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liberation a feminist issue? 

pat Schwartz 

eW; omen should first recognise the lines 
that divide them and the tics that bind 

them before they embark on any plan/ The 
words are those of Dr Mamphela Ramphele, 
addressing last year's National Assembly of 
Women callfed to commemorate the 30th 
anniversary of the women's march on the 
Union Buildings in protest against the 
extension of passes to African women, 

*We should stop oppressing each other as 

women and learn to accept our mistakes and 
come to terms with our shortcomings,' she 
continued. 4Gender is crucial in the struggle 
for change in South Africa/ 

Crucial, yes, but just what is the role of 
women? And is it a common role, shared by 
black and white or, in an increasingly polar
ised society, does a difference in colour 
inevitably mean a difference in contribution? 

Certainly, there can be no question of 
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The 
Afrikaner 
and the 
African, the 
Judeo-
Christian 
and the 
Islamic 
tradition 
are all 
patriarchal 

comparing the involvement of black women 
trapped in ghettos as the teargas and bullets 
fly, constantly in fear for ihcir children, their 
husbands, their homes, the frail fabricof their 
lives, with that of white women, however 
caring, placed geographically and through 
privilege on the fringes of that reality. 

Feminist theologian Denise Aekermann 
points out that with few exceptions the 
Bertha Solomons, Margaret Ballingen*, 
Helen Suzmans, Sheena Duncans and an 
organisation like the Black Sash the white 
woman's participation in the struggle lor 
liberation has. up to now, been minimal. 

*1 he white South African woman is b) and 
large not interested in the struggle lor 
liberation, for social justice and freedoms/ 
she maintains. 'Apartheid, in Us separation of 
people, has inured white women from black 
women, so the suflering t»l black wemen isn't 
an existential reality for white women, I here 
is a class struggle on hand in which black 
women are by and large the underdogand the 
white woman is the one on top/ she says. 

Fikile Ma/ibuko, director of the South 
African Council of Churches' Home and 
Family Life division, has a similar viewpoint. 
The role of white women to begin with, she 
believes, is to change their attitudes to black 
women. They don't take black women as 
women just like themselves. Observing the 
kind of relations they establish with their 
helpers, it seems to me they need to change 
their attitudes, to see black women as women. 
They're contributing to the oppression of 
black women by relating to them as 
servants. The ordinary, middle class white 
madam is & bit distant from reality/ 

The privilege of the financial, political and 
social resources which make life comfortable 
for the white woman place her, suggests 
Aekermann, graphically, if unflatteringly, in 
the position of a queen bee, surrounded by 
drones (including her husband) who serve 
her. 

•She has become a kind of consumer 
symbol with a total and utter unawareness of 
reality, wielding power without responsi
bility/ 

Part of the problem, as Ackermann sees it, 
is that historically South Africa has always 
been essentially a patriarchal society the 
Afrikaner and the African, the Judeo-
Christian and the Islamic tradition are all 
patriarchal and "in this country, the decisions 
are made by men'. 

Gradually, though, the picture is changing. 
Black women, whose strength has always 
manifested itself more actively and more 
vociferously than thai of their white counter
parts, though largely in a supportive role to 
those in the vanguard of the struggle, are 
increasingly moving into leadership positions 
in community organisations, their own 
political movements and, markedly, in the 
trade union movement. 

The strength that called to Strydom on that 
August day in 1956 *Wathint abafa/i withint' 
imbokodo' (you strike the women, you 
strike the rock)has become a steely resolve. 
The Lilian Ngoyis, Albertina Sisulus, 
Mamphela Rampheles and Winnie Mandelas 
have multiplied, and many of the new names 
in the litany of South African black 
leadership belong to women. Black women 

Some South African women who have 
defined a place for themselves in the 
struggle. 

From left to right; ANC Women's 
League's Lilian Ngoyi; early FHDSAW 
leaders Ray Alexatider, trade unionist, 
and Helen Joseph, Congress of 
Democrats; PFP parliamentarian Helen 
Suztnan; Mamphela Ramphele; 
health and development worker. 
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Unless you 
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have had no need to wait for others to define 
their place in the struggle. 

But what of their white sisters? While 
women, said a speaker at a recent meeting, 
'are fooling themselves if they think the 
struggle for political liberation belongs only 
to black women. It belongs to all South 
African women'. 

There is no longer a need, nor in fact the 
time, to agonise over what the average white 
woman can do, using her particular talents or 
resources and given an often limited political 
awareness or readiness to take risks. The pace 
of events in South Africa has led toa plethora 
of organisations and activities in which 
people can play a lesser or greater role and 
there is no excuse for inaction however 
modest that action may be. Ultimately it*s a 
question of personal attitude, which starts in 
the home or the workplace, in inter-personal 
relationships, 

Is liberation a feminist issue? Fiktle 
Mazibuko believes it is not the essential issue 
but *in the context of the struggle it helps 
women to have a perspective about 
themselves, an identity, woman-conscious
ness of some sort1. 

'The kinds of problems brought to black 
women by apartheid make it difficult to tackle 
feminist issues. Ihey will tackle them when 
they need to tackle them. They are trying to 
face very critical issues/ says Mazibuko. 

Ackermann sees it differently. 'Unless you 
understand the links between racism and 
sexism and classism/ she maintains, "you 
don*l understand (he mechanisms of 
oppression: the dynamics are the same, and 

the ends are the same, and that is to oppress/ 
All over Africa, Asia and the Middle East, 

she points out. though women have stoon 
debide their men in the push for freedom, 
when freedom comes they have been sent 
'back to the cooking pots and opprcscd by the 
very people with whom they have fought4. 

Liberation, she insists, *is a package deal. 
Many women have been estremely courag
eous in their fight for a more just system and 
have ended up locked into a system which has 
denied them their full humanity. You can*t 
have one without the other.* 

Though she doesn't believe feminism is in 
itself an issue to be tackled now, Mazibuko 
recognises the importance of the fact that 
through the years, women have gained more 
confidence, discovered themselves and are 
using their potential as women. 'They've 
become very strong. The inner woman has 
become very strong.* 

It would be easy, she points out, for so 
many black women who have suffered to 
become bitter and vicious or downtrodden 
and depressed, to say 'enough is enough. I 
have done my bit*. 

But, in the main, she says, citing Albertina 
Sisulu as a particularly outstanding example, 
they haven*t. They are disciplined and 
determined. They don't sit back, they 
continue. It's that determination and that 
strength which is very symbolic to the 
community in general. It brings them the 
respect and admiration even of those people 
who oppress them/ 

There has, she believes, been a change in the 

Margaret Balliftger, early Liberal 
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attiludes of their men. 'Men respect women in 
the struggle. They listen to them. They have 
gone beyond regarding them as sex objects 
and are conscious of the fact that they have 
partly contributed to the oppression of 
women. They are beginning to address that. 
It's now an ongoing awareness. Men are 
making a conscious effort to work with 
women. Organisations are recognising the 
importance of women, and not just as 
appendages in case of need.' 

Among the younger generation, says 
Mazibuko, there are few distinctions made 
beiween the political roles of the two sexes. 
They've faced the hardest together, young 
girls and boys. The fact that more and more 
women have had it rough has been a source of 
strength and has contributed to the under
standing of both parties that they are all 
involved in the struggle.' 

Denise Ackermann, too, looks to the 
younger generation — of white women — 
with a degree of hope. There is a growing 
awareness among young women in South 
Africa about their responsibilities. Their 
involvement in social justice issues is growing, 
though it's still minimal,' she says. 

Part of the reason for the growing aware
ness is that economic circumstances are 
forcing young people to go out to work and, 
away from their protected domestic environ
ment, they are getting in touch with another 
world and being forced to take responsibility. 

Ackermann makes no rules about the form 
women's involvement should take. What she 
is quite certain of, however, is that it should be 
a different form from that of men. 

'On moral and social issues women speak 
with a different voice. They think in an 
inclusive way — where a problem has come 
from, what it is now and the expectations for 
the future.' 

She wants to see women involved as 
women, 'not playing the power game the way 
men play it. It's a way of looking at things. I'd 
like to hear in women's involvement the voice 
of women saying there is another way of 
looking and being and doing.' She cites the 
type of involvement of the Black Sash as an 
example, and believes the role of the 
organisation to be a crucial one. 

'Women must meet women as women. 
They can meet across barriers as men can't. 
The woman's point of departure differs from 
the male point of departure. Women tend to 
be centred on humanity, on people; they are 
less inclined to sacrifice people for principle. 

'My criteria for involvement would be that 
it must not be under the rules written by men. 
If women are going to become involved in 
order to play the same game as men, what 
does it matter whether it's men or women 
playing it? 

The chief need, as she sees it, is for white 
W'omen to be educated and conscientised in a 
way that has been precluded by the 
educational and social system in which most 
of them live. 

'Awareness of oppression is the beginning 
of conscientisation. One of the roles of 
conscientised women is to help people 
towards awareness by making them aware of 
what it means to be human.' 

Ackermann is not one to write off the 
efforts of women who make their contribu
tion through welfare work or social bridge-
building. 'I would be very wary of being 
contemptuous of anyone who was trying, 
even if it is from an elitist point. In the 
ultimate countdown, all our efforts are going 
to be piddly, but you have to try. 

'You can, in the end, only make a contri
bution from where you are, with what you 
have.' D 

Women demon
strating support 
for the leaders 
at the treason 
trial in 1936. 


