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The aim of the African Self Help Association is to help and 
encourage African women in urban areas to do voluntary 

social work amongst their own people.

The Association has over 2,000 African members who are 
divided into Service Committees. Each Service Committee 

establishes, runs and finances its own project.

Thirty one Service Committees are at present running Day 
Nurseries, in which approximately 2,200 children are cared for. 

Other groups are running clubs for young people and poor 
relief schemes for the aged. Service Committee members have 
helped with the work of the African Children’s Feeding 

Scheme since its inception.

Members also work for improved conditions in their own 

areas, and have been instrumental in procuring better facilities 
such as street lighting, ambulance services and more efficient 

transport.

The Association employs two European and two African 
organisers, who visit and inspect Service Committee projects 
and help and advise the groups running them. The Treasurer 
of the Association instructs members in book-keeping and 

supervises their accounts.
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LEFT: Mrs. Helen Silgee, a member 

of the association since its earliest 

days.

Our 2,000 African members are 

ordinary women, some nurses and 

teachers, others simple housewives 

who do washing in Johannesburg, 

but all of whom have developed a 

sense of responsibility to the com­

munity. When a visitor recently 

asked Mrs. Silgee why she did Ser­

vice Committee work, she replied, 

“Because my heart tells me to.’-

BELOW -.There is a tremendous need 

for supervision of small children in 

the townships. In nearly all families 

both parents have to work to make 

ends meet.



More than 2,000 smalt children 

are looked after in the Associa­

tion’s Day Nurseries, from 7 a.m. 

till whenever their mothers get 

home from work. They are given 

three meals a day and are super­

vised, in most instances, by 

trained African Nursery School 

teachers.



ABOVE: A number of the Associa­

tion’s Day Nurseries are running in 

temporary premises like this. We 

are working to get them all properly 

housed in buildings like the one 

below, of which we already have 

eleven.

BELOW: The Margaret Wettstein 

Day Nursery run by Orlando East 

Service Committee.



How does 

the future 

look?

We are confident that the work done by the Association is 

fulfilling a twofold purpose. On the one hand much needed 

places of care for children and other services have been pro­

vided in the African Townships. On the other, there is an 

appreciable growth of self-reliance and enterprise amongst 

Service Committee members which encourages us to believe 

that African women are capable of and ready for social work 

amongst their own people. We feel that the Association is 

tackling some of the problems of urban life in South Africa in 

a new way.



NEEDS OF THE ASSOCIATION

The greatest need, of course, is for money to start and to 

carry on Service Committee projects.

It costs approximately R4,000 to build a Day Nursery. This 

does not include any fittings or equipment such as stoves, 

cupboards, shelves and simple nursery school furniture. There 

is always a shortfall between the amount paid by the parents 

(R1 per child per month) and the amount it actually costs to 

feed and keep a child for five days a week. The City Council 

makes grants-in-aid to most Service Committees, but in no 

case does the Service Committee get enough money to run its 

own project without further fund-raising and donations. 

Those Service Committees running Poor Relief schemes 

have to try and find the money to buy food and comforts for 

the very needy people they help, but this is desperately hard 

in a community where nearly everyone is finding it difficult 

to get enough for their own needs.

The central organisation of the Association has considerable 

expenses such as salaries, transport, office expenses etc. which 

are administered quite separately from the Service Committee 

accounts.

There is further need for all sorts of new or second-hand 

articles, from clothing to nursery school equipment, books, 

furniture, pots and pans, scraps of material, wool and all 

household goods.

Finally European women are needed to “adopt” Service Com­

mittees. This entails visiting and advising them and, which is 

most important, making the African women feel that there is 

someone who understands their difficulties and really wants 

to see them make a success of their undertakings.
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PLEASE BRING HAPPINESS WITHIN OUR REACH

AFRICAN SELF HELP ASSOCIATION 

W.O. 1499 

212 Transvalia Building 

21 Stiemens Street 

Braamfontein 

JOHANNESBURG 

Telephone (mornings only) 44-9690

P r i n t e d  By P r i c e  Bro s .  ( P t y . )  L t d . ,  13 ,  S t a t i o n  S t r e e t ,  B r a a m f o n t e i n



 

Collection Number: AD1715 

 
SOUTH AFRICAN INSTITUTE OF RACE RELATIONS (SAIRR), 1892-1974 

 
PUBLISHER: 
Collection Funder:- Atlantic Philanthropies Foundation 

Publisher:- Historical Papers Research Archive 

Location:- Johannesburg 

©2013 
 

LEGAL NOTICES: 
 

Copyright Notice: All materials on the Historical Papers website are protected by South African copyright law and 
may not be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, displayed, or otherwise published in any format, without the prior 
written permission of the copyright owner. 

 

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you 
may download material (one machine readable copy and one print copy per page) for your personal and/or 
educational non-commercial use only. 

 

People using these records relating to the archives of Historical Papers, The Library, University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg, are reminded that such records sometimes contain material which is uncorroborated, inaccurate, 
distorted or untrue. While these digital records are true facsimiles of paper documents and the information contained 
herein is obtained from sources believed to be accurate and reliable, Historical Papers, University of the Witwatersrand 
has not independently verified their content. Consequently, the University is not responsible for any errors or 

omissions and excludes any and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the website or any 
related information on third party websites accessible from this website. 

 

This document forms part of the archive of the South African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR), held at the Historical 

Papers Research Archive at The University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa. 


