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the black sash 
and 
working women 

linda-jean dykstra 

After doing a spotcheck 
on viewpoints in the 
different regions, 
Linda-Jean Dykstra 
considers the impact 
and implications of a 
growing 'working 
women' membership 
on the Black Sash. 

There can be no doubt that all 
Black Sash members are working 
women. Some are predominantly 
active in their homes; others give 
endless voluntary hours to Black 
Sash work; and still others are 
salaried or self-employed. Many 
manage to combine two or even all 
three of these roles with an inspiring 
degree of time management skills. 
If everyone works, then who are we 
referring to in this article? The 
'working woman* designation has 
traditionally been applied to 
someone who works outside the 
home for money, and for want of a 
p re fe rab le , common ly used 
expression, we use it in that way 
here. 

More and more Black Sash 
members these days are working 
women. They have particular 
demands placed on their time and 
energy and must fit their Black Sash 
involvement into their 'spare* time. 
This contrasts strongly with the 
past pattern of ' traditional ' 
volunteers who were able to give 
time during weekdays. There are 
obv ious di f ferences in the 
organisation then and now. 

In the early days of the Black 
Sash, 'most of the members would 
not have been working because of 
small children', remembers Noel 
Robb, a founder member from 
Cape Western Region. 'Working 
women contribute more now than 
in the past and are better integrated 
into the Black Sash.' 

One of the reasons for the Black 
Sash's survival must be the fact that 
from the beginning, many members 
who were not formally employed 
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had time to give to the Black Sash, 
perhaps also because they had the 
financial resources to employ 
people to provide them with solid 
domestic support. Today many 
active members are mothers who 
are not prepared to withdraw 
totally into domesticity and 
motherhood. And the clearly 
perceptible growth in the number of 
working women involved in the 
Black Sash is a reflection of the 
increasing number of women in the 
work force. 

Between I960 and 1980. the 
proportion of South African 
women in formal employment rose 
by half. Today, at least 36% of 
women are formally employed — 
that makes over 3 million working 
women. Nearly half of all white 
women between 16 and 65 work. Of 
these, almost half are working 
mothers, two-thirds of whom work 
fulltime. 

'Women are better educated 
today, and many choose to delay 
marriage and a family,* says Jenny 
de Tolly of Cape Western Region. 

More women resume their 
careers once their children are older 
and many others simply cannot 
afford not to earn. There are also a 
growing number of single parents 
who almost without exception are 
obliged to work. 

Constraints on involvement 

If the concept of overtime work is 
well established in the workforce, it 
is part and parcel of many women's 

lives and less acknowledged as 
such. By working both outside and 
inside the home, many women are 
in fact working overtime, or doing 
'double shift* work. In the Black 
Sash, mothers with young children 
do as much of this as do working 
women without children. Members 
without young children find it 
easier to attend evening meetings. 
Those who have no families have 
their evenings free and can get quite 
involved. 

The 'triple shift' of career, family 
and community involvement is less 
common. Dr Jackie Cock, senior 
lecturer in Sociology at the 
University of the Witwatersrand 
feels it 'clearly inhibits' women's 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n in v o l u n t a r y 
organisations. Single parents have 
the most burdensome "triple shift* 
of all. 'I am always exhausted, and 
am sick of people saying howtired I 
look.' says Judith Hawarden of 
Transvaal Region. 

The constraints of career, family 
commitments and involvement in 
other organisations restrict the 
extent to which a person can be 
active in the Black Sash. As Sue 
Philcox of Cape Western Region 
puts it: 'One can generally push 
one's family along, but it is hard to 
restructure one's job.* 

Many working women find lack 
of time is the most serious limita
tion to Black Sash involvement, 
which so often leads to deepening 
commitments and competing 
claims. 'The greatest consequence 
of working is the lack of time, and 
the resultant frustration is quite 

painful to live with.* says Zoe 
Riordan of Cape Eastern Region. 

"I was considering taking a 
'sabbatical' from the Black Sash at 
the beginning of the year,' says 
Judith Hawarden. 'But then in my 
capacity as chair of the education 
committee 1 was invited to an 
in ternat ional conference of 
teachers in Lusaka and returned 
feeling re-energised.* The cost is, as 
she says, *my home hardly runs — it 
limps along and I feel guilty and 
torn'. Judith's experience supports 
a claim made bv Sarah Christie of 
Cape Western Region — that for 
single parents the greatest obstacle 
to involvement is not working but 
parenting. 

Merle Fisher of Border Region 
acknowledges that her work for the 
Black Sash (and for the End 
Conscription Campaign and the 
National Medical and Dental 
Association) is made easier by the 
fact that she has a very supportive 
husband and no children. Other 
members are spurred on by the 
support they receive from their 
children. 'Our children will judge 
us.' says Julie Denney of Albany 
Region. 'They will not listen if I said 
that at this time I chose to bake a 
cake or work in the garden. It is 
important that the children see you 
as part of the struggle.* 

Active involvement in other 
organisations is another compli
cating factor. "Last year my 
husband and I belonged to so many 
different organisations we hardly 
saw each other. We had to prioritise 
our commitments so our marital 
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life would not suffer/ says Mary-
Louise Peires of Albany Region. 

*In P re to r i a / says Hilda 
Colenbrander, 'most of the active 
members belong to other organisa
tions and are working women. 
Nevertheless it is amazing just how 
much is achieved/ 

Problem areas 

The proportion of Black Sash 
members who work differs 
significantly among regions. 
Interestingly, in many of the 
smaller regions, such as Pretoria, 
active members tend to be working 
women. In Durban and Port Eliza
beth, approximately half the active 
members also work. In Johannes
burg and Cape Town ratios are 
harder to determine because of the 
varying levels of involvement of the 
large memberships. In the larger 
regions where so much Black Sash 
work is done by people who *donV 
work, working women find that the 
organisation is less well geared to 
include them. 

So what problems are encounter
ed by the working woman in the 
Black Sash? How does the 
organisation accommodate her and 
does it give sufficient consideration 
to her needs? Regional differences 
make it impossible to give 
generalised answers, but there are 
at least three important areas of 
Black Sash work that are 
problematic for working women — 
court monitoring, advice offices 
and executive meetings. 

Court monitor ing 

Some Black Sash activities can take 
place only during the day, and so 
working women whose jobs involve 
a regular time commitment cannot 
participate. Court monitoring is an 
example. Few people are in the 
position of Julia Denney in 
Grahamstown who, despite having 
to struggle to get time off, is able to 
do court monitoring and then work 
in the hours subsequently. In Cape 
Town, court monitoring is an area 
of growing activity for the Black 
Sash, involving many members 
who are able to give time in the 
mornings. In Durban all court 
monitoring is done by only two 
volunteers, while in Pietermaritz-
burg, where most members work, 
no court monitoring is done. In 
Grahamstown court monitoring is 
done only in particular circum* 
stances. 

Advice offices 

The advice offices are another 
major area of Black Sash work to 
which working women have limited 
access. In some cases this work is 
the primary purpose of a region. 
The functioning and time schedules 
of advice offices depend on finding 
volunteers who are available at 
times to suit the clients. In this there 
is considerable regional variation. 

*ln Pietermaritzburg/ says Marie 
Dyer of Natal Midlands Region, *it 
is very difficult to find advice office 
workers. Generally if people are 

free in the mornings, they tend to 
get involved in the advice office,' 
This advice office is also open on 
Saturday mornings. Where this 
happens in other regions, working 
women have a chance to partici
pate. The Pretoria advice office is 
open on Tuesday, Thursday and 
Saturday mornings. Not that 
involvement means working every 
Saturday. 1 go to the advice office 
every second or third Saturday 
morning,* says Hilda Colen
brander. 

In Grahamstown the advice 
office opens only on Saturday 
mornings and is dependent on 
working women. The relatively new 
office in East London is open each 
week-day morning, but the number 
of people attending the advice 
office has been so great that 
working members have spent their 
lunchtimes in the advice office. The 
advice offices in Johannesburg and 
Cape Town are not open on Satur
day mornings. 

Advice offices are increasingly 
dealing with cases relating to 
unemployment and impoverish
ment. In Durban, for example, 
'only a few people can still afford to 
come into town to seek advice/ 
says Wendy Helling of Natal 
Coastal Region, *so it is necessary 
for us to go out to where the people 
live*. 

Leadership 

It is at the level of decision-making, 
control, planning and leadership 
development, that fundamental 
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problems affect the participation of 
working women. They cannot hold 
national executive positions or 
chair a large region, because these 
are fulltime jobs in themselves. lOn 
the whole, the office bearers are not 
people who work/ says Kathy 
Satchwell of Transvaal Region. 

In Johannesburg, working 
women now can and do serve on the 
Regional Committee (now re
named the Regional Council). But 
in Regions where Council meetings 
are held during the day, working 
people are effectively excluded. 
This does not apply where most of 
the active members are working 
women. Indeed. Cape Eastern 
Region functions without the 
equivalent of a Regional Council. 
The work has to be shared. The 
chairperson has three vice-chair
persons to spread the load, and the 
work allocation is done at the 
regular monthly meeting,* says Zoe 
R iordan. 

In Cape Western Region the 
Regional Council meets every 
second Monday morning. Unless 
working members have flexible 
hours, they cannot make them
selves available or contribute in this 
area. 'It is difficult to discuss 
changing this because the people on 
Regional Council are the mainstay 
of the Black Sash and work almost 
fulltime for the Black Sash/ says 
Sarah Christie. 

The time factor is of utmost 
importance in this debate. 
'Regional Council is not just a 
matter of 3-4 hour meetings; it 

involves action and follow-on and 
you've got to be part of that action/ 
says Jenny de Tolly. *How many 
members would we gain and how 
many would we lose by changing 
the meetings to the evenings? We 
could well lose valuable resources if 
we were to change meeting times. 
Would fulltime workers be able and 
willing to do time-consuming 
Regional Council work?1 On the 
other hand, exploring options such 
as evening or monthly Sunday 
meeting with crtche facilities 
could ensure that the energies and 
talents of working members are not 
lost to important forums in the 
organisation. 

*We need to look at what 
Regional Council does. Stream
lining its functions could perhaps 
allow everybody the opportunity to 
become involved. As soon as a 
group is excluded from the 
possibility of participation in the 
decision-making process, then we 
need to look at how we can change 
the decision-making process/ &ays 
Sarah Christie. 

Some solutions 

Change can and will occur if 
enough concerned members 
motivate for it. One of the major 
strengths of the Black Sash is seen 
to be its flexible structure which 
allows it to adapt and change to 
meet varying demands. 

The thing about the Black Sash/ 
says Sue Philcox, *is that if the need 
arises, if enough people want some

thing, it will happen. Demands will 
be met/ 

Changing structures within the 
organisation to allow fuller partici
pation by all may not be difficult. In 
Johannesburg, for example, the 
1987 AGM saw the introduction of 

a significant and fundamental 
change which occurred because 
members felt the need to be more 
organised and to elect their council 
in a more democratic manner. It 
was also recognised that because so 
many members work fulltime, the 
only way in which they could 
participate was by changing from 
two morning to two evening 
meetings a month. 

Creating new structures 

A simple and seldom mentioned 
solution to a major problem for 
most mothers is organised child-
minding. If child-care facilities or a 
well-structured baby-sitting service 
were available for meetings, 
workshops and conferences, the 
potential for greater involvement 
by a large number of people would 
be greatly enhanced. 

Another idea which has interest
ing possibilities is that of monthly 
lunchtime 'branch* meetings for all 
members who work in the city or on 
campus. This would help alleviate 
problems caused by the physical 
and emotional demands of juggling 
home and career, which leave one 
too tired to attend meetings in the 
evening-
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Utilising resources 

Many working members are 
potentially valuable resources to 
the Black Sash. They can bring 
academic experience, networks and 
expertise in varied fields such as 
education, research, law, commun
ity work, journalism, medical and 
paramedical work. They have a 
wealth of information and 
knowledge that the Black Sash 
could tap to a far greater extent 
than it does. *Onc of the problems,' 
says Sarah Christie, 'is that there is 
not really anywhere they can feed in 
their experiences to the debates in 
the Black Sash*. 

An important part of the Black 
Sash's function is to collect and 
disseminate information and in this 
context working members are 
underused resources. 

Apart from making imporant 
meetings accessible to working 
members, how can this problem be 
solved? 

The Black Sash is a voluntary 
organisation, and always waits for 
members to offer their services and 
expertise. 'One of the most 
important things about belonging 
to the Black Sash for me is that the 
organisation does not make 
demands on my time beyond what I 
can offer.* says Sue Philcox. 'One is 
accepted completely, no matter 
how little time one has lor active 
involvement.' 

But what can the Black Sash do 
to open channels for working 
women who feel under-utilised? 
This must be a two-way process. 

Working women should offer their 
services and their Regions must be 
innovative and flexible enough to 
find ways of using their skills and 
limited time. In the larger regions it 
may be necessary to appoint a 
committee of working women to 
examine the problems they face in 
the Black Sash, and recommend 
solutions. 

'It is important to find the space 
for working women to make their 
contribution from where they are 
at, rather than pulling them in to do 
more time,' says Jenny de Tolly. 

A detailed membership survey is 
being planned in Cape Western 
Region, and the recent purchase of 
a computer means that ultimately 
the Region will have access to a 
wide range of membership informa
tion. In this way, the Region will be 
able to utilise the different interests 
and groupings amongst its 
membership more effectively. To 
take a simple example, a list of 
members whose daughters go to 
Wynberg Girls* High School could 
be determined quickly and easily. 
This information could have 
practical value. 'Sometimes at these 
parent meetings there are critical 
questions which Black Sash 
members can raise if they are 
organised,' says Jenny de Tolly. 

Accepting the limits 

Clearly no organisation can 
function in such a way that all 
members can at all times be equally 
involved. Some Black Sash 
activities, like court monitoring, 

will continue to exclude working 
women. Career involvement means 
that some people cannot be as 
active as others. 'My life makes it 
difficult for mc to be involved — it 
is mc and my work rather than the 
Black Sash and its structures that 
create the difficulty,' says Kathy 
Satchwell. Similarly Corinne van 
Doom of Cape Western Region 
feels 'I have to watch that 1 don't 
take on too much. There is a wide 
choice of things to do and I have to 
restrict myself and zoom in on one 
or two.' And when one considers 
the cycles in many women's lives — 
working, mothering, returning to 
work — there is a very real sense of 
an appropriate time in one's life for 
intense involvement in an organisa
tion like the Black Sash. 

The Black Sash is changing. Its 
activities range across a wider 
spectrum that ever before and it is 
increasingly becoming a political 
activist organisation. It seems clear 
that the Black Sash could better 
accommodate the needs of its 
working members and gain from 
doing so. Each Region will have 10 
address the question of how such 
moves are best initiated. Wherever 
the initiative comes from, it is vital 
that the Black Sash enables full 
participation in its activities by as 
many members as possible. 
Ultimately, the most important 
resource the Black Sash has is its 
membership. P 

We would welcome letters and 
suggestions around the issues 
raised in this article. Ed. 
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