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women Organise 

mary burton 

Mary Burton, who is representing the Black Sash in exploratory talks 
towards reviving the Federation of South African Women, describes the 
background to and progress of the discussions. 

'From all 
regions 
there was 
evidence of 
a longing to 
overcome 
divisions 
and to unite 
in a 
federation 
which... will 
co-ordinate 
campaigns 
in which 
they can all 
participate.' 

On 9 August, 1956, thousands of women, 
the largest mass gathering of women in 

the country's history, assembled at the Union 
Buildings in Pretoria in protest against the 
pass laws, demonstrating their commitment 
and their ability to act in unity. That 
unforgettable occasion is now an integral part 
of the history of South African people's 
protest and resistance. 

The gathering was organised by the 
Federation of South African Women 
(FEDSAW), only two years after its 
formation and marked the greatest achieve
ment in its nine years of political activism. 

During this period, the Federation 
provided a platform for women to assert their 
rights, challenge the pervasive patriarchy of 
the time, and exercise their leadership so that 
they could 'march side by side with men in the 
road to freedom'. 

Membership of FEDSAW was not open to 
individuals. Women could belong only 
if they were members of affiliated 
organisations. 'I he Federation was keen to 
include white women, but most organisations 
with white women members were either 
apolitical or conservative, and were alienated 
by FEDSAW's links with the liberation 
movement and its opposition to white 
minority rule. The Federation made keen 
overtures to the Black Sash after its formation 
in 1956, but the Black Sash kept its distance, 
wary of too close an association with the 
Congress Alliance, that constituted the Fede
ration's major affiliates at the time. Relation
ships remained cordial, however. 

During its nine years of activity, FEDSAW 
drew up a women's charter, held several 
national conferences and reached its apogee 
in its campaign against the pass laws, during 
which two successful marches to the union 
buildings were organised. 

FEDSAW was never banned, nor did it 
dissolve itself. It simply ceased functioning, 
decimated by state repression, particularly by 

detention, banning and house-arrest of its 
leaders. But, as Cheryll Walker observes in 
her book. Women and Resistance in South 
Africa. FEDSAW's embers continued glow
ing. They have now produced a spark. 

Plans are afoot to revive and rebuild the 
Federation, and the Black Sash has been 
invited to participate in this process. This 
does not involve a membership commitment. 
The Black Sash will have to take this decision 
at a national conference. However, it has been 
very valuable to be part of the exploratory 
discussions. 

Some areas of the country have gone 
beyond exploration, setting up regional 
federations. Other regions arc only beginning 
to debate the issues. A joint workshop was 
held in Johannesburg on 31 May at which 
most regions and interested organisations 
were represented. It was hoped that a public 
launch might be possible, but it became clear 
that there was still a great need to draw more 
women's groups into the discussions. 
However, from all regions there was evidence 
of a longing to overcome divisions and to 
unite in a federation which will not stifle the 
programmes women's organisations are 
already undertaking, but will co-ordinate 
campaigns in which they can all participate. 

A steering committee was established, 
composed of representatives of all the 
different regions, with a mandate to continue 
working and planning for the rebirth of 
FEDSAW. The first section of the aims and 
objects of the draft constitution reads: 

a) to bring the women of South Africa 
together to secure full equality of 
opportunity for all women, regard
less of race, colour or creed; 
to remove social and legal discrimin
ation and economic exploitation; to 
work lor the protection and em
powerment of the women and 
children of our land. 
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'Discrimin
ation and 
oppression 
must be 
resisted, 
from what
ever quarter 
they come 
and no 
matter who 
the victims 
may he.' 

Women on the 
Women's March 
at Pretoria, 7956. 

Kor many years demands for women's 
rights in South Africa were regarded as less 
urgent than the struggle for racial equality, 
and many black South Africans felt lhat 
feminism was a concept alien to African 
traditions-

There is a growing awareness, however, 
that liberation from colonial rule in other 
parts of Africa has not led to the 
emancipation of women; indeed women 
continue to bear the brunt of poverty and 
exploitation and to be denied justice and an 
equal righi to participate in decision-making. 
There is a growing recognition too that dis
crimination and oppression must be resisted, 
from whatever quarter they come and no 
matter who the victims may be. 

There have been other factors that have 
accounted for the renewed interest in seeking 
opportunities for women to organise them
selves to work together towards common 
objectives. 

Some arc external influences, such as the 
effect of feminist pressures in the Western 
world and our growing know ledge of the role 
of women in development, particularly in 
'third world* countries. The United Nations* 
declaration of ihe Decade of Women, and the 
Nairobi conference held to mark the end of 
that decade, had a strong influence on 
attitudes of and towards women. 

Within South Africa itself, different 
strands of our history are contributing to the 
wider recognition of the part played by 
women in shaping society. The strength of 
women's resistance to the pass laws is already 
legend; the lives of the mothers of the So we to 
I976 generation were irreversibly altered by 
lhat experience of anguish and loss. The 
examples of women like Ellen Khuzwayoand 
Molly Blackburn and many others, have 
given hope and a sense of purpose to 
thousands. Perhaps even more important 
than well-known role models have been the 
uncounted and countless community women 
who have formed part of the swelling river of 

resistance flowing through the country in 
reaction to the tricamcral parliament. 
Women have participated in the formation 
and proliferation of civic associations and 
have played an important part in mobilising 
and politicising their communities. 

Many have suffered for it: not only have 
they seen their children suffer, but they 
themselves have been restricted, detained and 
exiled. Women have felt the effects of the 
States of Emergency which nowr seem to be a 
permanent part of our lives. Violent conflict 
in the townships and turmoil in the schools 
are concerns all families face. 

So it is no accident that in many spheres of 
society there is such a sense of urgency to 
unite women. New structures are being 
explored in churches and religious 
organisations, in trade unions, in professional 
associations and political organisations. The 
South African Council of Churches has 
established a Division of Women's Ministries 
(and at its annual conference in July elected 
two women to its Praesidium: Virginia 
Goabashe as senior vice-president, and 
Sheena Duncan as vice-president); the United 
IX^mocratic Front now has a Women's 
Congress; in Cape Town women lawyers are 
forming Sisters-in-Law; and there are many 
other organisations of women, both new and 
old. 

Based on all these, will it be possible to 
rebuild a new Federation of South African 
Women.1 

The spadework has sjarted and the answer 
will become apparent in the months ahead. 
There are so many barriers and division* in 
South Africa, yet our identity as women 
provides us with one common bond that may 
help us to transcend them. 

Today, 31 years later, the March to 
Pretoria is an inspiration to a new generation 
of women who are stirred by the words of the 
old protest song 'Wathint* abafazi, wathint* 
imbokotho' (You have struck the women, you 
have struck a rock). 

The workshop in Johannesburg brought 
together not only women from different 
regions, but women of different historical 
experiences and present realities: urban. 
rural, modern, traditional, young and old* 
Albertina Sisulu, Amina Cachalia, Helen 
Joseph of course, but also students, domestic 
workers, unionists. 

While we were there. Sue Williamson 
(artist, mother. Women's Movement for 
Peace) was knitting an intricate, many-hued 
jersey; it became for mc a symbol of what the 
Federation could be: not a rigid, imposed 
pattern, but a unique innovative design 
drawing on a wealth of diverse colours, 
textures and materials, its inspiration derived 
from many sources, a rich weave in w hich one 
design blends into the next, offering warmth 
and comfort as well as beauty and strength-Q 



16 August 19B7 

women 
hit 
back 

Women 
outside 
South Africa 
respond to 
sexist 
advertising. 
How long 
will we 
take it 
lying down? 
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