asked for reference 

books before giving tickets, houses in Meadowlands were not allocated unless 

the husband and also the wife produced a reference book, and when women 

went to register at the Labour Bureau, they were asked for a reference book." 

Furthermore, police went around telling domestic servants that they would get 

higher wages if they took reference books and that their employers would be 

fined R100 if the servants did not have a reference book. Instructions of this 

nature could not be ignored because they came from the government. There 

was conflict because of the Deputy Minister's statement contrary to the 

instructions from the Native Commissioner. In some suburbs of Johannesburg, 

e.g Turffontein, African worn en who worked as domestic servants, were stopped 

in the streets and asked for passes and then taken to the police station to get 

passes)", African women found that, without the passes, they would be sent to 

jail. "Number 4" was a prison in Johannesburg and if a woman was arrested 

there, she would be taken to this prison. If arrested in the location, she would be 

sent to the closest police station in her vicinity. 115 

112  AD1137 ch. 2.6.3: Complaints presented to the Native Commissioner for Johannesburg by FEDSAW 
deputation against the issuing of passes, 1959 

113  Ibid. 
114 ibid.  
is ibid.  
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During the anti-pass campaign of 1958 and 1959, many arrests were made. 

About 559 African women from Sophiatown were arrested after they had met at 

Freedom Square and set off to march in small groups to the Native 

Commissioner's office." 6  The women were determined to march and protest 

against Dr Verwoerd's ruling that the passbook system should not exclude 

women. Most of those women were arrested, because they contravened the 

traffic by-laws. A bail of £2 00 for each demonstrator was posted and many 

refused bail and were taken to the cells."' 

In June 1958, Orlando women marched towards the Superintendent's office and 

handed him protest letters against the government's intention to give reference 

books to women. 118  Many domestic workers stayed out of jobs in 1958 and 

defied the carrying of passes. There was jubilation as domestic workers 

experienced relief from cooking and carrying of babies to witness the trials of 

those arrested. The women defied and were not bothered about being arrested. 

In a cartoon that appeared in the Rand Daily Mail, an employer remarked: "My 

servant wants to be arrested. Do I take her to the pass office or will you fetch 

her?"'' 9  

Protest and demonstration against the passes, however, enabled the women to 

identify with the general core of opposition to government policies and to feel 

proud that they did something to change the course of history. About 300 white 

women who realised what it meant to carry a pass, joined hundreds of Africans 

in Cape Town in 1957 to protest against the passes. This protest showed that 

though the passes affected African women, white women joined in the protest as 

the Black Sash leader, E Stott, Said, "the time has come for a co-ordinated body 

of women organisations to campaign for the civil rights of our citizens". 129  

116  Rand Daily Mail, 22 October 1958. 
117 /bid  

118  Ibid .  

119  Rand Daily Mail, 29 October 1958. 
120  Drum Magazine. December 1958. 

60 



The march against the passes placed women in the public eye and forced the 

government to devote their prime time to suppressing and arresting the people 

behind the protests. The arrest of women for passes in Johannesburg caused a 

lot of misery for some families where women were breadwinners. The arrest of 

some of these women, meant that the family could face starvation and the 

children would be unattended. 

The women's cry: 'we don't want the passes", 121  was the determined cry of 

womenfolk all over the country. One of the captions which featured in 

newspapers, was: °The lord of the kitchen have said nil to passes.' n2  In 

Johannesburg after the demonstration of 1958, women took a firm stand against 

the passes. Mothers with children strapped on their backs, bubblegum chewing, 

old ladies walking with sticks, have all refused to be pushed and said: "Better 

arrest us and challenge the police". 123  

Though FEDSAW engineered these marches and protests against the passes, it 

was also its responsibility to take care of families and children whose parents 

had been arrested. FEDSAW provided support to families arrested or families 

without food. It was FEDSAW's determination not to pull out from the 

demonstration, but to intensify the protests, by making available all the support 

and assistance to families. Money donations were favoured strongly because, 

through monetary donations, the affected family could be fed and clothed. The 

arrest of many women during the pass demonstration in 1957 and 1958 was 

significant, not only because it made the government aware of the determination 

of women, but it also conscientised the African men to appreciate the sacrifices 

many women made. Furthermore, it resulted in African men taking up 

responsibilities in their households, e.g. looking after the family, feeding and 

cooking for the children, a responsibility the African men regarded as a task 

assigned to women. 

121 Ibid. 
122  Rand Daily Mail.  29 October 1958. 
123  Drum Magazine.  October 1957. 
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There was strong support for the campaign against the issuing of passes and 

the demonstration in Johannesburg. Though women marched to Pretoria in 

August 9, 1956, the government did not retract from the pass laws, but instead, 

intensified the regulations requiring African women to carry a pass. 

4.3 HOUSING AND SETTLEMENT 

Housing and settlement of Africans in urban areas was a huge project which 

took municipal councils years to solve. There was however, no decline in the 

number of people who continuously moved to the urban areas, either in search 

of work, husband or, inadvertently, in search of accommodation. In the early 

forties, most urban African locations experienced overcrowding, which resulted 

eventually in the emergence of Shanty Town, shelters and squatting. The 

resettlement of African people in Johannesburg came as a result of the Native 

Resettlement Act of 1954, which meant that Africans had to be removed from 

white areas. Sophiatown was designated a white area and the Africans had to 

move. The issuing of the passes further militated against Africans owning a 

house. A house in Meadowlands, Pimville or Orlando could only be allocated if 

the applicant produced a reference . book or if he was a tenant and had proof of a 

lodger's permit. The removal of people from Sophiatown was also problematic, 

because the people lived there in fairly large houses compared to the two 

roomed houses in Orlando and one bedroom houses in Pimville. The houses in 

Sophiatown also had a big yard, and many rooms, which made it possible for the 

landlord to sublet. The removal of people from Sophiatown in 1955 was viewed 

with bitterness by the residents because the people were moved into small 

matchbox houses in Meadowlands, where families were crammed together and 

no room was set aside for the children. The Orlando Shelters were not a better 

substitute for Meadowlands, because there was no privacy, amen and women 

had to hold blankets in their teeth while they dressed. The latrines had no 

privacy too and the children could see everything.
n124 Women were worst 

affected by the shortage of houses. A particular case was that of a woman who 

124  ADI137 Ac. 1.5: Inaugural Address — FEDSAW National Conference, 1954. 
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had 25 tenants and when told to move; she refused because the tenants had 

nowhere to go. 125  

Housing and settlement was also determined by certain regulations contained in 

the Urban Areas Consolidation Act of 1945. The settlement of African people 

depended on certain regulations which were contained in Section 10 (1) a, b and 

c of the Act. Section 10 (1) a, determined that a person was a bona fide member 

of the designated area if he/she was born and bred there and had been in the 

area for more than 10 or 15 years and had not during either period been 

convicted of any offence in respect of which she/he has been sentenced to 

imprisonment without the option of a fine. 126  A person with a criminal record 

could not get a house and the women had to possess valid documentation, such 

as birth certificates. 

Many people were affected by these acts. FEDSAW objected to the legislation 

- excluding people from residing in a location because they lacked permits. 

Hundreds of people who never had their names on a residential permit were 

thus being discovered and deported. One such an example was that of Susan 

Mnguni, who was arrested in Orlando and had to appear in the Orlando 

magistrate's court, because she had no lodgers permit. She was a resident of 

Orlando and lived as a squatter for many years and had acquired a house 

permit. The magistrate imposed a minor sentence and she was fined 10s or 

would have had to serve 20 days imprisonment. 127  

The Black Sash investigated a case of a Pimville woman who was evicted 

because she had no valid papers or documents to prove her permanent 

.residence. She had never worked, belonged to no church, and had never been 

to hospital nor had she ever been treated in a clinic. Her husband, who was 

born in Pimville and had lived with her for many years, could not serve as proof 

of residence. Thus this woman's stay in Pimville could not be proven or justified 

115  The World. 1 November 1958. 
126  AE862. 9. 19.3: Document of the Black Sash on Political Action, 1970 -1971. 
127  03750 Case No.: 1237/10/9N217/1955/24 (1). 
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by documents and the only way out was deportation. There were also many 

cases of women who could not obtain ownership of the house because the 

husband had died. The government was, unfortunately, very unsympathetic in 

dealing with such issues. 128  

Thus the anti-pass campaign and protest march to the Native Commissioners 

office in Johannesburg in March 1959, was not only against passes, but also 

against the permit system , as well as the eviction of people. Obtaining a house 

depended on whether the applicant had a pass and a permit. It was clear from 

the message presented by women to the Native Commissioner for Johannesburg 

that: "as women, as mothers, they could not be submitted to being endorsed out 

of the city, to be torn away from their husbands and their children, to be sent to 

labour in the fields. X129  It was, however, common practice that any woman found 

without a permit would be arrested and charged with a fine which ranged 

between 3s and 5s. As a means of defiance, the majority of women who had no 

permits, kept away from the police and slept in the veld until the police raids had 

ended. 13°  The Black Sash offices in Johannesburg worked tirelessly with cases 

of African women who had been locked out because they had no proper 

documentation. In an attempt to resist racial discrimination, women from 

grassroots as well as local organisations mobilised and protested against 

arrests, the shortage of houses and the lack of proper infrastructure. 

4.4 RENT INCREASES 

In the early part of 1954, The National Housing Commission, made a decision to 

implement the rental increases on municipal sub-economic houses. None of the 

tenants were consulted or informed of the decision. The increased rents were to 

be based on wages and which were to go up on a sliding scale from £1.10 to 

£4.10 per week. The range per income limit was as follows: £30.00 per month 

for Europeans,-£20.00 for coloureds and £15.00 for Africans. Africans earning 

128  AE862. 9. 19.3: Document by the Black Sash on Political Action, 1970-1971. 
129 Golden City Post  11 May 1958. 
130  AE8629. 193: Report by the Black Sash on Political Action, 1979-1971. 
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more £15.00 per month were to pay increased rent at the rate of 3/-d for every 

10/-d income over and above the £15 per month, until the economic rental was 

reached."' 

FEDSAW was perturbed by these increases and resolved to organise a nation 

wide campaign against the rent increases. Ray Alexander remarked in a circular 

that "the rent increases should be considered as an attack upon the already low 

standard of living of our people who have a continuous struggle to make ends 

meet". Alexander therefore urged all the branches of FEDSAW to organise 

regional conferences to combat the rent increases. 132  Delegates expressed their 

objections to the increases. The City Council made all families earning less than 

£15.00 pay one rate of increase and all families earning more than £15.00 pay a 

higher increase. For instance people who paid 17/4 for a two-roomed house had 

to pay £1.7.0 if they earned £15 or less, and £2 5 0 if they earned more than 

£15.00. The conference resolved not to pay rent increases and instead agreed 

to send a deputation of women to meet with the city council and also to send a 

letter of protest to the Minister of Native Affairs and to all municipalities in the 

Transvaal regarding the matter of rent increases. 133  

Prior to the proposed meeting with FEDSAW during May 1955, the City Council 

and the Housing Committee, the former wrote a letter to FEDSAW in the 

Transvaal with the aim of protecting the City Council's move on rent increases. 

131  AD 1137 B.A. 4.1.14: FEDSAW Rent Increases — Correspondence — Circular letter No. 4, 1954. 
132  Ibid. 
133  AD1137/BA 4.1.5: Report of Conference on increased rental in municipal sub-economic housing schemes. 

November 14. 1954. 	• 
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The letter indicated that the main reason for the rent increases was that: nit was 

to bring about a more equitable system of rentals for some types of 

accommodation. Where many local authorities averaged out the sub-economic 

rentals of the different schemes in their locations, which resulted in a slight 

increase in the rentals of some schemes and a small reduction in rentals of other 

schemes." 134  The City Council tried to cover up on their side, which 

unfortunately was not accepted by FEDSAW. 

FEDSAW felt a responsibility to assist the women affected by the rent increases, 

since they formed the backbone of the organisation. The Transvaal Regional 

Office of FEDSAW then organised a conference in Johannesburg in 1954 to 

deliberate on the question of rent increases. Representatives from the following 

groups were present: The Anti-Rent Increase Committee, which represented the 

inhabitants of the location, -FEDSAW, liberation movements, church 

organisations, 16 branches _of the Women's League, the Transvaal Indian 

Congress, the South African Communist Party, the South African Coloured 

People's Organisation and the five branches of the Congress of Democrats. 

Josie Palmer chaired the conference. At the meeting Helen Joseph, a member 

of the -  Congress of Democrats and the Secretary of FEDSAW,-referred to the 

Group Areas Act and the Urban Areas Act as instruments which deprived the 

African people of the choice of where to live and forced them away from their 

place of work with increasing transport costs. Helen Joseph drew the attention 

of the conference to the fact that the sub-economic scheme was inadequate and 

called upon the conference to protest against the conditions of the houses, the 

lack of creches, schools and clinics which were taken for granted in the planning 

of proper housing schemes or townships. These amenities, she remarked, 

`Were provided for European sub-economic housing schemes but not for 

coloured or African schemes". 13e  The conference resolved to support the tenants 

' 34  AD1137/13A 4.1.4: Circular Letter Department of Native Affairs No. 51/3131(ii) — 16 July 1955 — Increased 
Rental of Sub-economic Housing Schemes. 

135  AD1137 BA 4.1.5: Report of Conference on Increase Rental in Municipal Sub-economic Housing Schemes, 
November 14, 1954. 
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and encouraged them to refuse to pay the new rental fees. The conference 

agreed to send a deputation to the City Council and to also organise a protest 

march to the office of the Minister of Native Affairs to demand that the new 

proposal on rent increases be withdrawn. 

Subsequent to the conference of November 1954, the Transvaal Region of the 

FEDSAW drafted a memorandum and presented it to the City Council of 

Johannesburg acknowledging the necessity for sub-economic houses in view of 

the low wages earned by the people. The memorandum explained the inability 

of certain families to pay because they had no stable jobs or the wages they 

earned were very low. It was emphasised that the implementation of apartheid 

and the policy of residential separation, compelled the urban African to live a 

considerable distance from his place of employment, thus increasing the cost of 

transport. In the housing scheme, the urban African had no choice, nor could he 

freely occupy land closer to his employment, therefore rent and transport had to 

be considered together when calculating rent. 136  

The memorandum however drew the attention of the City Council to the dangers 

of compromising _the health and consequently the production potential of the 

working African population. It warned against depressing the living standards of 

the African below the present dangerously low level, by increasing rent which 

would have an adverse effect on their lives. Therefore FEDSAW appealed to 

the City Council not to raise rents. Owing to the pressure from the sub-tenants 

and the ANCWL as well as FEDSAW, the rent increases were suspended until 

all the affected parties had had an opportunity to re-evaluate the proposed rental 

rates. The inhabitants were not Opposed to the payment of rent but the increase 

was not comparable to their low wages. 137  

136  Ibid. 
137  ADI 137 BA 4.1.5: Draft FEDSAW memorandum on the increase of rents in the sub-economic township for 

Africans, to be submitted to the City Council of Johannesburg, 1955. 
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4.5 LIQUOR AND HOMEBREW 

In the early days when Africans came to town, they were discouraged from 

brewing beer in their homes. Legislative sanctions on this matter was given in 

the Cape in 1898 (Ad No 28 of 1898) and in the Orange Free State in 1903. 

However, particularly in the mining areas, drunkenness increased and 

consequently in some of the towns of the Transvaal the local authorities 

attempted to enforce regulations totally prohibiting beer brewing. The Natal 

Beer Act No 23 of 1908 authorised municipalities to licence individual Africans to 

sell beer, or to monopolise the manufacturing and selling within their areas. The 

latter alternative was generally preferred. 139  African males were allowed to brew 

for domestic consumption if they had applied for, and were granted a permit 

through the local municipal officer. The licence to brew was however issued 

under certain conditions namely, that the applicant had to have sufficient honest 

means of livelihood or was not habitually unemployed and that the applicant had 

not been convicted of a crime during the preceding period of 12 months. This 

practice was common in Nata1. 139  

The brewing of beer or homebrew, was the domain of women, because they 

regarded it as some type of informal sector economic activity. Women tried to 

earn a living through the selling of beer, despite the fad that it was illegal, since 

they had no legal right to property. In the townships the municipal_ councils had 

a monopoly to brew and sell. There was also a move to remove beer halls from 

towns and build them in the locations because of the increase in drunkenness 

and lawlessness in the city. 149  

Beer brewing was, though, not traditionally seen as a money making venture. 
. _ 

Beer drinking formed part of the social and cultural practices of Africans. The 

father of the house usually drank the beer. Sometimes he would invite his 

138 AD 843/ RT B6.3.5: Information on Liquor in general provided by SAIRR — Urban Affairs, 1957. 
139  M.G.H 243: Regulations - Domestic brewing of Kaffir Beer, 1938 — 1959, No. 2027. 
140  AD1947 B6.2.3.2: South African Institute of Race Relations, regarding illicit liquor — SAIRR Report 1932. 
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friends to drink with him."' The woman would prepare the beer and it would be 

drunk as a social drink. The beer was natural, made out of natural substances 

such as mealie meal and wheat and was allowed to ferment. No concoctions 

were added to it. Thus it could be discerned that beer drinking was an African 

national beverage and inextricably connected to their social and religious life. 142  

The move by the town council to build municipal beer halls in the locations in 

1959 sparked off an anger of protest as many women realised that they would 

lose their means of livelihood. African women who could not find employment in 

the city centre, used their skills to make ends meet, e.g, selling vegetables, 

doing laundry for other women in the location or sometimes fetching the washing 

from the Indian communities and washing it at home, using her own soap. The 

brewing of beer became an activity which attracted many and enabled the 

African women to learn other skills as they came into contact with different 

people. The brewing of beer by African women did -not only enable them to 

obtain an income, but also empowered them to start their own businesses, 

manage their own financial affairs and to help other women involved in the 

informal sector. Besides the brewing, other women become managers of their 

husband's houses by overseeing the subtentants. As Dr Xuma, former president 

of the ANC in 1952, remarked: "The crucial issue was the involvement of women 

in the brewing of beer in the location, for the brewing of alcohol by women was 

not merely to get yourself a man, but solely to supplement or add on and 

improve peoples lives". 143  Hence, the brewing of beer by women was done for a 

specific reason, but there were other women who, in the late fifties, brewed beer 

containing concoctions and thus acted as rivals to the municipal beer halls. - 

The woman selling or brewing beer in the location was seldom the wife of a 

wage earner in the town. The big liquor makers and sellers were women who 

were not affiliated to any particular man and were generally known as 'Skokiaan 

Queens'. The Skokiaan Queens came to town for the purpose of making liquor, 

not because of a lack of wages, but because of the ease with which they could 

141  Interview: Ntombi Mabaso and Violet Moleko, 10 August 1997. 
142  
143  AD 843/RT B6.2: Illicit Liquor Commission Report SAIRR, 1935. 
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secure a substantial income." Not every woman though, was a 'Skokiaan 

Queen'. Many women who brewed and sold beer did so as a last resort. The 

majority had no proper documentation, such as house permits, passes and birth 

certificates, which made them vulnerable to arrests. Pimville location had a 

large number of Basotho women who brewed beer and sold it to men. Amelia 

Nqephe, a Pimville resident and a member of the ANCWL, confirmed the 

presence of the Basotho women, and that they brewed beer, but denied that 

these women came to town for the purpose of selling liquor. 145  

The right to allow the establishment of beer halls in the location met with 

opposition since it would lead to competition between the women brewers and 

the municipality. The women would be deprived of the commanding power to 

earn a wage and be compelled to avail themselves to legally regulated 

employment as either domestic workers or babysitters. These jobs did not earn 

a sufficient livelihood and would not generate the minimum income the woman 

- would need. Besides, jobs in the cities were not readily available and women 

had to compete with men for employment as domestic workers. The African 

women brewers in the location did not have a powerful leg to stand on. Their 

objection against the building of beer halls could not challenge the argument in 

favour of the income, which the municipalities would generate. 

Beer brewers in the location, in particular women, formed syndicates which they 

utilised to discuss common issues pertaining to their problems, juvenile 

delinquency and how they would provide in their own needs. Therefore the 

extension of the beer halls from the city into the locations disrupted this social 

structure and threatened to destroy theft control over this informal sector. 

Brewing in the locations especially Pimville, Orlando and Alexandra 

nevertheless continued on a large scale, despite the building of beer halls. 

Brewed beer could not be kept in the house because of police raids which 

occurred during odd hours. Women brewers usually hid the brewed beer in 

'44 
AD843 B6.7.7: Record of the South African Institute of Race Relations on Evidence given before the 
Native Economic Commission, 1935. 

"5  Interview: Amelia Nqebhe, 10 January 1996. 
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huge drums hidden underground or in what was called the "mine". Nobody knew 

where the beer was kept and would not disclose anything to the police. The spot 

where the beer was hidden, was always neat and clean. 146  

There was a spirit of togetherness and unity that made it impossible for the 

policemen to break the bond and unity or to influence women brewers to 

disclose the "mine". The mothers, together with their children, were vigilant and 

afraid of the police and arrest. Whenever the police van was seen around the 

area, women and children would scream "khu khu khu!" to alert other women of 

police presence and to keep watch. "Sekubomvu! Khu khu khu!" were signals, 

meaning "watch out, the police van". 147  Beer drinkers preferred the homebrew 

because it was cheap and was drunk in a relaxed atmosphere. The beer was 

sold in bins which varied in size. The "skaal" or measuring cup, cost one shilling 

cents and beer drinkers could normally afford to-buy the "skaal". The "skaal' 

was made out of an old jam tin and was cleaned out to serve as a container for 

the brewed beer. 

When the police were spbtted, the inhabitants of the house would leave 

immediately to avoid arrest and the police would come and spill the beer on the 

ground. Unexpected beer raids on African townships were undertaken on a 

house-to-house basis. Not only did this procedure cause infinite inconvenience 

to the large mass of law-abiding Africans, but it frequently failed in trapping the 

worst offenders. Small children, whose homes were raided at night, became 

conditioned to the daily visits and developed hatred for the police, instead of 

looking upon the police as protectors. Every year thousands were lost to urban 

Africans, through fines for liquor offences and the value of the foodstuffs wasted 

in the preparation of the beer. 148  

Beer arrests were frequent in Pimville. Any woman found with beer was taken to 

Kliptown Police Station and then charged. The fines ranged between 5s and 

146Interview: Ntombi Mabaso, 16 June 1996. 
"'Interview: Violet Moleko, 16 June 1996. 
148  AD 843/RJ B6.22: South African Institute of Race Relations - Illicit Liquor Commission Report, 1935. 
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10s. 149  In 1938 in Pimville, the arrest of a woman who brewed beer resulted in 

unrest. The police arrested the woman and she was placed in the police van. 

The woman was able to escape and a number of women emerged and protested 

against her arrest. In the scuffle one woman was shot in the leg. 150  In Orlando, 

the case of Martha Mokoena, aged 30 and charged with drunkenness, was 

heard at the Orlando Police Station,. 151  Sarah Makgale was also fined for 

drunkenness and had to pay a fine of 5s or face 5 days in jail. 152  

Despite the municipal raids, women opposed public drinking in beer halls. In 

1959 women in Orlando West picketed outside the offices of the Johannesburg 

City Council closest to the beer halls. Beer halls were erected in Mzimhlophe, 

and Orlando West, much against the wishes of the residents. When men 

returned from work they went to the beer halls to have a drink, instead of going 

home. The majority of women realised the danger of men spending their meagre 

wages on liquor from the bottle stores. Therefore, the women protested strongly 

against the building of beer halls and demanded: "We want schools, not these 

things". 153  In another incident men who built the beer hall, were scared to eat at 

a party organised by the local council because they were afraid that the women 

would kill them. 154  The men were scared of what happened in Cato Manor when 

the African women charged against men who spent their time in the beer halls 

instead of drinking the beer from their homes, brewed by their wives. 155  

Though FEDSAW's main objective was to bring all women together, grassroots 

activities in the urban locations against beer brewing was not solely the task of 

FEDSAW. FEDSAW only provided social support. Women themselves took the 

lead except in Payerville and Springs where Dina Maile, a member of the 

Communist Party, played an important role in fighting the local municipalities' 

149 Interview : Ntombi Mabaso, 16 June 1996. 
15°  TPB 2036 TALC 16016: General Protest Against Regulations Prohibiting Brewing of Kaffir Beer, 

1935-1949. 
151  Case Number. 03866/131/11. 1945. 
152  AD 843/ RTB 6.2.3.5: South African Institute of Race Relations - Illicit Liquor Commission Report, 1935. 
153  The World, 4 July 1959. 
154  Golden City Post. 13 September 1959. 
155  I. Edwards: "Shebeen Queens Illicit Liquor and Social Structure of Drinking in Cato Manor," Agenda.  

Journal about Women and Gender. No.3, 1988. 
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refusal to allow women to brew. 156  The municipal beer halls continued to 

operate in the locations and African women's business of brewing and selling 

continued underground, as they could not compete with the beer halls and big 

industries. 

4.6 CONCLUSION 

The efforts of women in their different organisations failed. The women still had 

to carry passes and the local municipal council's still brewed beer. However, a 

combined effort and protest action against injustices and discriminatory 

measures culminated in a march on 9 August 1956 against the passes. Many 

African women continued to resist the carrying of passes, but the government 

made this compulsory. Amelia Nqephe commented on her arrest in 1958 that "in 

jail we were united, we did not see ourselves as different. We spoke all the 

different languages and managed to understand one another. Ubuntu prevailed 

in the cells. "157  

The attempts of FEDSAW to fight racial segregation succeeded in drawing 

women together and to challenge the removals, rent increases,-pass raids and 

prohibition of home brewing. Though not all the demands were realised, the 

actions brought women together to fight for their rights. The African women, 

used their numbers and relative unity as a show of force to demand concessions 

and a redress of racial discrimination. 

156  H.L. Venter: Die Swart Vrou in Buite Parlementere Versetpolitiek in Suid-Afrika, 1943-52, Unpublished MA 
dissertation, University of Pretoria, 1995,P86. 

157  Interview: Amelia Nqebhe, 10 January 1996. 
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CHAPTER 5 

5. THE DECLINE IN WOMEN'S ACTIVITIES IN THE 1960's AND 1970's 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The banning of the ANC and the PAC in 1960 meant that these organisations 

could not operate legally in South Africa The ANCWL was also affected by the 

bannings of 1960. The bannings, however, had adverse effects not only on the 

ANCWL, but also on FEDSAW, since the latter depended on the large support 

and membership of the ANCWL. 

Though the ANCWL overshadowed FEDSAW, the two organisations worked 

closely together and members of FEDSAW were also members of the ANCWL. 

The co-operation between FEDSAW and the ANCWL, gave the impression that 

FEDSAW had no decision-making status and relied on suggestions or views 

expressed by the ANCWL. However, this assumption was not always true, 

because FEDSAW was an organisation that brought all affiliated organisations 

together. The banning of the ANCWL dealt a crippling blow to FEDSAW and 

resulted in the decline in political agitation. Furthermore, the arrest of the 

leaders of the ANCWL, FEDSAW and the COD sealed the fate of FEDSAW, as 

members could not operate after being served with banning orders. FEDSAW, it 

could be asserted, had developed politically in the context of the liberation 

struggle, with its main strength coming from the ANCWL. 1  

This chapter will discuss the reasons for the decline in activities and the effect 

that the banning orders had on women's organisations. It will also analyse the 

response of women's leaders to the bannings, the regroupings in the 1970's, the 

formation of women's clubs, the increase in membership, new recruits and how 

the revived women's organisations hoped to continue with the protest started 

earlier. 

158  AD1137 P2.2: Woman - History of FEDSAW, 1954-1982. 
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5.2 ACTIVITIES OF WOMEN PRIOR TO 1960 

The first national conference of women's organisations held in Johannesburg in 

April 1954, was successful in as far as clear objectives were outlined regarding 

the role and position of women in political liberation. Women's participation in 

the 1940's had been primarily in the reproductive, rather than the productive 

spheres of society. Men dominated the political arena and African women who 

joined the ANC, were subjected to a waiting period, during which they had no 

political or decisive role to play, except to perform menial tasks such as the 

making of tea and arranging accommodation for visitors or delegates attending a 

meeting. Frene Ginwala observed this minor role played by women in the ANC, 

that it was not surprising, nor exceptional for the time. The societies from which 

the white settlers originated and the indigenous societies they encountered in 

South Africa, were male dominated and patriarchal. In 1912, throughout South 

Africa, Government and politics were generally considered to be within the 

exclusive province of men, and all women, black and white, were denied the 

franchise."19  

However, the women's role in the ANC began to change in the late forties as the 

focus of attention was drawn closer to women's rights and the position of women 

in the community. The formaladmission of women to the ANC, the formation of 

the ANCWL, the drafting of the Women's Charter and the demands contained 

therein were some of the developments which compelled the ANC to change its 

approach towards African women's membership. As a result of the strong influx 

of African women to the urban areas, there was no reason why men should 

exclude them from political participation in some of the organisations, as some 

African women performed the role of breadwinner in their households. The 

challenges with which women were faced contributed to a change of their role in 

159  Frene Ginwala: "Women and the African National Congress, 1912-1943" Agenda. Journal about Women and 
Gender No. 8, 1990. 
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the productive sector as more and more women were forced into industries to 

seek employment' s°  

The challenges in the urban environment made women more focused and they 

started to address certain socio-political issues e.g. passes and rent increases. 

The 1950's however, witnessed stronger involvement of African women in 

politics. Women would recruit other women and eventually they would form a 

group determined to achieve certain objectives. It should however, be 

emphasised that women did not only become active in the 1950's, but the means 

of organising women and calling on them to act in the 1950's, were more 

sophisticated and readily available as opposed to the early forties, when women 

would meet for a specific issue and then disband. Women could network and 

lobby against racial discrimination, which in the early part of the fifties was not 

easy. 

During the Defiance Campaign of 1952, many women went to jail, among them 

expectant mothers and women with babies. Women realised the strength of 

working together and were then seen more often at demonstrations against 

passes or at protest meetings. The Defiance Campaign proved to be an 

excellent training ground for some of the leaders such as Elizabeth Mafekeng, 

Lilian Ngoyi, Dora Tamana, Annie Silinga and Ida Mtwana. These women 

played an important role and managed to weld together the grassroots 

organisations into a cohesive partnership. The Defiance Campaign of 1952 

was, in essence, the first taste of political action where African women -from 

different organisations who shared common objectives, joined in public 

opposition to racial segregation. 161  

FEDSAW was successful in co-ordinating women's protest against passes and 

the subsequent march of 20,000 women to the Union buildings in Pretoria, in 

1956, to register the sentiments of all South African women against 

16°  AD1137 Ba 2.3.4: Federation of South African Wonien - Transvaal Region Report, 1959. 
161  A1985: Helen Joseph Papers, Historical background to the formation of FEDSAW and United Women 

Organisations, 1954-1990. 
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discrimination. Joint programmes enabled the FEDSAW to mobilise women in 

regions or provinces and bolster support from affiliated organisations. Thus in 

the 1950's, despite the National Party government's repressive policies, women 

stood fast and continued to agitate for the removal of racial discrimination 162 . 

5.3 EFFECTS OF THE BANNING — 1960 

The protest against the passes reached a climax when other political 

organisation then decided to join in the demonstration. The demonstration by 

women in 1956 to the Union Bulildings in Pretoria resulted in the arrest of some 

of the leaders of FEDSAW in December 1956. These leaders were brought to 

trial on charges of treason. As a sequel to the arrest of Lilian Ngoyi, Annie 

Silinge, Francis Baard and Helen Joseph were prevented from taking part in the 

Women's Celebration in 1957, because of the trial which was in progress in 

Pretoria. 163  Banning orders were served on some of the FEDSAW members as 

- early as the late fifties. In April 1957, Helen Joseph was banned and confined to 

Johannesburg. The only exception made to her restriction order was the 

permission to travel to Pretoria daily for the Treason Trial hearings. 164  

Albertina Sisulu, though not involved in the Treason Trial of 1956, was arrested 

in 1958 and detained for three weeks for unlawful protest against the passes for 

African women. The involvement of the two political organisations namely ANC 

and PAC in the demonstration against the passes led to bitter clashes about the 

strategy to adopt in the protest against the passes for African women. The focus 

of this chapter is not however, on the differences between the ANC and PAC. 

Attention will be on the government's repressive measures e.g. in 1960 where a 

_peaceful demonstration in Sharpeville turned into chaos. 

The Government declared a state of emergency in 1960 which made it more 

difficult for any political activities to continue. The banning orders shattered the 

162  AD1137 Cb 2.6.4: Federation of South African Women, 1954. 
163 C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa p.200. 
164 Ibid. 
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dreams of many people, especially the ANC leadership. FEDSAW leaders who 

were banned in 1960, were each confined to their residential areas. Lilian 

Ngoyi, National President of the FEDSAW, was confined to Orlando, Violet 

Weinberg, National Vice-President of FEDSAW, was banned and confined to 

Johannesburg, Helen Joseph, National Secretary of FEDSAW, was confined to 

Johannesburg and Florence Matomela confined to New Brighton in Port 

ELizabeth. Banning orders prevented the women from communicating with each 

other and they could not even write to any of those other banned women in other 

places. 165  

By 1960, the position of African people in urban areas remained unsatisfactory. 

Housing still remained a problem and women who were subletting made a 

lucrative commission. By the 1960's, experienced women leaders were behind 

bars. FEDSAW was faced with the situation where the affiliated members 

disappeared from public operation because they were afraid of arrest. The loss 

of the leaders of the ANCWL necessitated the restructuring of the organisation. 

FEDSAW managed to survive despite the restrictive measures imposed by the 

government on the ANC and the PAC. 

Many people pinned their hopes on the Congress Alliance because of its 

leadership during the anti-pass Campaign. FEDSAW was forced to recruit new 

members in order to keep its struggle for liberation alive. 

The bannings of 1960 impacted negatively on the aims and objectives of many 

political organisations. The banning orders served on the members of FEDSAW 

compelled office bearers to resign from their posts and from the organisation and 

forbade individuals to attend any gatherings. FEDSAW_ staff were constantly 

depleted and its leaders removed before time had permitted adequate training of 

other leaders. The depletion of FEDSAW personnel could not be isolated from 

the government's attacks on the leaders of all the liberation organisations. 1  

165  The Star. 12 December, 1962. 
' 66  AD1137 Ba 6: FEDSAW - Transvaal Region, 1956. Suggestions for the organisation and development of 

women by Transvaal region, undated. 
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The removal of leaders from spheres of activity, left only a handful of 

experienced individuals to hold executive positions in all organisations. The 

result was that unbanned people had to work actively, under conditions of 

uncertainty. The fact that members could not devote their full potential to the 

FEDSAW, inevitably slowed down the activities, despite the achievements in 

other activities like the National Campaign against passes."' 

The banning orders served on individuals were harsh. Albertina Sisulu 

responded in an interview that her first banning order came in 1964. It was a 

five year banning order, followed by 10 years of house arrest. After that she was 

banned for another two years, which expired in 1983 when there was a blanket 

lifting of the banning orders. Her banning order, she concluded, had the 

following restrictions: she could not address meetings, she was not to be 

involved in organisations nor participate in community meetings. She was 

supposed to be home from 6pm until 5am, nobody was allowed to enter her gate 

during those hours, she had to be alone and was checked daily at inconvenient 

hours of the morning i.e. 7 o'clock, 3 o'clock and 4 o'clock.' 68  

The government did not relax or adjust the application and enforcement of the 

repressive orders. The banning orders forced women to change their strategies 

and focus, because there was no powerful liberation organisation which could 

carry the struggle forward. Hence it was up to FEDSAW to reorganise women 

and resuscitate the old organisations. By 1966, it had ceased to be a mass-

based organisation. 169  The arrest of the key leaders of the ANCWL also 

encouraged the offspring of new women's organisations in the townships, which 

continued to agitate and protest against racism and exploitation. 

167  Ibid 
168  Interview : Albertina Sisulu. 3 June 1996. 
169  The Star. 9 August 1978. 
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5.4 THE FORMATION OF THE WOMEN'S CLUBS 

In chapter three, mention was made of the women's clubs. The idea to form 

women's clubs came as an attempt to revive FEDSAW. It was an attempt to 

recruit membership and to find a forum where women could meet and talk. The 

banning of political organisations did not result in the disintegration of FEDSAW, 

rather the remaining members of the organisation thought of other possible ways 

of keeping it in operation. FEDSAW was never banned. Therefore, the 

formation of community-based clubs for women on the basis of a FEDSAW 

initiative, was accepted unanimously. It was hoped that the strategy would help 

to fill the vacuum and redirect the ex-members of the ANCWL into the clubs. 

The regional executives of FEDSAW made strenuous efforts to get the clubs 

working. The clubs were thus seen to be a direct replacement for the 

ANCWL. 17°  FEDSAW hoped that with the formation of the women's clubs, 

women who were never involved in any organisation, would be recruited. The 

women's clubs, it was believed, would represent various activities in the 

community. There were a variety of women's clubs which were in existence prior 

to the 1954 establishment of FEDSAW. These women's clubs consisted of e.g. 

the Zenzele Women's Club, Young Women Christian Association and Helping 

Hand. In 1962 a number of women's clubs were identified, such as sewing 

clubs, vigilance welfare committees, knitting clubs, anti-pass committees, 

banished women's clubs, women's committees and clubs for a particular 

neighbourhood. These women's clubs were given the umbrella name of "Save 

our Families Association". 171  

Membership of the women's clubs was by individual membership and the club 

would in turn affiliate to FEDSAW. The women's clubs were not however, to 

develop independently or as isolated entities. FEDSAW took it upon themselves 

to assist in the development and expansion of women's clubs. Through 

17°  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa. p.270. 
171  AD 1137 Ba6: Suggestoins for the organisation and development of women's clubs adopted by the Transvaal 

Region. undated. 
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solidarity with FEDSAW, women's clubs joined in the struggle for the 

fundamental rights of the children and to bring an end to repression. 

Membership money was paid monthly in order to keep accurate membership 

records. FEDSAW had no money to run its activities and hoped that by 

engaging women effectively in the different regions through the women's clubs, it 

would be able to strengthen it's financial position. The idea of fundraising arose 

only to enable FEDSAW to facilitate community activities. FEDSAW took it upon 

itself to improve the political consciousness of its members through the affiliated 

clubs. In the Transvaal there were about 27 women's clubs, each involved in 

different activities and projects. In Natal there were 18, whereas the Western 

and Eastern Cape had 13 clubs each. 172  

Thus by 1962, all the different regions of FEDSAW operated via women's clubs. 

The Transvaal region, since it had a large number of women's clubs, had 

numerous projects, which enabled the clubs to engage in different activities. 

The clubs initiated the study conference. The club organisers were taught how 

to study properly, how to run meetings and how to make their clubs operate 

effectively. There were other special subjects taught such as the keeping of 

records, political education, discussion of current affairs and new strategies 

regarding political participation. The clubs were not just ordinary "stokvels" or 

co-operatives. The clubs were centres where members drawn from the.location 

were kept informed of the latest developments. The women's clubs in essence 

aimed at developing and creating real worthwhile women's organisations which 

could proudly play their part in the political struggle, which was difficult to 

achieve at that point in time. — 

The women's clubs also provided refuge for women who emerged from the 

banning orders and had lost touch with their next of kin. In Mzimhlophe as early 

as 1950, a group of motivated women had started the Service Committee which 

172  Ibid 
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was later to develop into the African Self Help Association. 173  Day-care centres 

and children's feeding schemes emerged through the guidance of the African 

Self Help Association. Structures in some of the communities helped to promote 

the ideals of FEDSAW. Josie Palmer, sometimes known as Josie Mpama, was a 

member of the ANCWL as well as the FEDSAW. She assisted the Mzimhlophe 

Church Women's Society and the Ekuthuleni Church Committee to arrange 

bursaries for needy children, food parcels for the poor and to provide other 

supportive aid where it was needed. The women's clubs were to operate within 

communities and used assistance provided by FEDSAW or any grassroots 

organisation.'" 

The formation of the women's clubs in the 1960's, therefore, revived what 

women had initiated on grassroots level a long time ago. It could be asserted 

that reconstruction and development, though it appears to be a recent 

terminology has long been in existence as women's organisations operating from 

grassroots level, carried out the reconstruction and development of their 

communities as early as in the 1960 1 s. 175  

There was no government funding to finance their projects but through co-

operation and commitment, the women's clubs managed to provide essential 

assistance. Through the activities of the women's clubs in the 1960's, FEDSAW 

tried to involve women in fighting against oppression and at the same time 

create a purpose of belonging to a women's club. 176  There were limited 

opportunities for conferences between 1956 — 1959 owing to the arrests and 

banning orders. In 1962 the Congress of Democrats was also banned and 

FEDSAW lost substantial white membership. The white women were removed 

from the affiliated membership of FEDSAW. In 1963, new legislation prohibited 

all banned people from membership or any participation in political debates. 

Thus from 1962/3 onwards women elected to FEDSAW's leadership, were 

173  Drum Mapazine, 10 June 1975 
174  Ibid. 
1 " Ibid. 
176  AD1137 Ba6.1: Suggestions for the organisations and development of women's clubs adopted by the Transvaal 

Region, undated. 
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repeatedly banned, at both regional and national leve1. 177  Helen Joseph, a 

member of the Congress of Democrats and National Secretary of FEDSAW, 

became the first person in 1962 to be put under house arrest in South Africa. 

The restriction lasted 10 years. 18  She was re-arrested for failing to report to the 

police station one Saturday and was sentenced to a compulsory minimum 

sentence of 12 .  months in jail, suspended except for four days. She was re-

arrested in 1964 for possession of banned literature and for furthering the aims 

of a banned organisation, the ANC. She was acquitted on both charges. On 

October 27, 1967, four days before her restrictions were to expire, she was 

placed under a further five year house arresti n  Helen Joseph was therefore 

never a free person again. Wherever she went policemen would be around. 

When she was on the platform addressing the Congress of Democrats in 1956, 

for example, she said: "I made the rest of my speech with policemen at four 

corners, standing with guns pointed at me. X180  

The effect of the banning of the Congress of Democrats was that it forced 

FEDSAW to change its strategies because, even though FEDSAW was not 

banned, the core members gradually began to be depleted as the majority were 

under house arrest. It was only in the 1980s that the Cape Region attempted to 

revive activities by organising a massive women's cultural festival to celebrate 

the anniversary of the establishment of FEDSAW. This was the first major 

activity of a newly revitilised FEDSAW. Women met in their locations and kept 

their meetings a secret to avoid government interference. The aims of the 

festival, said Dorothy Boesak, "were celebration, education, and building 

solidarity among women. It was hoped the event would help South African 

women, faced with much brutality, to celebrate the creativity, unity and to 

develop a common perspective which was necessary in order to keep a national 

culture out of the ashes of apartheid/ 48' Helen Joseph, who attended the 

celebration, was brought in a wheelchair. She was greeted with a standing - 

177  Drum Magazine 10 June 1975. 
178  Women's World. 13 May 1976. 
"9  H. Joseph: If this be Treason, p.204. 
18°  Sojourner: An Independent Christian Monthly, - Vol. 17, No.11, December 1988. 
181  Ibid. 
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ovation. Her presence was an encouraging reminder of the progress that has 

been made for women within the struggle in the decades since she and others 

launched FEDSAW. 182  

Despite the attempts by the FEDSAW to keep the fires burning, the bannings of 

the ANC, PAC, ANCWL SACP and SAIC in 1960, made it impossible for 

FEDSAW to meet frequently. The meetings became very irregular. A meeting 

of FEDSAW was held in Port Elizabeth in 1961, where not much was discussed. 

The last meeting of FEDSAW was in Johannesburg in 1962. At the last meeting 

it became apparent that FEDSAW had to regroup effectively. On national level 

FEDSAW remained almost dormant until the women's cultural festival of the late 

1980's. On provincial levels, spurts of activity were seen only infrequently. 

5.5 REGROUPINGS AFTER 1960 

- In 1970, FEDSAW had a reunion in Johannesburg, where the old faces of 

FEDSAW were seen. The faces observed were those of Albertina Sisulu, Helen 

Joseph, and Amina Cachalia. At the reunion it became apparent that FEDSAW 

would have to change drastically. The focus was now on how to salvage the top 

leadership. The revitalised FEDSAW could only succeed and survive if it could 

recruit extensively. The majority of the leaders in 1954 were trade unionists, for 

example, Lilian Ngoyi, Ray Alexander, Elizabeth Matomela and Francis Baard. 183  

The revived FEDSAW called for a major reshuffling of portfolios as well as the 

leadership. It became apparent that membership would consist both of affiliated 

women's organisations and of women who have never identified with any 

organisation. The affiliation it was hoped, would include far greater numbers 

with tens of thousands of members scattered nationwide, as well as localised 

women's groups. The localised women's groups would consist of church groups, 

student organisations, youth groups and unions. 184  Regroupings and the 

forriiation of new women's organisations began to take shape, because by the 

182  The Star. 9 August 1987. 
183  The Star 2 lune 1987. 
184 ibid.  
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early eighties, FEDSAW, which maintained a skeleton body, continued to 

operate through the women's clubs. Since new organisations emerged late in 

the seventies and early eighties, mention will only be made of basic 

developments as the. scope of this research does not extend beyond the 

seventies. The revival of the old women's groups addressed the attitudes of 

women and demanded a change in women's attitude. The South African Black 

Women's Federation was formed in Durban in 1975 and Fatima Meer was 

elected as the president. Within a year, seven leaders had been detained. 

Fatima Meer was banned, Winnie Mandela and Sally Motlana were detained 

and later released. Deborah Mabiletsa became the president when Fatima Meer 

was banned. A meeting was held at the Young Women's Christian Association 

Centre in Dube in 1976, where women tried to revisit and rectify some of the 

mistakes ofthe old women's organisation and to find out how best they could 

improve on them. 

In an attempt to renew the strategies of the old FEDSAW, the meeting called for 

a change in attitude. Joyce Siwana, the General Secretary of the Black Social 

Worker's Association, said: "We have to carry passes as we failed to fight 

against their issue. Now we must work, so our babies won't have to carry them 

when they are older.'"5  Deborah Mabiletsa said in the opening proceedings: 

"We did not exclude anyone in ourfirst federation, but we were rejected by 

Whites and so in return we were driven to reject them because of legislation 

governing us. This made us to adopt Black Conservationers.° 186  Her words 

indicated that although FEDSAW was on a recruitment drive, the Black 

Women's Federation changed completely from the multi-racial character of 

FEDSAW to a only black women's organisation. 

Reflecting on the government's repression Deborah Mabiletsa said: "While our 

leader is banned let us not be afraid. We are all leaders, let us ask ourselves 

what each can contribute. The ban is not directed at Mrs Meer alone, but to 

185  Women's World,  13 May 1976. 
186 /bid  

85 



everyone of us. You or me might be next , today or tomorrow." 187  It became the 

concern of the South African Black Women's Federation that women should 

understand racism and if they were against it: "we must start within ourselves 

such that we end promoting those who are of our race and ignore other races. 

Let us change our attitudes before trying to change others. Evil forces take 

advantage of our divisions and our selfish yearnings to be the only leader. ° 188  

At the meeting held in Dube, Winnie Mandela compared the South African Black 

Federation with the old FEDSAW and found the objectives to have been the 

same except that there was a change in the membership. She remarked: uln 

1975 one allows only a black membership because it is based on the legislation 

governing blacks today. "189  

The early seventies furthermore witnessed a change in tactics by demonstrating 

passively. None of the women agitators considered using force except to 

boycott, picket and demonstrate. In the seventies Blacks began to reassert 

themselves after the lull of the sixties. Blacks began to value everything 

associated with Black people. They started feeling proud of being Black. The 

Black Consciousness philosophy of the seventies helped to promote the idea of 

being Black. The Black Women's Federation, had a powerful Black membership 

and supported a Black Consciousness philosophy. The Black Consciousness 

philosophy was an attempt to treasure and value the contributions a Black 

person has made in the community. The Black Women's Federation operated in 

both the rural and urban areas, something the predecessor organisations could 

not do. The Black Women's Federation, unfortunately, was short-lived, because 

in 1977, several women of the Black Women's Federation were detained. 

Fatima Meer was banned, Winnie Mandela and Sally Montlana were detained 

and later released. In October 1977 the Black Women's Federation, the Black 

I " Ibid. 
188  H. Bernstein: For Their Triumph and For Their Tears - Women in Apartheid South Africa p.152. 
189  Women's World, 13 May 1976. 
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Consciousness Movement and the Black People's Convention were all 

banned: 9°  

In the early eighties new women's organisations emerged, shaped by the aims 

and objectives of FEDSAW. In the Cape the United Women's Congress was 

formed in the hope that it would revive the old Federation. In Port Elizabeth, the 

Port Elizabeth Women's Organisation emerged (PEWO). In the Transvaal the 

Federation of the Transvaal Women was established (FEDTRAW) and lastly in 

Natal the Natal Organisation of Women (NOW) was formed. 191  The members of 

the old FEDSAW and the new organisations continued to work under the name 

of FEDSAW. They would be seen at funerals dressed in the green and black 

uniform of FEDSAW. The revived FEDSAW, enabled the regional groups to 

continue with their projects such as the establishment of nursery schools, 

feeding schemes and youth clubs. These organisations could fight against 

racial discrimination and voice demands in terms of the Women's Charter. The 

re-emergence of the new women's organisations affirmed the women's demands 

as enshrined in the Women's Charter. FEDSAW consistently fought for the 

same goals and was not daunted by the fad that none of the demands made in 

the Women's Charter had been Met. 192  

5.6 CONCLUSION 

The National Party government's strict security control measures of the 1970's 

severely immobilised the activities of FEDSAW. FEDSAW was seriously 

handicapped especially because of the nature of its membership, i.e. affiliated 

membership. Attempts at maintaining a basic skeleton structure was difficult, 

because of a lack of funds and restricted movement of leaders. The strategy to 

revert back to the original grassroots structures, i.e. the community women's 

clubs, proved successful in maintaining contact and activities among women in 

the urban areas. Women's clubs revived the old grassroots social structures of 

19°  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa, p.275. 
191 Ibid.  

192  South View "Brave Steps", 29 April and 5 May 1987. 
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women in black urban townships and maintained the vital channel of 

communication between .women. FEDSAW thus failed to maintain a 

recognisable presence during the 1970's. New organisations were to emerge 

during the 1980's to blow new life into the black liberation struggle in South 

Africa This new initiative relied heavily on small grassroots structures. 

FEDSAW, with its affiliated national structure, was less appropriate. The spirit of 

women's opposition to racial segregation was kept alive more effectively through 

the women's clubs and they provided the stepping stones for renewed opposition 

and resistance. FEDSAW maintained the name and the memories of previous 

actions, but new organisations were needed to take liberation further. 
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CHAPTER 6 

6. ACHIEVEMENTS AND FAILURES OF FEDSAW AND OTHER 

ORGANISATIONS 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

FEDSAW was never banned, but by the 1960's it experienced dwindling 

numbers as well as support. Measuring the success or achievement and failures 

of women's organisations would depend on the circumstances prevailing at the 

time. FEDSAW's achievement would depend on the different contributions from 

different affiliates and the failures would be ascribed to the problems that 

FEDSAW experienced. 

The African women who belonged to the ANCWL had not been part of the 

political scene prior to 1950 and had shown their determined effort to resist white 

minority rule and repression. Furthermore, the intensity of women's involvement 

and agitation thwarted by the continued actions by the government, did not deter 

further attempts to fight on. Therefore, participating in political mobilisation 

became an activity to address those injustices. Women could look towards the 

future when all discriminatory practices would have be removed and all women, 

irrespective of colour, creed or religion would enjoy equal opportunities. 

In this chapter, the focus will be on achievements and failures of FEDSAW, to 

establish the factors which contributed to the achievements and to identify the 

problems which contributed to the failure of FEDSAW and other women's 

organisations, and lastly to refer to the new women's organisations which 

emerged after the banning. 
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6.1 ACHIEVEMENTS 

The achievements of FEDSAW should not be viewed in isolation from the other 

political organisations during the period under review. FEDSAW consisted of an 

affiliated membership which meant that the organisation consisted of members 

representing different organisations. The achievements of FEDSAW should be 

seen as the work of the entire womenfolk, rather than that of a specific race. 

Though not all women were practically involved in the demonstrations against 

passes, rent and education, FEDSAW represented an ideal to bring all women 

together and to fight women's problems together. 

FEDSAW achieved some success in the mobilisation of women's organisations. 

It managed to focus on an issue which affected women tremendously, i.e. the 

pass laws which made it impossible for women to move freely, to sell their labour 

and to seek employment in the cities. Women were drawn together because of 

the shared common problems and a common purpose. 

FEDSAW was not racial or violent in its approach. It managed to work with 

different organisations and exposed women to common objectives and values. 

Besides political participation, women had other community responsibilities, 

which they had initiated long before the formal launch of the FEDSAW. Winnie 

Ngwekazi, a resident of Pimville, e.g. led a selfless life, teaching children, who 

were rejected by the recognised schools. Through the assistance of Trevor 

Huddleston, she established the feeding scheme for the children in Pimville. - 193  

193 M. Skota: The African Whose Who p.19. 
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Madie Hall Xuma, the wife of Dr Xuma; started the Young Women's Christian 

Association in Orlando, where she taught women from the townships how to care 

for their lives, taught them life skills and managed to get them involved in 

community projects.' FEDSAW succeeded in launching regional projects, 

because the constitution of FEDSAW encouraged the institution of regional 

groups. Through the regional groups women managed to work on small projects 

which could be realised, instead of huge projects which would require a national 

meeting/conference. The Transvaal region of FEDSAW played an important 

role in organising marches as well as demonstrations. It was in the Transvaal 

that the most outstanding achievements were seen. Apart from the 

demonstrations, organised other conferences, the Transvaal region e.g. on 

issues relating to housing, education and racial discrimination. Women 

supported these demonstrations because those issues affected them most 

directly. The Transvaal region received public acclaim because the press gave 

publicity to FEDSAW. 1  This strengthened FEDSAW membership because of 

- the advertising of their objectives. 

_ The ANC, which played a dominant role in the anti-pass campaign, encouraged 

women to protest against the passes. Though the men in the ANC did not come 

out openly in support of the women, women accepted the request from the ANC 

as a challenge because it would enable FEDSAW to be brought to the notice of 

women in Johannesburg and surrounding areas. Furthermore, FEDSAW got the 

opportunity to address a large number of African women which in turn, 

contributed towards an elevated status for the organisation. FEDSAW had some 

success in bringing women together, e.g. ANCWL and other women. FEDSAW 

wrote: "In unity we shall win freedom and we shall not be defeated"! 

In the anti-pass campaign, members of the Congress Alliance namely the 

- Congress of Democrats (COD), Women's League (ANCWL), the South African 

Coloured People's Organisation (SACPO), South African Communist Party 

194  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa p.19. 
195 AD 1137 Ab2.1: Repon on the work of FEDSAW - Transvaal Region, 1957. 
196  AD2186. ANCWL correspondence with FEDSAW. 1956. 
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(SACP), South African Indian Congress (SAIC) and Federation of South African 

Women (FEDSAW) were each given the responsibility to complete an 

assignment. The Congress of Democrats (COD), had to appeal to the 

Europeans to support .the call against the passes. The South African Indian 

Congress (SAIC) had to guard against domestic workers taking up passes. 

Members of the Congress of Democrats (COD) could travel across provinces 

and locations and African women could also link up women across race 

distinctions and mobilise support in urban cities. Travelling from township to 

township made the African women realise that FEDSAW was not an ivory tower, 

but part and parcel of their activities. 197  

Julia Wells contends that despite the government restrictions on women's free 

movement-, many women managed to evade the law. 198  During the preparations 

for the anti-pass campaign, the Transvaal branch_of FEDSAW sought ways by 

which women could mobilise. Helen Joseph travelled from township to township 

speaking to black women both in groups and as individuals. Lilian Ngoyi and 

Josie Palmer, addressed house meetings of whites, Indians and coloureds 

despite the vigilant supervision of the police: 99  

FEDSAW was not engaged in the pass campaign only, but worked with other 

women's organisation on community issues as well. The western areas removal 

scheme of 1955, issues of rent increase in 1959, Bantu education in 1953 and 

protest against beer halls in 1959, all received the overwhelming support of 

FEDSAW. FEDSAW provided support to women who sacrificed their lives and 

continued to fight repression. Albertina Sisulu praised the work of FEDSAW 

with regard to the boycott of Bantu education. In her house she had classrooms 

and teachers who taught children who refused to go _to Bantu education 

schools. m°  

191  AD1137 Ba6.2 • Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Women's International 
Federation, undated. 1956. 

198  J. Wells: We Now Demand! The history of women resistance to pass laws in South Africa, p.108. 
199  AD1137 Ba6.2: Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW, 1956. 
200  Interview: Albertina Sisulu. 25 June 1997. 
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FEDSAW was successful with social work, where families of detainees were 

taken care of and women volunteered to offer assistance, food and shelter. The 

Defence Aid Fund provided funds and the Welfare Committee attended to the 

welfare aspect. FEDSAW worked around the clock to provide support, pay rent, 

buy household goods and provide medical attention to the sick. x" 

Though credit cannot be ascribed to one particular organisation for the 

operations of FEDSAW, it should however be emphasised that all women 

deserve to be given credit because of the diverse contributions they made 

towards women's issues. 

FEDSAW achieved some success by recognising the work of women in the 

communities and by promoting co-operation amongst these organisations. The 

church groups were very active in the community projects. The "stokvels" taught 

women how to generate funds collectively. The women's clubi of the 1960's 

contributed enormously towards the orientation of African women with 

fundraising projects, leadership training, adult education, childcare and how to 

conduct meetings. Though FEDSAW appeared to have been more active on 

political issues, it achieved more by bringing women together and draw their 

energies to the understanding of themselves (women) and how they could 

improve their lives. 

6.2 FAILURES 

FEDSAW was never banned, but individual members were banned in 1960. The 

arrest of the members hampered the smooth flow of ideas and activities. When 

FEDSAW called a national conference, the response proved positive and the 

various political organisations mobilised against passes. Despite tight 

government constraints, FEDSAW managed to fulfil some objectives but failed to 

meet other challenges. 

2°1  Golden City Post, 15 September 1957. 
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6.3.1 Funding 

FEDSAW had a large membership which varied from ordinary housewives to 

executive members of organisations, but one major obstacle was the question of 

funds. FEDSAW with its huge membership, lacked sufficient funds to maintain 

and manage its functions. It had to provide resources to carry out its 

assignments. Subscriptions from the affiliated members were too little and were 

not paid regularly. FEDSAW had no financial back-up and depended on funds 

generated from fundraising, cake sales, jumble sales and tea parties. The 

exclusion of individual membership had a serious effect on the finances of 

FEDSAW, since the organisations which were affiliated to it were themselves 

engaged in a life-and-death struggle for liberation, also frustrated by a lack of 

funds. The potential income of the FEDSAW was limited and this had a crippling 

effect on the organisation. 2°2  

Belonging to too many organisations could also be seen as a factor which 

contributed to the poor financial status of FEDSAW. Women per se had too 

many commitments and each had her own financial responsibilities. The 

executive members of FEDSAW had full-time jobs. Lilian Ngoyi was a garment 

worker and Albertina Sisulu worked at the Shanty Clinic. They could provide 

moral support rather than financial help. There was no possibility of employing a 

part-time official to manage the affairs of FEDSAW. All the executive members 

were working women, devoting all their time to the struggle for freedom, both in 

FEDSAW and in other organisations. 

Women's organisations in the community, though they also operated on small 

budgets, managed to devise a system which worked like a co-operative and 

pooled small amounts of money and later dividing it when it had increased. The 

"stokvel" or co-operative operated in certain townships, for example Pimville. It 

was a well organised system whereby the money collected from the members 

202  AD 1137 Ba6.2: Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Women's International 
Federation, undated. 
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was then used for different activities. 203  The prevalence of "stokvels" in the 

township, though they were. concerned with personal matters, made it impossible 

for women who belonged to political organisations, to meet those demands as 

well. 2°4  

Cherry' Walker has argued that FEDSAW could not fundraise like the church-

women who operated in the locations. The community regarded the "manyano" 

women as a church organisation and not a political group. As a political 

organisation within an undemocratic society, FEDSAW was battling against the 

full weight of ideological pressures which frowned upon women, and black 

women in particular, involving themselves in political activity. FEDSAW was a 

risky organisation for women to support financially and it was also not the sort of 

organisation businessmen would assist. By contrast, the church was widely 

regarded as a legitimate area for women to work in. Walker acknowledged the 

fact that the fundraising potential did exist among women in the African 

townships, but that FEDSAW was slow to tap the correct source. 2°5  

In 1963 FEDSAW tried to establish the women's clubs with the hope of 

alleviating the financial status of the organisation. The clubs were not better off 

than FEDSAW in that respect. Since club membership was so small, it could not 

possibly assist FEDSAW. FEDSAW did not collapse because of a lack of 

money. Invariably funds were found to finance its various campaigns, albeit 

sparingly, and volunteer work kept running costs to a minimum. Financial 

difficulties acted as a serious hindrance to its effectiveness as - a political 

organisation. 2°6  

203 ibid.  

204  Interview : Ntombi Mabaso, 20 August 1996. 
205  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa p.254. 
2°6  A1985 P5-12: Helen Joseph Papers 1985. Historical background to the formation of FEDSAW and the United 

Women's Organisations, 1950-1990. 
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6.3.2 The Structure of FEDSAW 

The federal structure of FEDSAW presented problems which proved difficult to 

solve. The affiliated members came from different regions and presented 

problems which needed immediate attention. Regions were far apart and it was 

difficult to attend to their problems. National meetings were also not held 

regularly. The distance between provinces made it difficult to communicate and 

to maintain regular meetings. FEDSAW was further hampered by the 

restrictions placed on women by their position within the family. Though 

membership began from the age of 18 years, a large number of women who 

affiliated were married women with children, families and homes to take care of. 

In many instances, attending meetings regularly became a problem because the 

meetings were held at night and it was unsafe for women to move alone at night. 

Furthermore, the women would be arrested when found without a night pass. 

The structure of FEDSAW made it impossible for executive members to have 

dual roles, for instance, Lilian Ngoyi was the National Executive President of the 

ANCWL and the Chairperson of FEDSAW. The dual roles contributed to 

confusion. The ANCWL was the oldest women's organisation and tended to 

insist on taking priority in actions. 

6.3.3 Attitude of Men to Women 

African men were not wholeheartedly in agreement with what women did. In 

view of the patriarchal nature of African communities, men were generally 

reluctant to support the women's initiatives against racial segregation. In the 

early stages of the anti-pass campaign men in the ANC took the lead and other 

participants merely received orders and instructions. As Cherryl Walker argued: 

The ANC regarded itself as the dominant body. A large source of tension, over 

and above was that of FEDSAW which was an organisation of women and as 

such, a challenge to prejudices against women's political autonomy and 

adulthood, prejudices which were deeply rooted. An overtly independent and 

96 



non-racial women's movement threatened male hegemony within the Congress 

Affiance.'" 

In the ANC and the SAIC, many men who were politically active and progressive 

in outlook, still maintained the tradition that women should take no part in 

politics. The mere fact that FEDSAW was not represented in the National 

Consultative Committee of the Congress Alliance, which was male dominated, 

reflected the ambivalence within the Congress Alliance on the role of women 

within the national liberation movement." 

There was great resentment towards women who sought independent activities 

or even expressed independent opinions. The ANC men in the Transvaal were 

of the opinion that women should not participate in the political liberation 

movements. For many African men their chief reason for opposing passes for 

women was that the government was thereby usurping their own authority. "The 

government cannot give your woman a pass if you do not want to, because the 

woman is under the control of a man."209  

The attitude of men towards women and politics was not only raised by the 

members of the ANCWL. Poni Mdhluli, a man of 95, commented on the passes 

during the demonstrations by women in the city of Johannesburg in 1958 that, 

"No one spoke of passes for women in the old days. Our custom says the 

woman is the child of the man. She must stay home, cook for her man, and 

must look after her body and be beautiful for him. What will happen if a woman 

gets arrested while the man is away to work? Who will look after the children 

then? Our menfolk used to be proud because of their authority over their 

women. The woman was dependent on the man. Giving a pass to the woman is 

setting the woman free — making her an equal of man, a breadwinner ' 21°  The 

201  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa  p.259. 
2°8  Ibid.p.259. 
2°9  Ibid.p.181. 
210  Golden City Post,  18 August 1958. 
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above comment by an old man was further proof of the attitude of men towards 

women and their role in the liberation struggle. 

Men in the ANC did not openly support FEDSAW, but acknowledged what 

women had managed to do during the anti-pass campaign. The prejudice was 

so strong that even when many of those in leading positions in the ANC 

appeared to be co-operating with FEDSAW, it was sometimes difficult to avoid 

the conclusion that they would prefer to obstruct the work of FEDSAW and 

withdraw their own womenfolk from activities. The Pretoria demonstration, 

however, caused a tremendous stir among African men, who were astounded 

that women could organise and carry out such demonstration. The success of 

the demonstration succeeded, to some extent, in breaking down the frustrating 

wall of prejudice. 2" 

Men regarded the struggle to have'been solely a campaign for women, which 

- required no support from men. The men, generally, adopted a passive attitude, 

leaving it to the women to shoulder the burden. It was further expected that the 

men would oppose rigorously the extension of the pass system to women and 

that women would be more active than men, but the attitude adopted by the men 

towards the campaign did more harm than provide the support the women 

needed. A resolution adopted at the Congress of People in 1955 called for the 

full participation of men in the campaign. 212  

The success of the famous march of the 9 th  August 1956 was sceptically viewed 

by men as incapable of attaining any degree of success. The ANC never 

believed that FEDSAW had the organisational strength to achieve political 

liberation for African people. There was also the pressure from the rank and file 

men who could not agree to women staying away from home, involved in political 

matters. 213  Albert Luthuli, a president of the ANC at that time, showed support 

for women and had confidence in what women could achieve: °/ cannot visualise 

211 Ibid.  

212  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa, p.260. 
213  ADI 137 cbl: Pamphlet: Information regarding passes for African women, undated. 
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a situation in which the movement will be overwhelmingly feminine, but the 

women will play a very important part. More and more African women will not 

only actively, but in silent ways contribute to the struggle.''" Albert Luthuli was 

an exception to the general attitude of African towards women. He strongly 

believed that women should be given an opportunity to participate in political 

activities. 

H. L. Venter supports the fact that ANC men in the early part of the women's 

activities was a bit withdrawn in supporting protest marches engineered by 

women. She stated that, "Die KPSA 'n veel belangriker rol gespeel en bale meer 

by die veldtogte gebaat het. Dit het you gelyk dat die ANC dagbestuur nie so 

gelukkig was dat die KPSA so 'n groot rol in die veldtogte gespeel het nie. Hulle 

het dus rile die vrouens aangemoedig om betrokke te raak nie. Die man wat nie 

gewoond daaraan was dat hulle vrouens politiek aktief was nie, het ook nie veel 

gedoen om hulle vrouens en dogters aan te moedig om aan die veldtogte deel te 

neem nie." 215  Furthermore, the ANCWL played a very minor role after its 

establishment. The fact that in the 1950's the ANC was brought under the 

influence of the more militant Congress Youth League, subsequently led to an 

encouragement of women to participate in campaigns and became involved in 

ANC activities. 216  Therefore, due to the unsupportive attitude of men, African 

women took it upon themselves teistandup for their rights, because if they did 

mobilise themselves, nothing would help them improve their lives. 

Black men were not supportive of women protests. Venter also quotes the white 

men's perspective about black women's activities, "Alhoewel die regering kennis 

geneem het van die swart vrouens se gevoel teen die paswette, het hulle hul nie 

daaraan gesteur nie. Die blankeinan wat die destydse Suid-Afrikaanse regering 

monopoliseer het, het nooit die swart vrouens se verset ernstig opgeneem nie. 

Hulle het aanhou glo dat die swart vrouens aan hulle mans onderhorig en 

214  Rand Daily Mail. 29 October 1958. 
215  H.L. Venter: Die Swart Vrou in Buite Parlementere Versetpolitiek in Suid-Afrika, 1943-1952 p.108. 
216  Ibid .  
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onderdanig moes wees en dat hulle nie vir hulself kon praat nie, omdat hulle 

kwansuis nie verstaan het wat op politieke gebied gebeur nie." 217  

Proof of the fact that men would have preferred their women to be at home 

rather than engaged in politics could be inferred from their response when a 

woman was arrested. Men would immediately post bail. Men were the first to 

pay, which could perhaps be interpreted that they were concerned about 

women's arrests, but more probably, that they wanted the women to respect 

men's support. During the anti-pass demonstration, it was the husbands of 

many of the arrested women who undermined their strategy of civil disobedience 

by bailing them out, before either FEDSAW or the ANC had come to a decision 

on what the best course of action would be. 218  When women did have 

sympathetic and co-operative husbands, they generally still had to attend to 

domestic matters before they were free to spend time on political work. Virginia 

Mngomo's husband allowed her freedom but first she had to ensure that he had 

enough food and clean shirts and socks laid out for the week. 2" 

Mass arrests had undoubtedly turned many homes upside down and brought 

hardship to both husbands and children. In some cases, hardship turned into 

tragedy. In Orlando the wife of an insurance agent was in jail. She was arrested 

with her one year old baby. There were four other children whose ages ranged 

from eleven to four years. The father assumed the role of the mother, cooked 

the porridge and sliced the sandwiches before going to work. 22°  Apart from their 

responsibilities as mothers, many women had uncooperative husbands who 

disapproved of or resented signs of too great independence on the part of their 

wives. This "backward attitude" of the men, as FEDSAW termed it, was a real 

deterrent on women's political involvement and one FEDSAW constantly had to 

fight against. 221  

217  Ibid. 
218  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa  p.239. 
219 ibid.  
220 Ibid. 
221  The World,  10 April 1960. 

100 



Women on the other hand preferred to be arrested and to spend some time in 

jail rather than post bail. Their arrest, the women believed, would strengthen 

their cause against passes and would encourage other women not to fear 

arrest. 222  On the other hand, they believed that the arrest of women would 

encourage the authorities not to continue enforcement of the carrying of passes 

by women in view of the disruption of family life. 

The oppression of women did not only occur at political meetings but also within 

their homes. The fact that the majority of men in the ANC were reluctant to 

acknowledge the role women could play in politics, was indicative of what 

prevailed in their homes. These were men who perceived the women's place to 

be in the kitchen or with the children and often women were socialised to accept 

their situation. 223  

In commenting on the attitude of men towards women's initiatives, Julia Wells 

raised issues such as that in the early stages of political mobilisation, women, 

together with the ANC leaders, entered into long discussions with the women's 

organisations as to whether a new organisation would not duplicate already 

existing ones, for example, the ANCWL. 224  The ANC had superior authority 

within the Congress Alliance and FEDSAW was admitted on the basis of a 

member organisation of the Congress Alliance, but its own ranking, that is 

FEDSAW within that Alliance, was not sharply delineated. The ANC's insistence 

was based on its fears that a unitary women's organisation would compete with 

the ANCWL for membership, as well as prove too independent of ultimate 

congress control. Thus FEDSAW was modeled on a multi-racial and loosely 

federal structure. 225  

Whilst women were trying to fight against racial segregation, at the same time, 

they had to contend with the negative attitude displayed by men towards their 

activities. Women had to deal with the idea that they would receive no blessing 

. 222  C. Walker: Women an Resistance in South Africa, p.238. 
223  Interview : Amelia hhiebhe, 10 January 1996. 
224  Drum Magazine June 1958. 
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from the male dominated political organisations. It became apparent to 

FEDSAW that they should not be deterred by the attitude of men. Ray 

Alexander commented to Ida Mtwana that, "There are many parts of the country 

where the men do not encourage the women to join the ANC. FEDSAW 

provides opportunities for women to come together as women to discuss their 

problems, to develop qualities of leadership, without male domination.' 226  

FEDSAW was determined to forge ahead with its activities despite the poor 

support from the male counterpart. The Freedom Charter of 1955 spelled out 

clearly the desire of all people to work in full cooperation and coordination in 

their struggle for freedom. Thus FEDSAW agreed not to be narrowed in their 

approach because of poor support from men. 227  

6.3.4 The Government and Repression 

In any society the pattern of people's lives is the result of the interaction of the 

law and the people, of the needs of society, of economic imperatives and human 

aspirations, and all are inextricably bound together. A society produces laws 

which in turn affect society to the very roots of peoples lives. The African 

women, unfortunately, became victims of the laws which had evolved in South 

Africa over the years. These laws impacted harshly on women and offered little 

comfort to African women be she a nurse, a teacher, a factory worker, a 

washerwoman, a social worker or an ordinary housewife. Women were 

subjected to a welter of restrictions which dictated their everyday existence. 228  

The National Party Government has ensured the continuation of a system in 

which African women were oPpressed on the basis of their skin colour and their 

sex. Through the system of migrant labour, the pass laws and other special laws 

affecting African women, the National Party created a unique form of oppression 

225  The Star 9 August 1958. 
226  AD 1137 Aa2.2 : FEDSAW - Correspondence. 1954. 
27 ibid.  
228 AE892. G19.3: Black Sash on African women political action, 1970-1971. 
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within capitalist societies. In South Africa, women were stripped of all those 

rights considered to be basic human rights throughout the world, i.e. the right to 

choose where to live and work, the right to choose where to settle and how to 

care for their children. 229  

FEDSAW felt compelled to act publically in order to put pressure on the 

government to refrain from further restrictive measures. In 1956, when six 

members of FEDSAW were arrested for treason, the state could not charge the 

accused because there was not enough evidence. The majority of the charges 

were based on minor obstructions or evasion of certain laws such as the Public 

Safety Act of 1953, which enabled the authorities to declare a state of 

emergency in all parts of the country. The Native Laws Amendment Act of 1952 

determined that Africans could only live in urban areas under certain conditions. 

People could suffer beatings, large fines or jail sentences if they disturbed the 

peace or incited anyone. This was in terms of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 

of 1953. 238  Lilian Ngoyi was also arrested for being in Moroka Emergency Camp 

without a permit, signifying the practical implications of the act. 231  

The restrictive measures the government imposed on women made it impossible 

for FEDSAW and other women's organisations to operate freely. The bannings 

of 1960 meant that the office bearers of the ANCWL and FEDSAW had to resign 

from the organisation. • Helen Joseph was placed under house arrest in 1962 

and could not attend any meetings of FEDSAW. 232  The banning orders served 

on the National Executive of FEDSAW in the Transvaal Region procluded 

several members from activity as well. Lilian Ngoyi was re-elected the National 

President of FEDSAW in September 1961 and banned 'a month later. She was 

confined to Orlando, and her ban was renewed for a further fiveyears. 233  Thus 

229  K. Lucichadt and B. Wall: Organise or Starve. The History of the South African Congress of Trade Unions 
p.298. 

23°  AD1137 Cbl .2: History of Pass Laws. 1956-1959. 
231  J. Wells: We Now Demand! The History of Women Resistance to Pass Laws in South Africa p.106. 
232 The Star, 12 October 1962. 
233  H. Joseph: If This Be Treason p.230. 
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FEDSAW office bearers were constantly being depleted and its leaders 

removed, before other leaders could be trained. 234  

Unlimited powers of prohibition were given to the Minister of Justice, then B J 

Vorster. For example, the power to ban people, to impose house arrest, to forbid 

people to be members of legal organisations, to require people to report daily to 

the police and to face compulsory twelve months jail sentence for failure to do 

so. In 1950, the Suppression of Communism Act was passed, which gave the 

Minister of Justice tight control over gatherings and over what individuals did. In 

1962, the Congress of Democrats was banned, which meant the removal of 

white members from the Congress Alliance. Helen Joseph saw the bond 

between the Congress of Democrats (COD) and Congress Alliance (CA) as 

follows: "Side by side we had pledged ourselves at the Congress of People until 

these democratic changes have been won, we had been side by side with the 

Congress Alliance in freedom and in jail and now we are side by side with the 

ANC as outlaws.'235  

Government actions and restrictions on the free movement of Africans, severely 

hampered FEDSAW operations, subsequently meetings of FEDSAW were held 

irregularly. The last meeting of FEDSAW was in Port Elizabeth and was held in 

1961. The Transvaal region convened the last conference in Johannesburg in 

1962. By the late sixties, women's organisations of repute were no longer 

operating actively and if they continued to exist, they did so underground. The 

only women's organisations which continued to operate in some locations were 

the "stokvels", women's clubs, Manyano Women, and the Young Women 

Christian Association. New women's organisations emerged in the 1970's and 

1980's and continued to operate under new names, focused on regrouping and 

a wider membership. The new groups formed have been dealt with in the 

previous chapter. 

234  AD1137 Ba6.2: Report of the Transvaal Region of FEDSAW to the Bureau of the Women's International 
Federation, undated. 

235  H. Joseph: Side by Side. p.117. 
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6.4 CONCLUSION 

Despite the indifference of men to women's activities and the government's ban 

on political organisations, women never stopped to protest against racial 

discrimination. Despite the women's march against passes in 1956, the National 

Party government made the carrying of passes by African women compulsory. 

The ANC had been the bitterest opponent of the pass system and carried out the 

struggle against the system in one form or another, but the ANC needed the co-

operation of women to conduct an extensive campaign, to educate the masses 

of the people, to do a house-to-house campaign, yard-to-yard, location-to-

location, factory-to-factory, in the towns just as in the countryside. The women 

fortunately managed to spread the word faster. This was proved by the 20,000 

delegates of women from different areas in South Africa who converged on 9 

August 1956 in the anti-pass march to challenge government and assert 

- themselves. Cheryl Walker interpreted the undaunting spirit of FEDSAW as, aif 

FEDSAW had been crushed, the spirit and commitment of the women who had 

led it had not been broken. Those who went into exile took the spirit with them 

and fed it into the women's section of the ANC in exile. Those who stayed 

behind continued to work for the cause of national liberation in whatever way 

they could/236  The ideas of FEDSAW were never destroyed. Despite the 

massive crackdown of the previous years, women began to regroup in the 

1970's. They turned to the history of FEDSAW for inspiration, picking up on the 

Women's Charter and FEDSAVV's aims. 237  

236  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa, p.275. 
237  Ibid.  
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CHAPTER 7 

7. CONCLUSION 

Unity of purpose, commitment and perseverance have contributed to the 

resilience of African women. Though these three pointers were mentioned, 

these were not the only attributes which made the women of the 1950's 

determined to achieve a better life for themselves. This research has revealed 

that African women not only became politically active in the 1950's, but have 

operated from grassroots level, mobilised support from other members of the 

community and succeeded in the reorganisation of peoples lives. 

The evolution of the Sofasonke Squatter Camp in Orlando, Pimville and Mofolo 

were not one man's creation, but had emerged due to the shortage of financial 

resources to provide many African women in the city with houses. The African 

women in the Republic of South Africa have suffered hardship since they were 

subjected to the provisions of the Native Urban Areas Consolidation Act no 25 of 

1945. Prior to the promulgation of the Act, African women moved freely, without 

any restrictions such as those which affected men in the form of passes and 

influx control. Because of the embargo on the entry of women into the areas 

prescribed for the purpose of residence and employment, women found 

themselves separated from their husbands by the law for the greater part of their 

married lives. Women were also unable to accept remunerative employment 

where this was offered to them. 238  

The study has revealed that the position of women in the city was no better than 

in the rural areas. Women in the city did not enjoy the freedom ascribed to men. 

238  AE 862 D.17: Draft petition regarding the position of the African women, February 1971. Black Sash 
- National Conference. February 1971. 
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The women were regarded as minors and leases for houses were never made to 

women, only to men. This was perfectly in accordance with traditional African 

law, but it severely handicapped women in the finding of accommodation, 

especially single, divorced, widowed or deserted women. Employment 

opportunities for women outside of domestic service was scarce. If women tried 

to keep themselves by brewing alcohol for social consumption, they would end 

up arrested and sent to jail. 

Generally, women in South Africa have lagged behind women in other parts of 

the world in terms of political rights. White women managed to unite in 

organisations such as the National Council of Women, the Vroue Federasie and 

a variety of welfare organisations. These organisations were, unfortunately 

organisations of white women for the rights and the well-being of white women, 

with an occasional gesture to non-European women. 239  White women have had 

no problems in organising themselves and gaining the vote, but African women 

were restricted, preventing any form of unity, which would bring women with 

diverse interests to meet. Despite the restrictions African women encountered, 

they organised and asserted themselves as political workers and showed clearly 

that they were no longer content to be merely housewives. 249  

It could also be said that economic pressure also forced women out of their 

homes to take up wage employment in addition to being wives and mothers. 

The shift in womanly responsibilities could be ascribed to the poor response by 

men to women's activities as reflected in the anti-pass campaign in 1959. Lilian 

Ngoyi said, remarking about the poor response from men: "naturally nothing 

must be done to curb the initiative of women, at the same time, women must 

discuss each stage of the campaign. The impression seems to be gaining 

ground that the women are courageous and militant whilst the men are 

frightened and timid, this idea is harmful to the internal disputes and harmony 

which now should exist. '241  

239  Golden City Post 29 September 1957. 
24° rbid. p.8. 
241  C. Walker: Women and Resistance in South Africa, pp.229-230. 
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The fifties became the era of political agitation as the government was 

determined to implement its policy of racial segregation. Government acted 

differently in different regions, e.g. in Johannesburg the people were moved from 

Sophiatown and resettled in Meadowlands. In Weenen in Natal, the people 

were moved from the area where they had lived and left in the veld without 

houses. 242  The struggle of women in South Africa as revealed in this research, 

was not just the struggle of African women for freedom, justice and security and 

not just the struggle for better homes, but a struggle for the freedom of all 

women, for the recognition of their rights. It was a struggle within a struggle. 

The Women's Charter affirmed the overriding community of interests that women 

shared with men. 

In chapter three it was explained how FEDSAW mobilised women against racial 

segregation in response to government's increase of the rent for the sub-

economic houses. The government further clamped down on home brewing and 

thus deprived women of some means of livelihood. Women, in retaliation, 

Continued to brew beer illegally and owing to rent increases, refused vehemently 

to pay the increase. 

FEDSAW did well in bringing African women together and to acknowledge the 

initiative of the grassroots organisations in shaping the minds of women and to 

mobilise women against injustices. Though FEDSAW managed to bring women 

together, it did not compete with the Congress organisations, trade unions and 

other organisations for individual membership. Its function remained to unite 

women of all races, colour and creed. This ideal was partly achieved at the first 

meeting of FEDSAW in 1954, when women representing different racial groups, 

met. FEDSAW set out to be a mouthpiece against racial segregation for all 

women. At that point in history, it was a notable achievement for the women 

involved. They came from different social backgrounds, from different economic 

strata and from different levels of political consciousness. FEDSAW promoted 

242  A1985 P5-12: Helen Joseph Papers. 1985. 
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the co-operation of women as equals against both racial oppression and the 

inferior status in society. In that respect FEDSAW was not only opposing the 

policies of the National Party government, but also the traditional subjected 

position of women in society, be that in African culture or Western European 

cultures. FEDSAW thus represented the first initiative in South Africa to 

mobilise women of all races against their inferior political, racial as well as social 

status. By so doing, women were enabled to focus on areas of commonality in 

order to encourage all women to utilise this organisation to share common 

problems and to strive for common goals. 

The study has focused on African women in urban areas, but not all women were 

urbanised. However, some concerns have been raised about the rural women 

because, although FEDSAW had no regional branches in the rural areas, with 

the attempts to revive FEDSAW in the 1970's, the rural areas were made its 

major area of concern. The Transvaal region embarked on projects which would 

impact specifically on the rural sector, because the majority of domestic workers 

came from the rural areas. These initiatives though, fall outside the scope of the 

study. The fact that FEDSAW was not banned together with all the other 

organisations during the 1960's, enabled the organisation to maintain an 

elementary line of contact that could be revived at a later stage. FEDSAW was, 

as the research has shown, dormant since about 1962, but an awareness 

remained in the minds of the leaders and women in grassroots organisations. 

The bannings of the 1960's thus definitely affected FEDSAW negatively — most 

of the leaders were banned or served with restrictive orders in one form or 

another. Although FEDSAW-had a relatively short period of activity, i.e. 1954 —

1962, it did establish the first all women's forum to mobilise women against or in 

favour of issues affecting their lives directly. This organisation was the first 

experience of women with the launching of a national women's organisation, the 

structuring of membership to bring women's organisations together and with the 

organisaiton of national protest actions by all women. FEDSAW was not 

successful in achieving its aims with respect to the abolition of racial 

segregation. Its success lies in the learning curve it provided for, primarily 
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African women in social and political activism. Testimony of this was found in 

the more successful operations of women's organisations in the 1980's. 

110 



8. 

A. 

1. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

PRIMARY SOURCES 

National State Archives 

1.1 KJB 407 	N1/14/3 The Vigilance Association — Orlando 
(1950 —1952) 

410 	N1/14/3 Pimville Basotho Vigilance Association 
(1947 — 1947) 

478 	N9/8/3 Pimville Advisory Board 
(1935 — 1952) 

479 	N9/8/3 Orlando Advisory Board 

483 	N/9/8/3 Complaints 	by 	Pimville_ 	Municipal 
Tenants 	Association 	on 	lack 	of 
Representation 	— 	Advisory 	Board 
(1951 — 1951) 

488 	N9/9/3 Orlando Housing of Subtenants 
(1946 — 1951) 

489 	N9/9/3 Pimville Location 
(1939 —1947) 

490 	N9/9/3 Orlando Location 
(1937 — 1938) 

491 	N9/9/3 Johannesburg Application for Shelters 
- Orlando (1945 — 1947) 
Pimville Shanty (1946 — 1947) 

499 	N9/15/3 Johannesburg 	Advisory 	Board 	— 
Orlando (1933 — 1946) 

1.2 NTS 6470 51/3138(1) Squatting — Urban Areas Orlando 
1945 —1959 

1.3 TPB 2487 TALG2/11067 Johannesburg Housing Scheme. 
(1947 — 1951) 

2488 Native Orlando 1951 — 1958 
Johannesburg Native Housing 
1946 — 1946 



6471 630/313 	Squatting — Orlando Breeze Block 
Shelters 1951 — 1954 

6475 	255/316 	Squatting Pimville and Klipspruit 
1947 — 1948 

1.4 	Criminal Records State Archives - Pretoria 

13429 RC No 228/10 Disturbance 

03713 RC 643/10 Drunkenness 

03750 1237 GN217/1955/24(1) Lodgers Permit 
/10 

03866 131/ DN/166(1)30/28 Drunkenness 
- 11 

1.5 Department Of Native Affairs 

HKN Vol. 1/1/23 	 Brewing of Kaffir Beer 1951-1952 

MB Vol. 2/1/60 Ref. 47/15 	 Brewing of Kaffir Beer 1936-1952 

GNLB Vol. 181 Ref. 81/5/14 	Brewing of Kaffir Beer 1915-1920 

GNLB 133 2756/13 	 Brewing and consumption of Liquor 
Johannesburg Western 1915-1949 

GNLB 136 2756/13 	 Brewing and consumption of Liquor by 
Natives 1913-1922 

.GNLB 181 Ref. 81/5/14 	 Brewing of Kaffir Beer 1915-1920 

MPA Vol. 2/1/60 Ref.47/15 	Brewing of Kaffir Beer 1936-1937 

MPA Vol. 3/4/1097 Ref. 89/11/8 	Brewing and supply of Kaffir Beer 
By-Laws 1937-1940 

SNA 309 NA509/06 	 Native 	Labour 	Superintendent 

112 



TPB 2036 tALG 16016 

Reporting Native Brew and Intoxicating 
Liquor 1906-1906 

Local 	Authority 	Protest 	against 
Regulation Prohibiting Brewing of Kaffir 
Beer 1936-1949 

2. University Of Witwatersrand - William Cullen Library 

2.1 A1985 Helen Joseph Papers 1952-1990 

2.2 AD2010 Women Protest in South Africa 1954- 

1981 	- 

2.3 AE 862 Record of the Black Sash Political 

Action 1970-1971 

2.4 AD843/RJ South African Institute of Race 

Relations- Rheihalt Jones collection 

1930-1951 
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