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WOMENS WORKING 
PROGRAMME

O U R  REALITY • r

South African society is characterised by capitalism.This means that the majority of people are 
economically exploited. Capitalismin South Africa is maintained and perpetuated through 
racial oppression, ie black people being denied the right to choose or vote for the type of gov
ernment they want. This form of capitalism is known as racial capitalism.
Black women in South Africa suffer a triple oppression, ie race class and sex. Tnc involvement 
of women ir. the economy has resulted in greater exploitation of women ant1 the strengthening 
of economic nower.for the capitalist. In a capitalist society, women ate ur.ed as reproducers o; 
labour for the capitalist market. They are directly responsible for the rearing an 3 mnintenanc; 
of a healthy workforce for the labour market.
Exploitative society promotes the ideology, culture and education that serves its interests. 
The social oppression women suffer in South Africa though common sc most societies, 
furthers the Interests of the present status quo, becaus? by keeping *'cn.en in a s.ate c f sub
servience. it is ensuring that more than 50% of the population is kept in a state of bondage.

QUR AFPROACH TO THE STRUGGLE

Our response to racial capitalism in South Africa is 
through the waging of struggle, on all fronts where 
there is any form of oppression and exploitation. Our 
approach is through the National Democratic Struggle. 
It is National because it i nvolves all the people of 
South Africa. It is Democratic because it takes up the 
interests of the majority of the people in South Africa - 
who are workers.

In addition we need to organise women as an 
oppressed sector around issues that directly affect 
them and to link this to the National Democratic 
Struggle.

WHY DO WE ORGANISE WOMEN STUDENTS?

The primary site of struggle for students is in the edu
cational sphere. The content of the educational system 
and the way it is organised perpetuates sexism. Women 
have to be organised to c haJlenge these specific prob
lems. Because sexism cannot be eradicated from our 
society without fundamental charge, women students 
need to be organised to play a role in the National 
Democratic Struggle.

Therefore our aims and objectives of Women's groups 
should be:-
1. To unite women students around issues which affect 
them.
2. To encourage women to participate in broader stu
dent struggles.
3. Jo  develop confidence and provide training skills for 
women.
A. To fight sexist attitudes and practices on campus.

5. To expose the sexist nature of our ecucatio 
tem. •.
6. To forge links with progressive womens j 
and other organisations outside campus.
7. To ensure the continuous participation of wor 
ongoing organisational work.

»
Methods of organising women students

Methods used to organise women must ensur 
we raise awareness, involve the maximur: nurr 
women and strengthen organisation.

We must understand the constituency that i 
dealing with. There are certain social prcbien 
hinder the effective participation of women st 
in struggle. Our methods must take ccgnisa 
these facts and we must work from the level at 
the students are.
1. It may be necessary to organise at ar. ir 
level at certain campuses eg social events.! 
clubs etc.
2. We must identify and take up issues that 
appeal to the broader mass of women students, 
issues may be:-

a)rape
b) contraception
c)cxpu’sion of pregnant students
d) establishment of creches i
e) hostel problems
f) curriculum problems ; 

and others that may arise at the different can
3. We can raise awareness by holding cor.mem 
services, seminars and discussions.
A. To strengthen organisations, we need to t 
organisational skills through training worl 
decentralisation of tasks and sharing of respom

CONCLUSION
4

White the organisation of women students may take place around different issues depending 
on specific conditions on ciffernt canpuscs. our ultimate objective is common - that of organi
sing women students to take their rightful place in the National Democratic Struggle.



wore-; ratio n al  d c m x f .a t ic  s~f.it ,g lf

1984 is an important year for women throughout the world. It marks the last year of 

the United Nations Death of Women, which begin in 1974. In this period, and eves 

before, women have struggled, together with their peoples, for food for’all, health 

^and child care facilities, higher wages, adequate housing peace and political rights 

In coui.Lries as far apart as China, Mozambique, Nicaragua and Cuba, women have jciaed 

hands with these forces struggling tor a woiId free of economic exploitation and 
political injustice.

1984 is also an important year for South African women. On 17 April this year, we 
celebrated the 30th anniversary of the founding or the Federation of S.A. women 

Women students joined hands with working class women to 'celebrate this proud day in 

our hisrroy. The Federation was formed in 1954 unite women of all races and classes 
in the struggles for better living conditions for South Africa's working people, 

and tor full political rights. Involving women in siruggle on this basis, the Fed, 

thus articulated, not only the demands of women, but also the demands of all S.A's 

exploited and oppressed people. The Fed has beer, an important organisation in our 

hisiuiy, since it is the organisation in which mass based women's struggle has its 
roots.

Many great and courageous leaders of our people’s national liberation movement, were 

actively involved in the Fed. A-nong them are Lilian Kgoyi, Dora Tamana, Helen*Joseph, 

Dorothy Hyembe, Albertina Sisulu, and too many others to mention. Today, tnese 

leaders continue to inspjre women and working class people in the march towards 
freedom.

Uhy have women trom all corners of the world.seen the need to organise chtnse1vesl 

It must be said that the unmitigated violence of harsh regimes has not been felt 

by acr. alone, but in a special way by women and children. Not only have women 

had to endure their husbands, lovers and sons being tortured,maimed aud killed 

in struggle; they themselves have been raped, and molested, and they have seen 

their children disappear into the hands of the enemy. Many women have given their 

lives in the struggle for liberation. But women have net accepted these injustices. 

They h«ve refused to accept such pain and an ideological conditioning which teaches 
them to be passive and obedient. No! women have fought back.

Women played an active role in the Russian Revolution. In 1917, women textile workers 

in Petrcgrad v t i e  the first to go on strike. Their demands were simple - for bread, 

tor peace, tor justice. But the effects of their action were far reaching, and ic 

October 1917, they were joined by all Russian workers in the final stage of the struggle 
to overthrow imperial Russia and its ruling classes.

Russia was the lirst revolution and women were there with the menfolk. In other 

revolutions too, women have played a leading role. In China, women participated 

actively in a cultural,political and economic overhaul ot l..eir society. In Kicara=

SUui wu.jvin jo ined  ha;iCi; with a l l  the  people  to  overttr.ow the ruthle^;  .Dcioza 
d i c t a t o r s h i p .  And so  o n . . . .



DIFFERENT W YS OF SEEING.

Yet d e q s ite  t h is  agreement has not a lw ays been reached on the ro le  cf weuRn in  the 
s tru g g le  and the importance of the womens stru g g le . In C en tra l A ro r ic a  and p a r t ic u 
la r ly  in  N ic a ra g u a , women h a v e  a rg u ed  that the lib e ra t io n  of 'h e .r  country  
comes f i r s t ,  and that they h a v e  fought a lo n g s id e  th e ir  menfolk to r a is e  hum an  
d ig n it y ,  a fte r  w hich the e le v a t io n  of womens sta tu s  w ould be p c s s ib le .

O thers h a v e  arg u ed  th a t if  women subm erge th e ir  p a r t ic u la r  n ee cs an d  dem ands / 
 ̂ to the s t ru g g le , then women fa re  's e l l in g  o u t’ to men or to the re v o lu t io n , and  

that if  they don 't h a v e  th e ir  v is io n  of lib e ra t io n , n a t io n a l lib e ra t io n  w ill  no. 
in c lu d e  the lib e ra t io n  of women.

D espite these problem s and  d e sp ite  the fact that se x ism  is  ar. ■ id e sJcg y  :h c t  '? 
deep ly  entrenched  an d  one w h ich  w il l  be s lo w ly  o b lite ra te d , it is  c le a r  from  
ex am p les of co u n trie s  eng aged  in post lib e ra t io n  re co n stru c t io n  that women whc 
h a v e  fought for lib e ra t io n  a re  not content to re v e rt  to . t ra d i t ic n a ! ro le s . What 
is  im portant how ever, both fo r women engaged in the s t ru g g le  for n a tio n a l 
l ib e r a t io n , and for women en g ag ed  in  re co n stru c t io n , is  that b ecau se  they a re  
co n fro n ted  by both the is s u e s  of n a t io n a l lib e ra t io n  an d  se x ism , they need to 
work w ith  and to g a in  su p p o rt from other women. T h is  is  b e ca u se  women know  
best how they h a v e  been p a r t ic u la r ly  exp lo ited  an d  o p p re sse d , and women know 
best w h ich  is su e s  most a ffect them an d  w hich need to be taken  up -  be they  
is su e s  of l i t e r a c y ,  e d u ca tio n , c h i ld  c a r e ,  h e a lth  c a r e  or v io le n c e . Women h a v e  
e x tra c te d  the womens' content in  the s tru g g le  a ro un d  th e ir  e v e ry d a y  l iv e s ,  
w hether they have fe lt  n a t io n a l lib e ra t io n  must p reced e  womens' e m a n cip a tio n , 
w hether they h a v e  fe lt  the two must be w orked fo r s im u lta n e o u s ly , o r w hether  
they h a v e  fe lt  sex ism  must be overcom e f i r s t l y ,  so that women can  take th e ir  
r ig h t fu l p la ce  in  the n a t io n a l lib e ra t io n  movement.

The Fed e ratio n  of S a jth  Af r i can Women, e .g . belit-ved that wcrrcn had to r e la t e  
.th e ir  s tru g g le s  around c h ild  c a r e , e t c ,  the broader s tru g g le  fo r  freedom in, South 
A f r ic a .  They b e lie ve d  that w ithout n a t io n a lI ib e r a t io n , wcmen could  never be fre e  
and ecu id  at most ach iev e  m echanical ecyja lity  w ith rren. S in ce  women’s  oppression  
was rooted in the s tru c tu re  of South A fr ic a n  s o c ie ty , e .g .  the migrant laoour sysieyr., 
s t r u c tu r a l errployment and so on, i t  w«s necessary  to e ra d ic a te  these i f  any attcrrpts  
a t women’ s lib e ra t io n  were to be rneeningful .

SDMI QUESTIONS

The Q je st  i ens which women s tru g g lin g  in  South A f r ic a  a re  a sk in g , and around *h i ch 
the Fed e ra tio n  of South A fr ic a n  Wcrtn were o rgan ised , have been a^ced (and p a r t ly  
answered by women involved in s tru g g le s  in  other s o c ie t ie s . )

Around what is s u e s  should women be organised?
Hew/ can women be organised  to maximise g a in s  f o r  the n atio n a l dem ocratic 
l ib e ra t io n  movement, w h ils t  ensuring  that wcmen too a re  freed  of sexual op
p re s s !  on?

-  I s  there a need f o r  a se p ara te  or autonomous women's movement?
— Vlhat shcxjld be the re la t io n s h ip  between the women's movement and the n atio n a l 

dem ocratic lib e ra t io n  movement -  in  other words, what i s  the re la t io n d iip  
between wemen’ s  stru g g le  and the c la s s  stru g g le ?

B efo re  we try  to answer any of these q u estio n s we need tounderstand what it  i s  that 
d ra ra c te r i ses c e rta in  s tru g g le s  which people wage a s n a tio n a l dem ocratic in method.
Let u s  lock  b r ie f ly  a t South A f r ic a  and than at one o r two s o c ie t ie s .

THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC STRUGGLE IN SOUTH AFRICA

In South A f r ic a ,  a l l  b la ck  p eo p le , who rak e  up the v a st  m a jo rity  of the popu latio n , 
a re  denied a v o te , and a re  9 jb je c t  to the ap arthe id  laws of the land , whatever th e ir  
c la s s  p o s it io n . Moreover, even the w hite  South A f r ic a n s ,  who have a ccess  to p a r
liam en tary  mechanisms once every 5 y e a r s ,  a re  denied a c c e s s  to the most in f lu e n t ia l  
d e c is io n -ra k in g  apparatus in  the co u n try . Any stru g g le  fo r  fundamental change 
oust thus harness the en e rg ies of a l l  who are oppressed , and a l l  dem ocratic w h ite s ,
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mt±>i I ! sing them In o rder to g a in  contro l of the deci s i cn braking ao o aratu ses  
v^Ich g w e m .t h e ir  day-to-day l i v e s .  • .

But Ihe ab eve-merit i oned p ro cess of n atio n al oppression nust be seen in  i t s  
, . P<~cper re la t io n sh ip  to the fundamental co n trad ict icn in our so c ie ty  -  the ex- 

j. » ■, p lo .t a t iv e  economic r e la t io n s h ip  v«hich e x is t s  between the c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  and 
» the w orkers. Any s tru g g le  fo r  fundamental change, i f  i t  i s  to in vo lve  the 

r re jo rity  of the p eo p le , nust take in to  account the in t e r e s t s  of the rm jo r ity  
of the people -  the w o rkers, in the case of South A f r ic a .

Thus, fo r  a stru g g le  to be n atio n a l dem ocratic in ch a ra c te r , i t  nust a t once 
u n ite  a l l  se c to rs  and c la s s e s  of peo p le , fo r  change, W iiIs t  at the sane time 
p ro je c tin g  the In t e r e s t s  of the w orkers of that s o c ie ty , a s  paramount.

In the South A fr ic a n  co n te x t, the n atio n a l dem ocratic demands of the people  
a re  contemplated in the Freedom C h a rte r , dravn up at the h i s t o r i c  Congress of 
*he Pe^.I'e in  1955, a f t e r  months of co n su ltatio n  w ith people from a l l  * e lk s  of 
l i f e  abcut the k in d  of fu tu re  S .A . they would l ik e  to l iv e  in .  Today, the 
Freedom C h a rte r Terrains a g l id in g  beacon fo r those engaged in  the n atio n a l de
m ocratic s tru g g le .

OTl-ER PEOPLE'S STRUGGLES

The natio n al dem ocratic s tru g g le s  of o ther peoples have had s im ila r  fe a tu re s ,  
fri 19 Ju ly  1979, the S a n d in ista  Front fo r  National L ib e ra t io n  (F S *_) g u e r i l la  
arrry rmrched in to  ftenac^ja, the c a p ita l of N icaragua. T h e ir  v ic t o r y  h a ile d  the 
dcvnfal I of A n a sta s io  Somoza, the la s t  in  lin'e of the Somoza fa m ily , which  
had ru led  N ica ra g ja  fo r  AO y e a r s .  It a ls o  s ig n if ie d  an overthrow of the power 
of the Uni ted S ta te s  W iich , through ajpport of r u le r s  such a s  Somcza, had 
e f f e c t iv e ly  c o n tro lle d  the c a jn t ry  fo r  over 100 y e a r s ,  and which co n tinu es to 
contro l other c a jn t r ie s  of the South American reg io n , such a s  E l S a lva d o r.

What f e c i a l  fe a tu re s  of the stru g g le  of people of N icaragua c h a ra c te r is e  it  
a s  natio n al dem ocratic in method? F o r over h a lf  a  century the Scrroza fam ily  
had d ic ta te d  to N icaragua -  w ith  the a id  and p ro te ctio n  of the United S ta te s  
government. The fa m ily  a lone c o n tro lle d  a la rg e  chunk of the econcrry -  n e a r ly  
1/3 c f  the c a jn t r y 's  a ra b le  lan d , the rra jo r ity  of the most p ro f it a b le  in -  
d j s t r i e s ,  the inport and export tra d e , and tra n sp o rt . W hile Scmoza’ s personal 
fortune approached 1000 m ill io n  d o l la r s ,  the vast rm jo r ity  of N ica ra g u a 's  people 
were i l l i t e r a t e ,  wi th a jt  adequate housing and s h e lt e r ,  and l iv in g  on ex tre n e ly  
lewrweges. It was these co n d itio n s  W iich led to the mass o rg an isa tio n  of 
people to change the co n d it io n s  of t h e ir  l i v e s .  Yet the Scmoza regime a ls o  met 
w ith the d isapproval of some of the m erbcrs of the p etty  b o u rg eo ise , because  
m e d ic ta to rsh ip  s t i f l e d  o p p o sitio n , denying then e f f e c t iv e  deci s i on-rraking 
powers. Thus, the n atio n a l dem ocratic stru g g le  in N icaragua incorporated  
p ea sa n ts , workers and se c t io n s  of the pe^ty b o u rg e o is ie , though, o rce  a g a in , 
the in te re s t s  of the w orkers and peasants were regarded a s  paramount. Tne FSM_ 
sajght a corrplete re s t  ru ctu r i ng of so c ia l re la t  i on ^ iips w ith in  the c o jp t ry ,  
and replacement o* the c a p i t a l i s t  system  by true derrt'cracy •

Let u s take a b r ie f  lock at the s tru g g le  of the people of Mozarrti; que -  a ls o  
n atio n a l dem ocratic in  c h a ra c te r . In Mozanbique, FRELIMD (the  F r i r a  fo r  the 
L ib e ra t io n  of MozarrbiQje) ves formed in 1962 cut of 3 contending p o l i t i c a l  o r 
g a n isa tio n s  to u n ite  a l l  Mozarrbicans against Portuguese co lo n ia l is n .  The errred 
stru g g le  was veged so a s  to e ra d ic a te  the e x p lo ita t iv e  r e la t io n s  between the 
worker and peasant m a jo r ity  on the one hand, and the co lo n ia l b o u rg eo is ie  cn 
the o th e r. Because Mozarrbican p etty  bourgeois e lem ents, w ith the exception of 
a tin y  a ss im ilad o  g ra jp in g , were treated  almost a s  h a rsh ly  by the co lcn ia )  
governments a s  the p easan ts and w orkers, and had no forrral say in the govem - 
ment, they too had an in te re s t  in seeing the col lap se  of Portuguese c o lo n ia lia n .  
F o r t h is  reason , they acted  together w ith the w orkers and p easants w ith in  the
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boundaries ofone p o l i t i c a l  framework to a l t e r  the r e la t ic n s  of p roduction  
and pover In Mozanbican s o c ie t y .

An c  so <x>. The s t ru g g le s  of the people of China and Zimbabwe a ls o  saw the  
u n ity  of w orkers, p ea sa n ts  and a revo lut i ona-y se ctio n  of the p etty  b o u rg e o is ie ,'  

<  ̂ st ruogl i ng to rep I ace f euda I i 6m and cap i t a l i s n w i t h  a syst em of cor, t ro l in  
. which the in t e r e s t s  of the w orkers and p easan ts would be fo re ro st^ in  a n ever

th e le ss  e g a lita r ia n  s o c ie t y .

SO WHAT ABOUT VO.'EN INTHE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC S fK in rap ?

When try in g  to understand the above-ment i oned s t ru g g le s , ft i s  important to pay 
sp ec ia l a tte n tio n  to the p o s it ic n  of the m a jo rity  of -women, v^io, b e s id e s  being  
n a tu ra lly  oppressed and econcmi ca l ly  e x p lo ite d , a re  faced w ith the burden of 
sexual ( s o c ia l)  o p p ress io n . It i s  inportant that we understand so c ia l cp -  
p resio n  c o r r e c t ly .  Samore Kbchel , p resid en t of FRELIMD, and of Mozambique 
p o in ts  o u t: *

'The b a s is  of the domination of women l i e s  in the sy ste n  of eco
nomic o rg a n isa t io n s  of s o c ie ty , p r iv a te  ownership of the means of 
procLict i on , which n e c e s s a r ily  lead s to the e x p lo ita t io n  of rran by 
man. That means th a t , apart from the s p e c if ic  fe a tu re s  of t h e ir  
s it u a t io n , the co n tra d ic tio n  between women and the so c ia l o rd e r , i s  

essence a co n tra d ic t io n  between women and the e x p lo ita t io n  of 
rran by rran, between women and the p r iv a te  ownership of the means of 
p ro d jc t ic n . In o ther words, i t  i s  the same a s  the co n tra d ic t io n  
between the working masses and the e x p lo ita t iv e  so c ia l o r d e r .”

If  we examine women's p o s it io n s  b e fo re , during  and a f t e r  n atio n a l dem ocratic  
re v o lu t io n s , wc see that so c ia l oppression has not been caused by mere n a s—
* *ness 0,1 the part of the men towards women, but has been founded on m ateria l 
(rrain ly  economic but a l so pol i t ic a l ) imperat iv e s .

POSITION OF W3f*£N BEFORE THE PER 100 OF NATIONAL DEMXRAT 1C STRtrra r

P r io r  to the s t ru g g le , a l l  the ccx jn tries under d is c u s s io n , were h e a v ily  male 
dominated. Women were p ro je cte d  id e o lo g ic a lly  a s  homemakers, p ro v id in g  sexual 
p le a su re  to t h e ir  husbands; ch iId re n  (e s p e c ia l ly  sons) to b rin g  w ealth  in to  
the fa m ily , and unpaid dom estic and a g r ic u ltu r a l  lab o u r. The subord inate  
posi t i ons t.ad imp! i ca £ i ons t or wemen1 s I oca t i on i n the economy. 11 ensured  
that any a g r ic u ltu r a l o r other economic s j r p lu s  w.men prockjced, could e a s i ly  
be appropriated  by c e r t a in  ireo fo lk , thus re in fo rc in g  c la s s  d iv is io n s  w ith in  
s o c ie ty .

VO»£N IN PRE-REVOLUT IQNARY CHINA

It i s  p o ss ib ly  tru e  to say that women in p re -re v o lu t i onary China were arvcng 
the most exp lo ited  and oppressed groups the w orld has ever seen . Vfcrren of the 
Ch inese upper c la s s e s  were c lo is te r e d  throughout th e ir  l i v e s ,  p assin g  frcm  the 
control of fa th e rs  to that of t h e ir  husbands. They were housed behind high  
w e lls ,  never seeing  the o jt s id e  w orld . P easan ts and working women were not so 
e f f e c t iv e ly  c lo is t e r e d ,  a s  th e ir  labcur was n e c e ssa ry , but they were no le s s  
iso la te d  or occluded . In an impoverished so c ie ty  su b ject to the ravages of 
d ra x ^ it , flo o d s and fam ine, the b ir t h  of a g i r l  c h ild  was often  lamented and 
in fa n t ic id e  was a frequent o ccu rren ce . Another frequent occurrence was the 
s a le  of ferrale c h ild re n  in to  s la v e r y . Ideology a ls o  p layed the r o le  of pro
je c t in g  wKTnen a s  weak and p a s s iv e , and men a s  a l l  th ing s b rig h t , s t rc n g , a c t iv e  
and posi t iv e .

More h o r r i f ic  th a n  a l l  t h i s ,  was the p h y sica l co erc io n  to en fo rce  women's 
p a s s iv i ty and ccrrpl ia n c e . T h is ,  inC-hina took the form of fo o t-b in d in g . Foot-  
binding was a cru el and inhuman p ra c t ic e  which involved the breaking of a g i r l  
c h i ld 's  toes at the age of ab a jt 6 y e a rs . They were bent under h e r feet which
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were th e i bound so that they remained a r a l l .  C cn sid ered  e ro t ic  and a sig n  of
b e a u t y , th i s  d ef orrrat i on c a u s e d  wcrren to  vo Ik  wi th a s t u t 1 , n in c in g  9 3 i t , and
the t in y  bound foot was seen a s a symbol of s e x u a l it y ,  siD m ission  a'vd OepeTdra-ice.
The p ra c t ic a l  consenquence fo r  wcmen were that th is  handicap re in fo rce d  the

• co n d itio n  of se c lu s io n  to Wii ct> ideology su b jected  them, na.Tpered the r  rrcb i-
I i ty and th e ir  a b i l i t y  to g a in  economic independence.

( r

'vOht .N IN F^^EVOLUT I OMAR V ZII*ttABV£

In t ra d it io n a l Zirrbabwe s o c ie t y ,  men wanted w ives to b ea r them so n s, so a s  to 
carry  an the r o le  lin e a g e . Worsen *\ho di<3 no’ Pear sons were locked upon w ith  
sco rn . K b rria g e s were arranged between the e ld e rs  of the extended f a m il ie s ,  
vt\o determined v h ich  rra rria g e s  would best sui 1 t h e ir  f a m il ie s '  ends. Women 
were allow ed no choi ce in  the rra tte r .

The irrp o sitio n  of co lo n ia l dom ination entrenched women's subord inate s t a t u s .
In f a c t ,  !t  d is to r te d  the t ra d it io n a l forms of women's su b jec tio n  to meet the 
needs of c a p it a l i s t  accu m jla t < on. Wtemen's s ta tu s  and r ig h ts  w ith regard to 
r a r r ia g e  and fa m ily , v h ich  p re v io u s ly  had been determ ined by custorrery law, 
became sub ject to the in te rp re ta t io n  of s e t t le r  o f f i c i a l s .  Though were re 
garded a s  rra jo rs in the eyes of the ju d ic ia l  system , warren were seen as m inors 
in  perpetual bondage and tu te la g e  to t h e ir  g u a rd ia n s.

V£ft€N IN TRADITIONAL SOUTH AFRICAN SOCIETY

In t ra d it io n a l South A f r ic a n  s o c ie t y ,  women have p layed  a v it a !  ro le  in  the 
economic l i f e  of the v i l l a g e .  In f a c t ,  women have provided most a g r ic u ltu r a l  
output, working long h o u rs . Moreover, women's days have consistednot only in  
a g r ic u ltu ra l product i on but in  a ls o  se rv in g  the needs of the fam ily  -  co ck in g , 
washing and c le a n in g . S t r ic t  economic contro l has been e x erc ised  over wonen 
through the in s t it u t io n  of Icb o la  and, in p o l i t i c a l  d e c is io n  rrE kir.g , warcr. 
have p layed only a m inor r o le .

T r a d it io n a l ly ,  Indian women in  South A f r ic a  too have been d iscr im in a te d  
against -  through fo rced  rra rr ia g e s , and l iv e s  of d o m e st ic ity , p a r t i c u la r ly .

Wcjren in  a l l  these c o u n t r ie s , and o th e rs , have not sat back and acceoted these  
c o n d it io n s . They ahve fo u g h t, both ag a in st so c ia l oppression  ar.d the p ra c t ic e  
of harsh  ru lin g  c la s s e s .

Th£ ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE NAT ICf-iAL DEMXRAT 1C STRUGGLE

Let us now go on to lock a t the ro le  that women have p layed  in the natio n al 
d e ro c ra t ic  s tru g g le s  of t h e ir  c o u n tr ie s . In C h in a , N icarag ua , Zimbabwe, Mozam
bique and South A f r ic a ,  women have been drawn in to  freedcm  s tru g g le s . The way 
they have organised them selves has q u a li t a t iv e ly  a ffe c te d  the n atu re  of the 
new s ta te s  t h e ir  peop le have t r ie d  to c re a te . _  _

WOMEN IN THE CHINESE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTION
Whilst the Russian Revolution focused on the proletariat as the main vehicle of struggl 

conditions in China lead to a different perspective. Because of extremely repressive 
conditions in the towns, the thrust of the revolution took place in the countryside 

w h e r e a vicious form of feudalism brought peasant resentment to boiling point.

The main features of Chinese feudal society were that:

a) peasants.produced ror themselves agricultural products and most of the handicrafts 

they needed. What the landlords and nobility exacted iron peasants in the forir 

of land rent was chieily xor privace enjoyment and not for exchange. Nevertheless, 

che peasants worked long, hard hours under difficult conditions;



b) Women were oppressed , subjected both to the teudcl authorities and t0 their 
mcniolk. l'ney worked hard in the fields, and also at home - cooking, cleaning 

' and rearing children. Chinese feudal society lasted tor-3000 years. It was not 

until the middle of the 19 century, with the foreign capital, that great changes 

took place in Chinese society. However, over the years, China's feudal society 

had developed a commodity economy and thus carried within it the seeds of 

■ capitalism. The Chinese feudal forces colluded with imperialism to arrest the, 

developctfnt of Chinese (japitalism, and women were actively involved in the struggle 

both to put an end to this and to bring about an entirely new and democratic crcer.

Ey the I920's many women, mainly professionals and students were engaged in the struggl 

e g e i n s i foreign agression. These women articulated demands that reflected their 

desire forrsocial equality in Chinese society. They demanded equal job opportunities, 

equal pay and the end ot foreign rule. However, these j were not necessarily the 
demands of the preSent working class women who were struggling to eke out a living 

ar.d whose demands included food, shelter and economic independence.

Some women within the Communist Party of China saw the need to articulate the demands 

of peasant and working class women, and to Incorporate women into a struggle, not 

merely for mechanical equality with men, but for a society where there was no economic 

exploitation and national oppression. Theirunderstanding reflected a deeper ideologic* 

diiference between Chinese progressives and nationalists which led to a split in 

the Communist Party. Progressives in the CP began to take up issues which affect womer 

At first their approach was quite immature . - they wore their hair loose and long,and 

dressed in pants, retleccing a new found confidence in their abilities. But this 

frightened off a lor of peasant women, and it became necessary for -women activists 

to identify with the lifestyles of ordinary women. -They encouraged a spirit of 

collectivity and organisation in women and even such ordinary activities such as 

embroidery and sewing were put to the use of revolution. Needed concepts of health and 

childcare, food provisions and work modes were put into practice, by involving men, 

women, amd cjojdrem pm am equal basis, in building people's republic of China.

Women also become actively involved in the armed struggle. They were involved in 
espionage in engaging the enemy in struggle. Peasant women provided fcod, shelter 

and clothiDg to *rmed militants.

Women were thus involved at every stage in the struggle for liberation. Thi.s is not 

to suggest that women in China have no problems today. Attempts toput .Into practice 

new divorce and marriage laws have contradictions in them. Also rcer. have not rid 

themselves entirely of sexist attitudes. However the picture of the coy, submissive wotoc 

so typically projected in the capitalist, media, has been wiped of almost entirely from 

the Chinese eoil, and women have been actively integrated in the process of reconstructic 

This has ably been achieved : through consistent struggle on the part of the women.

Mozarrb i c?je

In M ozam b iq ue , cn the p o s it io n  of wemen, Machei has t h .s  to sa y :

•The a n ta g o n is t ic  ce n tra d ic t  ion i s  not between women and men, but 
between women and the so c ia l o rd er, between a l l  ex p lo ited  peop e both 
rren and wcxnen, and the so c ia l o rd e r. T h is  cont ra d . c t . on can only Oe 
solved by r e v o lu t io n , because only re v o lu tio n  d e stro y s  the foundations  
of e x p lo it a t iv e  so c ie ty  and re b u ild s  so c ie ty  on ne* f a m d a t . en s, freeing  
the i n i t i a t i v e  of wcxnen, in te g ra t in g  them in  so c ie ty  a s  reso o n s.b le  
members and in v o lv in g  them in  d e c is io n  making.



Th erefo re , ju s t  a s  there can be no re v o lu t io n  without the lib e ra t io n  
of women, the stru g g le  fo r  warren's em ancipation cannot succeec w ithout 
the v ic to ry  of the re v o lu t io n ."

The adoption of th is  p o s it io n  cn the ro le  of women in  the stru g g le  re f le c te d  
the v ic to ry  of p ro g re ss iv e  fo rc e s  in  FR ELISC , over the carp eting  rea ctio n a ry  
fo rc e s , who sought rrere ly^ tc re p la ce  vshite r u le r s  w ith  b la c k s , w h iist leav in g  
untouched, the expl oi tat i v«, f cundat i cns of Mozanbi can s o c ie ty . At the seccnc  
congress of FRELIMD in 19f>8, the p ro g re ss iv e  I ir.ed triunph  a f t e r  lone aT3 
f ie r c e  debate between the two ten d en cies .

FRELIMD's p ro g ressive  a t t it u d e s  were re f le c te d  in  sem en's p ra c t ic a l involvement 
in  the stru g g le . Women provided food, in i t ia t e d  sch o o ls  and rudin-Eritary h e a lt h  
schemes. They transported  m il i t a r y  equipment, sp i ed and were in v o lv e d  in  c la n 
d e st in e  o p era tlch s . In the s t r jg g le ,  t r a d it ic n a l  v a lu e s  and p r a c t ic e s ,  e .g .  
polygany and Icb o la  were ch a llen g ed , and the s t r u c t u r e s  and reg u la tio n s in t ro 
duced in  the lib e ra a te d  zones ensured that women had a c c e ss  to p o l i t ic a l  and 
economic decision-m aking mechanisms.

Zirrbabwe

In Zinbabwe, too, women p layed a v i t a l  ro le  in  the  s tru g g le  fo r  l ib e r a t io n .  
Th ere , too, women b rcke  out o t h e ir  t ra d it io n a l r o le s  and a sse rte d  them selves 
in  anred stru g g le , o rg an isin g  and m c b ilis in g  the rrasses of the people. The 
wcrren's stru g g le  was c lo s e ly  id e n t if ie d  w ith  the b ro ad er ant i- c o l onial i st  
stru g g le , a s  a statement by the ZAMJ Women's League su g g ests:

"We a re  f ig h t in g  fo r  so c ia l i sn . We women of ZANU know that there  w i l l  
be no corrplete errancipat icn  of women in  any so c ie ty  o ther that a 
s o c ia l is t  s o c ie ty . We women, w orkers and p ea sa n ts  of Zinbabwe, a re  not 
going to to le ra te  any oppression  and e x p lo ita t io n  of nan by rren. It  
ru st be done away w ith by r e le n t le s s ly  waging the lib e ra t io n  war to  the 
b it t e r  end. To ta l l ib e r a t io n  can only be brouc^it about when there i s  
so c ia l ownership of the means of p ro d u ctio n  and the establishm ent of 
the d ic ta to rsh ip  of the p r o le t a r ia t

Hi caragua

• •• ' *1 * •.*
In N icaragua, wemen were invok/ed- .'in the re v o lu t io n  on a large s c a le ,  
and saw th e ir  co n trib u tio n  a s  complementary to the stru g g le  ag a in st the im
p e r ia lis t-b a c k e d  Scrroza regim e. Sa id  a fe n a le  a c t i v i s t  of the F3_N, Fatirra  
Ca I d o ra :

"As we organised the f i r s t  CHCs fo r  the ir .su rre c t  ion in Managua so :tany 
husbands were fr ig h ten ed  vher. the-/ saw the degree of involvement o ’ 
th e ir  w ive s . T e r r i f ie d  by women taking tne i n i t i a t i v e ,  f ic n t in g , o r 
g a n is in g . In so rreny h cu seh o ld s, the men were i e ss  ccrm itted  thfct the  
wcrTKn. And the woman, w ith  h e r double o p p ressio n  -  oppressed by Somo- 
cisrr» , oppressed by machisms -  had to make the ch o ice  between her hu s
band and-the re s o lu t io n . It was e< traordi nary  how many of then, 
thousands, opted fo r  the re v o lu t io n ."

Wcran had played an inportnt r o le  in the ant i- im p e r ia l i st s tru g g le , yet N ica 
rag u a 's record of n atio n a l women's re s is ta n c e  i s  f a i r l y  y a jn g . AM̂ RONAC (the  
A sso c ia tio n  of Women C o n tra d ic tin g  the N ational Problem ) was bom  in Septerrber 
1977. It re lie d  on the no tab le  strength  of the working c la s s  women. However, 
rreny prominent m iddle c la s s  women were a ls o  a c t iv e  in  i t s  le a d e rsh ip . ASPRONAC 
r e t a i n e d  a  broad p la tfo rm  designed to a t t r a c t  women of d if fe re n t  p o l i t ic a l  
persu asio n s and defin ed  i t s  aim s a s  b e in g :



* to encourage the p a r t ic ip a t io n  of women in the re v o lu tio n  of the co u n try 's  
problems

t

• to defend the r ig h t s  of Nicaraguan wcmen in  a l l  s e c to rs  and a l l  a sp ects  -  
econanic, p o l i t i c a l  and so c ia l

to defend hurran rig h ts'" in  general .

E a r ly  a c t i v i t i e s  included hunger s t r ik e s ,  church occupations and
p ro te cts  ct hurran r ig h t s  v io la t  io n s . Yet the irrpcrtant p art i s  not that these 
a c t iv i t ie s  re f le c te d  the e->rly dominance of b o u rg eo is ie  wcmen, but ra th e r that 
they came to rep resen t the task which the woman's movement, w ith i t s  current 
strength and ccrrpcsi t io n , could most e f f e c t iv e ly  u n d ertake . A£ l ie n s  i ike  the 
occupation of the U n ited  N ations b u ild in g  in ^ n a g u a , had enormcus in te r 
national re p e rcu ss io n s  ag a in st trie d ic ia t o r s h ip .  The growing s ta iu re  of the 
movement became more apparent towards the m iddle of 1973, a s  ANFRCMAC worked 
more d ir e c t ly  w ith  the F3_N and mere wcmen jo in ed  the armed s t ru g g le . Thus, 
women's stru g g le s  became in c re a s in g ly  ident i f ied  wi th the stru g g l e f or nat i cna I 
1ib era tio n .

Women and the N ational Dem ocratic S tru g g le  in  South A f r ic a

In South A f r ic a ,  women have long been invo lved in the stru g g le  fo r  national 
l ib e ra t io n . T h is  i s  bacause women have been a f fe c te d  in  a p a r t ic u la r ly  cruel 
manner by the governm ent's ap arth e id  laws and p o l i c i e s .  The m igrant labour 
system , introduced w ith  the d isco v ery  of m in e ra ls  in the 19th ce n tu ry , confined

A frica n  women to the re se rv e s  where they were expected to eke out a l iv in g  fo r  
them selves, t h e ir  c h ild re n  and o ld  p eo p le . T h is  provided a ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  
bosses paying rrale w orkers the cost of reproducing only them selves and not 
th e ir  f a m ilie s .  But the re se rv es were b arren  a re a s , and women were forced to 
seek work in  the c i t i e s .  P a r t ic u la r ly  a f t e r  World Vifar .1, they occupied je b s  
in  the inforrral s e c t o r s  -  i . e .  they were dom estic se rv a n ts , washerwomen .pro
s t it u t e s ,  e t c .

World Vter I I  saw the growth of the rranufacturing  in d u stry  and an in crease  in  
job o p p o rtu n it ie s , Nferty A fric a n  women found jo b s in  in d u s try . Bosses were 
keen to errpl oy them s in c e  they could  be p aid  I o h  w ages. B u t , warren's in v o lve
ment in  the econony had a p o l i t i c i s in g  e f fe c t  on them. Not only d id  they b reak  
out of the t r a d it io n a l p o s it io n s  they had h e ld  in  the r e s e rv e s , they a ls o  came 
in to  contact w ith the mass p o l i t ic a l  and trade u n ions of the tim e. Wbmen were 
in cre a s in g ly  o rg a a n ised , not only in  trade unions and p o l i t i c a l  o rg a n isa t io n s , 
but a ls o  in is s u e s  that a ffe c te d  t h e ir  day to day l i v e s ,  e .g .  the food com
m ittees of the W estern Cape, creche c lu b s , e t c .

1948 saw the coming in to  power of the N a t io n a lis t  P a r ty ,  which irrm ediately  
began i rrp I ement ing a s e r ie s  of harsh  law s, which denied the freedom of speech 
and movement,' e .g . the Suppression of Cormuni sn  Act , the Group A re as Act and 
the "homelands" p o l ic y .  Women r e s is te d  these along w ith  th e ir  m enfolk, and 
p a rtic ip a te d  in 1952, in  the Defence Canpaign c a lle d  by o rg a n isa t io n s  w ith in  
Ih e  Congress Movement. In 1954, the Fed eratio n  of South A fr ic a n  Women was 
formed to u n ite  women of d if fe re n t  ra c e s  and c la s s e s  a g a in st a p a rth e id . The 
FS4W had an a f f  i I ia te d  s t ru c tu re , and had, a s  i t s  main af f i I ia t e s ,  the ANC 
Women’ s League, the South A fr ica n  Congress of Democrats (COS), the South A frica n  
Coloured P e o p le 's  O rg an isa tio n  (CPO ), the Cape Housewives' League, the Non- 
European Women's Leag u e, and the Food and Canning W orkers' U nion.

A lreaciy , the N a t io n a lis t  government had begun to ta lk  about extending p ass  
books to women. T h is  was f ie r c e ly  r e s is t e d  by the wcmen them selves, who saw 
p asses a s  a cu rta ilm en t of economic freedom and an infringem ent on hurran d ig n ity .



T h ro u g h o u t th e  c o u n t r y ,  th e  a f f i l i a t e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  o r g a n is e d  women 
a g a in st the pass laws and on 5 A ugust, 1956, 20 00 wonen fro n  a l l  ever- South 
A f r ic a  gathered o u tsid e  the Union 3 u iId in g s  in  P r e t o r ia ,  in p ro te st a g a in st the 
p ass law s, w h ilst th e ir  le a d e rs  went in  to p resen t a sta ck  of p e l i t io n s  c a l l in g

• fo r  t h e ir  repeal to the P rim s M in is te r .  T h e ir  le a d e rs  found an errpty o f f ic e .
But the women stood o u tsid e  in  sol enm s i le n c e  f o r  30 m inutes then b rcke  out in to  

' a song: f
*

"Strijdom , you have terrpered w ith  the women,
You have stru ck  a ro ck ,
You have d islo dg ed  a b o u ld er -  
You w il l  be c ru sh e d ."

Today, 9 August i s  honoured eac±> y e a r a s  S .A . N ational Women's Day by a l l  those  
involved in the n atio n a l dem ocratic s t ru g g le .

But the Federation  was not w ithout problem s. Most cru sh in g  of these was the 
clanpdown on o rg a n isa tio n s by the government in  the 1960s. S in ce  the Fed era tio n  
had drawn most of t i s  le ad e rsh ip  from the ANCWL, the banning of the AfC rmant 
that the Federation  lo st t h i s  se c t io n  of i t s  membership. A lso  the banning and 
deten tio n s of i t s  le ad ers  had se r io u s  e f f e c t s .  Al though the Federat i on i t s e l f  
was never banned, these and o th er f a c t o r s ,  e .g .  f in a n c ia l  problem s, and the p ra c
t ic a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  running a m assive n a t io n a l o rg a n isa tio n  meant that i t  c o l
lapsed in the 1960s. F o r  a long time th e re a f t e r ,  th e re  was not any form of 
natio n a l women's r e s is t a n c e .

In f a c t ,  in the 1960s saw the d e c lin e  of a l l  forms of rrass-based a c t iv i t y  -  on 
the fa cto ry  f lo o r ,  in  the sc h o o ls , ccrmuni ty and in  p o l i t i c a l  in s t it u t io n s .  The 
Soweto u p ris in g s  of 1976 a c c e le ra te d  t h is  p ro c e ss  and by 1980, a strong network 
of dem ocratic o rg a n isa tio n s  had been b u i lt  throughout the co u n try , each seeking  
to r e la t e  i t s  stru g g le s  to those on o ther s i t e s .  The p erio d  has a ls o  seen the 
growth of wemen's o rg a n isa t io n s , the FSAW, e .g .  was rev ived  in  the Transvaal , 
and organised women around is s u e s  that a f f e c t  them. The U nited  Women's O rgan i
sa tio n  (IMC) was formed In  the Cape. The UWD i s  engaged in  the stru g g le  fo r  
lower re n ts  and food p r ic e s ,  b e t te r  h o u sin g , adequate crech e s and schooling  f a c i 
l i t i e s .  The UWD and FSAW a I so r e la t e  to the pol i t i ca l st njggl e -  e .g .  they a re  
both a f f i l i a t e d  to the UDF.

In Natal , the newly-formed Natal O rg an isa tio n  of Women (NOW) a l so at terrpts to  
organ ise  women around is s u e s  that a f fe c t  them, e .g .  the new taxatio n  law s.

Even the seemingly s t t b I I  and in s ig n if ic a n t  women's groups, whose a c t i v i t i e s  
in clud e sp o rt , k n it t in g  and sewing a re  irrp o rta n t. They p ro v id e  women w ith £ < i l ! s  
conf idence and a l I cw them to break cut of the s t e r i  I i ty of thei r  homes and to 
rrake new f r ie n d s . However, f o r  such organi sat i ons to have any s ig n if ic a n t  inpact 
on the South A fr ic a n  so c ia l s t r u c t u r e ,  they n u s t , at some sta g e , r e la te  th e ir  
a c t i c v i t i e s  to the stru g g le  ag a in st a p a rth e id .

SOOTH AFRICAN VSONEN STUDENTS IN NATIONAL DEMOCRAT 1C STRUGGLE

South A fr ic a n  women stu d en ts have a sp e c ia l re sp o n sib i I i ty to women engaged in  
the n atio n al dem ocratic s t ru g g le . T h is  i s  b ecause t h e ir  a cc e ss  to th e o re tica l 
concepts and an understanding of women's e x p e rie n ce s  en ab les them to t ra n s la te  
these in to  th e ir  im p lica t io n s  f o r  South A f r ic a n  women and the S .A . lib e ra t io n  
movement. Thus i t  i s  irrportant fo r  wanen stu d en ts to  id e n t ify  w ith the stru g g les  
in  t h e ir  camruni t i e s .

But women stu d en ts, too, a re  d isc r im in a te d  a g a in s t .  They trust f ig n t against
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so c ia l oppression in  t h e ir  l i v e s ,  the d cm n ait ideology in cur* so c ie ty  t r a in s  
wtxTtn to accept a su b serv ien t r o le  in the fa m ily , and encennders in them, a t 
t itu d e s  od p a s s iv i t y ,  obedience and sh yn ess. At school and a : hcrre, wcttw~i a re  
C.anel I ed in to  p r a c t ic e s  and co u rse s  which f i t  in w ith these norms, e .g .  a :  here  
women a re  taught co ck in g , bak in g  and a re  expected to do dom estic work, w h ils t  
being denied an understand ing  of how rrachines such a s  sto ves and e le c t r i c a l  
c i r c u i t s  o p erate . At s c h o o l, women a re  encouraged to do su b je c ts  t ik e  dom estic '

| sc ien ce  w h ilst  men a re  encouraged to do sc ie n ce , froths and p h y s ic s .

Women enter in to  u n iv e r s i t y , s o c ia l is e d  in to  accep tin g  these v a lu e s . T h e re , they 
a re  sub ject to s e x is t  a t t i t u d e s  of le c tu re s  and adni ni st rat i c n , and a re  the 
v ic t im s  of so c ia l o p pression  by r a l e  stu d en ts . On the re p re ss iv e  can p u ses, wcrren 
a re  h a rsh ly  co ntro l le d , b eing  locked up at night in  th e ir  h o s t e ls ,  b e in g  expel led 
if  pregnant and o ften  being forb idden  to from women's groups. ..These a c t io n s  nust 
be seen a s  an atterrpt to e x e r c is e  co ntro l over w om en,'since freedom of iro/errent 
and speech would enab le  them to ch a llen g e  the a u t h o r it ie s .

To overcome these problem s, women stu d en ts rrust o rg an ise  them selves. Only 
thra jgh  u n ited  a c t ic n  wi l l  ef f ect i ve st ra t egi es be devi se d . But i t  i s  irrportant 
to note that a l l  b la ck  stu d e n ts  a re  oppressed -  thus women rrust r e la t e  t h e ir  
stru g g les  to the s tru g g le s  of the broad Tresses of oppressed stu B e n ts , so that a 
carrplete overhaul of our ed u catio n  system  can be reached . Even more irrportant is  
the idea nad h i s t o r ic a l  fa c t  tfiat both men and women students r e la t e  t h e ir  
stru g g les to those of the oppressed and ex p lo ited  p eo cle  of South A f r i c a ,  s in ce  
only with the freedom of a l l  p eo p le , wi l t  stu d en ts be fre e d .

CONCLUSION

The challenges racing South African women are great. t,:cen ne>’d to address the 

quescioc of how to relate class struggle :o the struggles a£ain*t c!,*i,‘social 

oppression. Yet abstract theories will r.ot help us in answering these questions 

Only by actively acien.pt.ing to raise womens' consciousness, by mobilising end 
organising them around issues tnat affect cheir day to day l i v r - s will we be 

able to identify the links. Also, we aJst remember that our guiding principle 

is mass mobilisation, and we must takt.-up issues chat do not alienate women.

This is not as simple as it sounds. Women face many problems ir becoming involved 
in organisations.

Very often, their viewpoints are not taken seriously, and they lack skills and 

confidence. Even for women who do want to get involved, there are problems

- women have a double Job - at the workplace, and in their kitchens.

Examination of the struggles of women in other countries has shown that course o; 
struggles, women were eble to assert themselves.

But even after liberation, these women still have a lot to strive for. South 

African women must taken example both trom our own hiscoric and heroic women's 
organisations but also from women in other countries.

Through developing autonomous women's organisations, which r.everthe] ss relate to the n 

national democratic struggle , womenwill recognise their social oppression and also be 

to relate it to the broader forces of national oppression and economic exploitatior
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