
Contents 

Acknowledgements. 

Preface. i 

Chapter One - Introduction. 1 

Chapter Two - Durban in the 20th Century. 17 

Chapter Three - Education and Professional Careers. 38 

Chapter Four - Old Age and Retirement. 7 o 

Epilogue. 8 6 

Bibliography. 98 

Appendices - 1 : Interview with Dr Goonam. 105 

2: Interview with Phyllis Naidoo. 138 

3: Interview with Dr Hamish Campbell. 187 



Acknowledgements. 

The completion of this thesis would not have been possible without the generous help 

given to me by a number of people. 

First of all, a big thank you must go to my supervisor Dr Catherine Burns for her never 

ending ability to amaze me with her enthusiasm and ideas, and for always making time for me 

despite her extremely busy schedule. Her encouragement and support was a source of great 

inspiration and will not be forgotten. To my fellow Honours students and the History Department 

generally, thanks for making this an outstanding and challenging year. 

I am very grateful to Dr Goonam, Phyllis Naidoo and Dr Hamish Campbell, for making 

time to be interviewed by me concerning their lives. Dr Goonarn and Phyllis Naidoo are truly 

extraordinary women who led outstanding lives and are sources of immense inspiration to me. 

This study would have been much less interesting and not as richly textured, had it not been for 

their generous personal insights. 

I would also like to thank all the librarians at the Killie Campbell Africana Library, the 

University of Durban Westville Documentation Centre and the University of Pietermaritzburg 

Archives for all their assistance. 

The financial assistance of the Centre for Science Development (HSRC, South Africa) 

towards this research is acknowledged. Opinions expressed and conclusions arrived at, are my 

own and ire not necessarily to be attributed to the CSD. 

And last, but by no means least, a big thank you also goes to my family, but especially to 

my long-suffering mother, and all the "silent" nights she has had to gracefully put up with. I 

could not have done this without her support and encouragement throughout the year. 



Preface. 
In this thesis I will explore the lives of five women who lived in Durban during the 20th century. 

They all lived in and around the city of Durban for most of their lives, and thus the impact of this 

city on their lives is enormous. A brief description of each of their lives will help to introduce 

these remarkable women before I undertake the analysis of their struggles and contributions. 

This has been done in the hope that they will acquire significance and meaning in the body of 

this thesis. Their lives demonstrate an interesting departure from what was generally perceived to 

be the status and roles of women in their societies especially at the beginning of the 20th century. 

They all had a strong belief in the importance of education, were all formally educated, and their 

life's work was aimed at educating others. They were all aware that through their struggle to 

become educated, they would create a space for other women to follow. While attempting to 

harmonise their lives in relationship to one another, at times their own contributions will be 

analysed individually as unique examples of great achievements. This study has been based 

primarily on life histories in the form of interviews and autobiographies, however, 

correspondence and secondary sources have also been used to construct a rich tapestry of each of 

their lives. 

Mabel Palmer. 

She was born in at Stockfield, Northumberland in England in 1876, the eldest daughter of Mr 

Atkinson, H.M. Inspector of Mines. Her mother was a fervent protagonist of women's rights and 

insisted that Mabel gain a first rate education and a 

profession of her own. She was thus one of the first women 

to graduate from Glasgow University, with an outstanding 

academic record, where classes were segregated by sex. 

Mabel won a scholarship for post-graduate study at the 

London School of Economics and at Bryn Mawr College, 

USA. She started her career as a University Lecturer in 

London, first at London University and later at King's 

College for Women, but was also known for her work in 

adult education in the Worker's Educational Association (W.E.A.). Mabel married just before the 

First World War, but the marriage ended shortly afterwards. Mabel then came out to South 



Africa in 192 1, to a post connected with the W.E.A. in Durban, and later became a Lecturer in 

Economics in the Natal University College. She never married again, nor had any children. 

Following her "official retirement" in 1936 at the age of 60, Mabel undertook what was to be her 

greatest work - the founding of University education for blacks in Natal. Until her death in 1958, 

she espoused the issues of social justice and education as the key to social improvement. She was 

also actively involved in organisations such as the South African Institute of Race Relations, 

National Council of Women of South Africa, was the first National President of the South 

African Association of University Women, was involved in the Adult Education Association and 

served on the Senate of the Natal University College. She also published a number of journal and 

newspaper articles. 

Killie Campbell. 
On the 9th of September 1881, Killie was born, as the second child of four, to her parents Ellen 

and Marshall Campbell in Durban. She was born into an elite white upper class family. Her 

father Marshall, was a wealthy sugar baron and Senator in 

the first Union Parliament. Killie shared her father's view 

that South Africa "was a land of infinite privilege and 

opportunity [and that they] should render willing service to 

all the people, black and white, in lasting gratitude for what 

they had been given". For this and many other reasons, 

Killie began collecting sources relating to Africa more 

generally, but Natal in particular, becoming one of the only 

women to establish a notable Africana library which she 

bequeathed to the University of Natal before her death in 1965. Her life's work entailed 

collecting and preserving what appeared to be worthless pieces of information, as well as books 

of great historical worth, to preserve a record of the past so that people's life histories would not 

be forgotten. She was also involved in other social and charitable work, including being a 

member of the Bachelor Girls Club, she did canteen work during both world wars, and was a 

member of the Black Sash who fought against amendments that went against human rights, such 

as the removal of Cape Coloureds from the voters role. Killie never married nor had children. 



Sibusisiwe Makanya. 
Sibusisiwe was born in 1894 to ccprogressive" Christian parents who farmed at Umbumbulu, in 

the heart of the Umlazi District, homeland of the Makanya people, a peri-urban area just outside 

Durban. While being immersed in Zulu traditions, she soon 

transcended established gender roles in her community by 

shunning marriage and not having children, and embarking 

on a career in teaching and then social work. She crossed 

enormous boundaries, both literally and figuratively as the 

first Zulu woman to undertake studies in the USA and then 

establishing herself as a pioneer in social work amongst 

rural Africans in Umbumbulu, a society undergoing massive social changes due to encroaching 

urbanisation and industrialisation. Until her death in 1971, she gave selflessly to her community, 

establishing rural education programmes that were adapted to the communities needs, helped to 

build a community centre with the first secondary school, clinic, library and hall in the district. 

As a black woman suffering the triple oppression of gender, race and class discrimination, her 

work reveals a far sighted and talented woman who transcended established boundaries and 

challenged racial oppression by promoting inter-racial cooperation, while pioneering new 

territory in social work. However, it is not until recently that her work has been duly accorded its 

place in KwaZulu-Natal's history. 

Dr. Goonam. 

Dr Goonam was born in 1906 in Durban to parents who had come to South Africa as 

"passenger" Indians to take advantage of the commercial 

opportunities presented by the mineral revolution. Her 

mother was also an inspirational force in her life, being 

well-educated and influenced by the suffragette movement 

and fought for Indian and women's rights. She thus 

encouraged her daughter to become educated and to have a 

profession, rather than marrying, to give something back to 

her community. Dr Goonam's life story represents a 

successful struggle, over-coming numerous sexual and racial obstacles which stood in her way, 

becoming the first Indian woman doctor in Durban. Her account is a tale of the difficulties 



encountered by black professional people in the early part of the 20th century, and her rendering 

of invaluable services to her black community as a doctor. However, she is also remembered for 

her fights against segregation and racial discrimination, as an active member of the Natal Indian 

Congress and later the African National Congress. Her most notable achievement here, was her 

active campaigning and being imprisoned 18 times for her Passive Resistance activities. Her later 

years in South Africa were spent dodging the security police, and finally being forced into exile, 

settling first in London, Australia and finally Zimbabwe. In 1990 she returned to her home, 

Durban, where she now still lives, practicing medicine under a new democratically elected 

government. As a fiesty, independent and colourful personality, her life is a fascinating account 

of an unconventional woman, who defied long standing racist and sexist traditions to achieve her 

goals. 

Phyllis Naidoo. 

Phyllis was born in Estcourt in 1928 to Christian parents who were products of indentured Indian 

labourers. She was the eldest of 10 children. Because of their extreme poverty, her father 

recognised the importance of education as the only 

means for social upliftment and betterment, and 

while working, educated himself and most of his 

children, including Phyllis, who then came to 

Durban. She started working as a social worker in 

Fosa TB settlement, but later began teaching for 

the social work was disheartening. While teaching 

she put herself through University and later 

embarked on a law degree, recognising that it was 

only through involvement in politics, helping to 

overthrow a discriminatory and oppressive racist 

government that she could help her community. Phyllis has led an extraordinary life, especially 

with regard to her struggles against apartheid, being imprisoned, as well as house arrested and 

banned. While she has been married twice, with three children, her marriages did not work out 

for many reasons, but also because of conflicting role demands in combining family and careers, 

creating strains due to her fighting for political freedom. A messy divorce and custody battle was 

the result, where Phyllis had to face being ostracised, for walking an "unacceptable" path. Given 



the choice, she would not marry again. In 1977, due to her political activities, she was forced into 

exile in Lesotho and later Zimbabwe, where she continued to fight for the end of apartheid, and 

tragically lost two of her sons in the process. She also returned to Durban in 1990, working for 

Lawyers for Human Rights for a while, and is now writing the life story of Chris Hani and about 

her sons as political freedom fighters. Her enormous contribution was thus in her fight for human 

rights, and justice in South Africa, and I believe, speaking for oppressed people who could not 

speak for themselves. 



Chapter One: 
Introduction. 

A Cabinet Minister, addressing South Africa's first democratically elected Parliament, 

stated that, 

women hardly had anything to do with what has happened in our country in the 
past 45 years! ' 

This statement is an indication of how sweeping and deep-rooted assumptions about women's 

roles in South Africa are, even as we move into the 21st century. Part of the reason for this 

absence of knowledge is that history has generally been written by men and about men, and 

women have either been entirely ignored or dealt with only peripherally, inasmuch as their 

lives touched on men's world and men's concerns. Women have been portrayed in South 

African works as mostly subordinate to men, are trivialised for their activities, or are 

invisible. However, women's lives are much more complex and rich than suggested by the 

corpus of texts focusing on themes considered historically significant in mainstream and even 

revisionist history. To really understand the role of different women, and the history of 

gender relations in South Africa, historians need to examine the opposing and contradictory 

forces located both in the "domestic sphere", but also, as I will argue, in the public sphere. 

For in a radically transforming society, as the neat divide between private and public 

dissolves under careful scrutiny, the time is ripe for an examination of how a group of women 

laboured, together and alone, for decades of this century to fight for a space in and broaden 

the definition of, a predominantly white male public sphere. 

' Paul Maylarn and Iain Edwards. The People's City: African Life in Twentieth-Century Durban. 



The absence of women's voices in the historical record, especially black women, has 

resulted in social historians of Southern Africa and the world, suggesting novel means of 

approaching silences in the record. Like many of these historians, in this thesis I will be 

relying heavily on life histories, as well as newspaper, archival and secondary sources to 

portray both a new public history of a group of women, and a history of an intimate world 

were women's voices can be heard, with new and complex themes of vital interest to 

historians of our society. In this thesis, a group of women and their achievements in South 

Africa are foregrounded and the deeds, acts and words of their male contemporaries recede 

into the background. Entitled Ruffled Feathers: The Lives of Five Df jcul t  Women in Durban 

in the 20th Century, this project will focus on the lives and accomplishments of Mabel 

Palmer, Killie Campbell, Sibusisiwe Makanya, Dr Goonam and Phyllis Naidoo. Durban 

provides the political, economic, social and cultural backdrop for this study, as each of these 

women spent the greatest portion of their lives in this ever-changing and complex, yet vibrant 

city, and in the case of Sibusisiwe who lived in Umbumbulu, a peri-urban area surrounding 

Durban, its presence and influence was daily felt through urban migration. Thus the lives of 

these five women will be examined in relation to the specific historical context that had a 

huge impact on the course their lives took. 

To a considerable extent, these women were among a vanguard - challenging an array 

of conservative, traditional, sexist and racist forces blocking their paths in their life courses. 

The term "dzyicult" has been reclaimed as a positive representation in this project. In the past, 

this adjective was used to denote women who were intelligent but ambitious, and who 

refused to accept recognised definitions of their station in life as mothers and wives. This 

thesis is indeed about women who deviated from conventional social roles. Most never 

married -- if they did it was only for a short time -- and for this and other reasons, their 

(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1996), p. 136. 



achievements in life and successes in their chosen fields were their own, and their lives can 

be examined without any link to men's  achievement^.^ The lives of these women have then 

been able to shine through independently of men's. The fields that these women chose to 

dedicate their lives to were in accepted male-dominated professions, and, by forging their 

careers in the first half of the 20th century, they walked an unconventional path to career 

success in the public sphere. The standard for comparison of their lives, must be by their own 

standards, for they had no one to compare their efforts with - they stood at the beginning of a 

tradition. In the localised context of this study, the University of Natal provides a nexus 

which links these women in a variety of ways, but especially around their passion for 

education, bringing them into contact with each other's lives, and in turn influencing people's 

lives around them. None of these women retired, but continued to work until old age or death 

made it impossible for them to do so. 

In a unique way, they were all formally educated, a remarkable feat in the first 

decades of the 20th century, when education for women, especially black women was 

difficult to obtain. They saw what few other women did, that the only way to challenge 

sexism and racial oppression was through education, which gave people the knowledge and 

skills to confront their oppressors and undermine established social norms and expectations. 

It was thus their passion for promoting the importance of education that brought them 

together, despite the differences of race, age, class and religion among them. Thus, they were 

shaped by tlieir environment, but through education they shaped it too, and I believe that their 

remarkability lay in their ability to work creatively with the resources and avenues available 

to them, in the environment in which they found themselves. 

This is a unique and rare achievement, for most women hoped to gain their hlfilment and social recognition in 
the domestic sphere as mothers and wives. If women were able to achieve and succeed outside of this role, it 
was almost always linked to men's achievements, such as their husbands, fathers or brothers, with women's 



For much of their lives, each of the women, though to differing degrees, had to deal 

with criticism from their communities for not accepting what was traditionally deemed an 

appropriate function for a woman in society. It will be shown that they each "rufJled 

feathers" in their communities, as their activities went against the grain. But by challenging 

expected norms of society, taking on professional careers and opening up new avenues for 

women, they were seen accused of losing their "feminine" and "womanly" qualities in their 

attempt to compete for a position in male dominated spheres. The threat that these women 

posed resonates with Carolyn Heilbrun's discussion on male reactions to women's movement 

into law, medicine, and other professions, 

there is nothing more ridiculous than a woman who imitates a male activity and is 
therefore no longer a woman ... [For] sex differentiation must be rigidly upheld 
by whatever means are available, for men can only be men, ifwomen are 

3 unambiguously women . 

By representing and letting the voices of "ambiguous" women shine requires that I 

take a particular theoretical approach, placing them in the wider historiographical debates 

around women's history and gender. Although recognising that there is a need for a more 

gender based analysis in the studying of South African history, I will argue that before 

historians can construct a sophisticated theory of gender, there needs to be a far better 

understanding of the dynamics of men's and women's position in society and cross- 

culturally. By decentring male subjectivity from the narrative, we are able to discover much 

more about women's contributions. Another vital by-product of this is that we will be able to 

tell the story of men too, in a new way -- through women's eyes, through their role in the 

domestic sphere -- and not just through the public and political. Yet, while focusing on 

women, I am still very aware that it is only by continually juxtaposing their lives to that of 

individual contributions hidden behind men's. 
Carolyn G. Heilbrun. Writing a Woman's Life. (London: Women's Press Ltd, 1988), p.16. Italics - my 

emphasis added. 



men's, that we are able to understand the shifting power relations that resulted in the 

suppression of women, but also their resistance and creativity in the face of these cultural, 

political and economic forces. I hope that the fruit of this project will be a complex historical 

tapestry. 

This thesis is divided into five chapters. In Chapter One I attempt to position an 

analysis of these five women within the wider historiographical debates around women's 

history and gender studies, and deal with issues around the nature of biographical writing and 

the issue of representation. Chapter Two places these women in their historical period of 20th 

century Durban, providing a common context that links the different women together, but 

also allows for variations to show. Chapter 3 deals with the importance of education for each 

of these women, their struggles to become educated (both in South Africa and overseas), the 

difficulties they encountered in forging their careers, and how they gave back to their 

societies. Chapter Four deals with issues of age and retirement, and the long term meaning of 

work for these women. Finally, the Epilogue, draws together various themes discussed in the 

thesis and the importance of these women's contributions for Durban. 

Themes in Women's History. 

In all societies touched by the Industrial Revolution, Western modernity, Christianity 

and colonisation, men and women live in differently constructed worlds, based on a sexual 

division of labour, where the domestic/private rather than public world of politics/economy 

continues to be of primary importance in defining women's position in relation to men and is 

the site where "gender subordination is produced and reproduced" by the exploitation of 

women's labour by men4. This gendered division of labour extends to the work place where 

Cherry1 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview". Women and Gender in 
Southern Africa to 1945. (Cape Town: David Philip, 1990), p.27. 



men have more power than women, determining women's inferior status, jobs and wages. 

This situation ensures that women have a "double burden" of work. An important feature of 

South African history, as well as the history of women world-wide, is that they often find it 

difficult to identify with each other because of powerful race and class divisions. In South 

Africa, although white women are discriminated against as women, their membership of a 

privileged racial group has mediated the impact of gender discrimination, whereas black 

women suffered a form of "triple oppression"5. So, despite widespread congruence in the 

lives of women across regional and economic spheres, the category of "women" is not 

pregiven, natural or stable, and there does not exist any homogenous group of women. 

Women's subjectivity, as with men's, is socially and historically constructed, contested and 

represent different and sometimes competing  interest^.^ The theme of female resistance or 

acquiescence to their position of subordination, in many world contexts, has emerged as a 

particular area of research interest. Women's resistance has to be traced by their active 

rejecting of their allotted gender roles and carving out of alternatives for themselves. But 

female acquiescence and defence of their subordination is also evident, which is less studied 

by historians, and more by anthropologists and psychologists. This work suggests that 

acceptance of their position is largely due to women's socialisation, the power of hegemonic 

androcentric ideology, limited available alternatives, as well as the dangers of rebellion and 

rewards of conformity.' In developing and elaborating the role of mother and homemaker, 

women have also carved out realms of meaning, and so satisfaction, which have given (and 

still do) women an identity and social prestige.8 In fact it can be argued that women's most 

militant resistance has occurred in order to defend their domestic realm from threat. This 

theme needs further historical investigation in the future. Merely accepting female 

Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.2. 
Debbie Bonnin, Roger Deacon, Robert Morrell, and Jenny Robinson. "Identity and the Changing Politics of 

Gender in South Africa" in South Africa in Transition: New Theoretical Perspectives. (London: MacMillan, 
1997), p.2. 
' Walker. "Women and Gender in Southem Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.30. 

Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.30. In fact it can be argued that 



subordination and male domination as a pregiven, does little to explain the complexity of the 

relations between the sexes, the pervasiveness of women's conservatism, nor the role played 

by women in their own subordination. Moreover, these naturalisations do not explain why, 

despite changes in South African society, for example, female subordination to men persists. 

Represen tations of Women in Historical Texts. 

In the South African context, it is important to see why historians have generally 

lagged so far behind their peers in incorporating gender into their analysis of social change. 

An overconcern with the "correctness" of one's theoretical position within the main debates 

has led to a restrictive reluctance to question the authority of respected texts, even where 

these have little or nothing to say about gender. The system of Apartheid has played a large 

role here, to the extent to which historians of this era have sought to recover the pasts of 

black men -- to minimise unfavourable portrayals of black men, by focusing almost 

exclusively on black men and their racial/class exploitation by white men -- which has 

resulted in the writings on women and their oppression into history being given a low 

priority9. 

Belinda Bozzoli argues that the existence of no long-standing or definable 

historiographical tradition can be attributed to the absence of a significant feminist movement 

in South ~ f r i ca . "  Although feminist theory has played a large role in producing knowledge 

about women's experiences through gendered terms, has analysed the dynamic power 

relations resulting in the inequalities and domination of women by men, and works to ensure 

women are treated as equals, many problems and lacunae remain. This branch of 

women's most militant resistance has occurred in order to defend their domestic realm from threat. 
Helen Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones, 1800-1870: A Critical Essay on Androcentric 

Historiography". (Paper presented at the Biannual South African Historical Society Conference, Grahamstown, 
July 1995), p.37. 
'O Belinda Bozzoli. "Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies". Journal of South Affican Studies, Vo1.9, 



historiography has tended to be confined to "rectification" studies -- rectifying the imbalance 

in the writing of history -- making women visible in the existing historiographical framework 

at the expense of creating a new distinct methodology.'' Gender relations and women's 

experiences have also not been analysed historically as changing over time. In the once 

marginal but now increasingly mainstream revisionist historiographical tradition, Marxist 

analyses of women's history has tended to be reduced to an examination of the requirements 

of capitalism ("functionality" of female oppression), while subsuming the dynamics of male 

domination over women into the broader struggle against capitalism.12 

In a recent article, Joan Wallach Scott raises another concern. She has written that 

"The Problem of Invisibility" is at the centre of theoretical and methodological approaches 

that have emerged in the last 10 to 15 years. This is because historians have tried to explain 

why women were forgotten or "hidden from history" when vast amounts of material existed 

on their pasts. She argues, and I would agree, that women's history was not relevant to the 

concerns of "His-story", thus being excluded.13 For the dominantP'officia1" history will be the 

one that bolsters an existing situation, and represents the interests of the dominant group. 

Thus the distribution of power decides what stories are told and which are not. Bradford, in 

the South African context, and Heilbrun for an international perspective, raise the issue of the 

extreme "insensitivity to issues of gender" by the androcentric focus of historical writing 

traditions.14 

1993, p.139. 
Bozzoli. "Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies", p.141. 

l 2  Bozzoli. "Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies", p. 14 1. 
13 Joan Wallach Scott. "The Problem of Invisibility" in S.J. Kleinberg (ed). Retrieving Women's History: 
Changing Perceptions of the Role of Women in Politics andsociety. (Oxford and Paris: Berg/UNESCO, 1988), 

10. 
Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones", p.2, and Carolyn G. Heilbrun. Writing a Woman's 

Lye. (London: Women's Press Ltd, 1988), p.43. 



A number of stereotypical representations of women in historical texts have to be 

overcome. Women are often neglected, trivialised, represented as men in universal claims, or 

treated as a "sub-adult" excluded from maturity by constantly being associated with 

children.I5 It has also been argued that the imposition of biological explanations for women's 

activities has been the anchor of this view, 

the reduction of the category of sex to their biological determination is no doubt the 
single factor that has, more than any other, prevented us from thinking about their 
existence or social functions.I6 

By defining women in relation to men (as widows, sisters, wives), women are not examined 

in their own right. Insignificant wives are a common feature who do "not figure largely in 

this story because their is no evidence that [they influenced] his actions", despite the fact that 

women's domestic work was central to male subsistence and was performed by almost all 

women.'' Women's work was seen as trivial compared to the "productive" spheres of their 

men, and thus unless their absence impacted directly on men, it is still overwhelmingly 

ignored. There is also a reluctance to discuss women's reproductive capacity, but when 

people do, it is presented as part of the "natural increase" of historical change, or female 

reproductive labour is projected onto men - he produced his first child - if it is a topic worthy 

of discu~sion. '~ Absent too from many historical texts dealing with women as subjects are 

also the voices of dissident women, who did not conform to their expected roles in society.19 

l5 Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones", p.15. 
l6 Michelle Perrot (ed). Writing Women's History. (London: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1992), p.7. 
I' Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones", p.10. 

Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones", p.19. 



Biograpll ies and Life Histories. 

Besides histories of unusual or non-conformist women, studies taking any women's 

experience into account have been scanty. However, over the last 15 years, internationally 

and in South Africa, there has been an attempt made by social historians to map out the 

history of women, and remove the archival silences, through the use of life histories. Taking 

many forms, these sources provide rich evidence for historians by augmenting scanty written 

sources and provide fresh insights and address many of the gaps, biases and silences that 

"official" written accounts ignore. In some cases writing the history of black women, poor 

women, and elderly women has only been enabled by the use of these sources. It is here that 

people living ordinary or extraordinary lives weave from their memories and experiences 

meanings and Exploring and analysing personal narratives allows us to see people 

whose lives are simultaneously socially created and individually forged. With all of its 

problems of selectivity, openness to accretion over time, being hagiographies, and 

dependence on the intervieweelinterviewer relationship, oral history remains one of the most 

powerful methods of creating new sources for studies of women. 

This study makes extensive use of interviews conducted with two living subjects 

among the chosen group, as well as letters, official records, private archives, photographs, 

newspapers, corroborating interviews, secondary sources and biographies.21 One risk is that 

through all this sifting and questioning, the historian gains particular power over an 

individual subject's life story. Furthermore, the reconstruction which involves adding to the 

- -  - 

l9 Bradford. "Women in the Cape and its Frontier Zones", p.11-12. 
*' Joy Webster Barbre et al. (Edited by the Personal Narratives Group). Interpreting Women's Lives: Feminist 
Theory and Personal Narratives. (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989), p.262-264. 
The subjective experience is valued for it represents people in a real position, in a lived world of social 
relationships and its about people trying to make sense of and grapple with the confusion and complexity of 
their world. This book emphasises the multiple truths and identities a woman's life story reveals, depending on 
the interpreters choice of which to interpret and highlight. 
2' I was fortunate enough to have interviewed Dr Goonam and Phyllis Naidoo in October and November this 
year (1997). I also managed to get hold of Killie Campbell's second cousin, Dr Hamish Campbell, and 
interviewed him as he knew Killie in her later years well. All of these interviews were thus conducted and 
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oral material with other sources, and the analysis of and unpacking of the oral data, runs the 

risk of cauterising the rhythm of the narrative itself. As Nisa, an interviewee in her oral 

account said to her interviewer, 

I'll break open the story and tell you what there is. Then, like the wind, will 
take it away. The interviewer wrote] I tried to keep the wind from taking its 
beauty away. 52 

One must also recognise that when reconstructing a life history, it is impossible to fully 

recreate the past, understand or experience it as the people who lived it did. Instead, the goal 

is to draw out a series of threads from among the competing versions of what happened and 

try to capture an aspect of that past. 

Interviewer-Subject Relationship. 

While recognising that life histories contain their own shapes and internal causal 

structures from within the experiences of the person who provides the evidence, the 

interpreter has to take responsibility for their interpretation and purposes, and their uses of the 

material. Stories do not simply "speak for them-selves", and those that claim this deny the 

properties of the text as something that is constructed, and thus does not take the author's role 

into account.23 As Barbre et a1 argue, and I would agree, there is an active dialogue and 

interaction between the narrator and interviewer in the production of personal narratives and 

one needs to be sensitive to this and the motives both parties bring to the interview.24 Both 

parties are also socially located within particular historical contexts, which shapes their 

perspectives and different ways of understanding the relationships and structures which 

transcribed by myself in Durban. All three transcripts have been included as appendices. 
22 Barbre et al. Interpreting Women's Lives, p.233. This interview was conducted with a !Kung San (bushmen) 
woman situated on the northern fringe of Africa's Kalahari Desert in northwestern Botswana, in 1969. 
23 Isabel Hofmeyr. We Spend our Years as a Tale that is Told: Oral Historical Narrative in a South Aj-ican 
Chiefdom. (Johannesburg: University of Witwatersrand Press, 1993), p. 1. 
24 Barbre et al. Interpreting Women's Lives, p.203. The interviewer is not neutral and cannot assume an 



constitute their worlds. Thus while recognising that challenges of inter-subjectivity exist, oral 

sources are of vital importance, and by weaving together the words of the interviewee (oral 

evidence) with other more conventional sources, a much richer history can be created. 

Representations, Subjectivity and the Writing of History. 

The writing of women's history in South Africa today presents particular challenges 

over "representation". A large problem concerns the identity of the researchers who write 

history, most of whom are white, which is an explicit reflection of the racial and class 

oppression in this South Africa generally and in the academic discipline of history more 

particularly. In a recent article entitled "The Right to Self-Determination in Research", 

Nkululeko, a black South African women, argues that the "subjects of historical knowledge" 

are the one's who should be carrying out research and writing about themselves, since they 

have the most intimate knowledge of their experience, while the work of "outsiders" will 

always be flawed because of the "trappings of their own history, values, culture and 

ideology".25 Arguing from the charge of subjectivity and bias, she also condemns the 

academic world of "outsiders" as part of the larger forces of oppression and exploitation 

whereby oppressed people are denied access to the resources that will empower them. 

Cherry1 Walker, in her study of women in the region to 1945, argues that although 

recognising the importance of "those who are closer in terms of culture, language, class, race 

and gender to the lived experience", a researchers different history and values does not 

automatically invalidate their  conclusion^.^^ The subjective experience does not guarantee a 

researcher's analytical capacity, nor does it preclude the problem of bias. This study tries to 

bridge some of these chasms by attempting to draw into conversation and juxtaposition the 

objective stance. The interpreter is an active participant playing a large role in shaping the personal narrative. 
25 D. Nkululeko. "The Right to Self-Determination in Research: Azanian Women), in C. Qunta (ed), Women in 
Southern Africa. (Johannesburg: Skotavilla, 1987), p.89. 
26 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.7. 



lives of both white and black women in this region, while being conscious of my late 20th 

century perspectives, and am open about both the ties that bound and the forces that separated 

these women in the past. 

The Way Forward? 

At the moment there is no single theory or methodological approach that clears a path 

through these issues, and while their are fears that interdisciplinary research might lead to 

fragmentation, I think that the production of knowledge around women's history and gender 

relations through diverse methods and disciplines, will enrich the study, offering new and 

fresh insights from different perspectives. Also, while recognising that the Women's 

Movement is not a homogenous group with similar interests, the way forward may be a 

strength in "unity in diversity", uniting women of with different interests and identities 

around specific issues.27 As James Quay so adequately put it (for a similar set of questions in 

American history), "we should not have to choose between a common legacy and cultural 

diversity, especially in a nation where diversity is a legacy".28 We need to allow for 

overlapping narratives and this project attempts to do just that. 

A gendered historical approach is what is needed now and in the future, to show how 

the history of South Africa was shaped by men and women in relationship with one another 

in specific historical contexts, as the category of gender cannot stand alone, it is "indissolubly 

linked" to class, race, e t h n i ~ i t ~ . ~ ~  This is especially evident in Bozzoli's alternative approach 

to an explanation of gender relations through the Marxist-Feminist tradition and her analysis 

of the interrelationship of gender, race and class and their differential impact on women. 

While arguing for contradictory and opposing power relations between men and women 

'' Bornin. "Identity and the Changing Politics of Gender in South Africa", p. 12 
'' Vicki L. Ruiz et a1 (ed). Unequal Sisters: A Multi-Cultural Reader in U S .  Women's History. Second Edition. 
(New York and London: Routledge Inc., 1994), p.xiii. 



located in the domestic sphere shaping events, she shows how struggles and forms of 

patriarchy in preindustrial South Africa were "sustained, modified and even entrenched" with 

capitalist development.30 Thus women's subordination to men was carried over, but the 

struggles were now filtered through a net of racially informed class relations. But the 

incorporation of indigenous people into the new social order involved their active 

engagement with the invasive forces of domination, as women and men struggled to defend 

their own interests and wrest what they could from the new opportunities and constraints. 

History provides the means for understanding the process by which gendered knowledge is 

produced. It shows how the social construction of gender impinges on the individual 

(embedded within hierarchy of male power), but is also a dynamic interaction where human 

agency also shapes social power tlzrough struggle and contest.31 However, while recognising 

the need for gender sensitive analyses of South African history, before historians can 

construct a sophisticated theory of gender, they need a far better understanding of the 

dynamics of men's and women's position in society. 

Female 44Ambiguity " and Resistance to their Subordin ate Gender 
Roles. 

Thus by decentring men, we are able to discover much more about women's 

contributions. The focus of this thesis will be on five women's active resistance and rejection 

of their allotted gender roles and carving out alternatives for themselves and other women to 

follow. These women's narratives can be seen as "counter-narratives" as they did not think, 

feel, or act in the way they were "supposed" to.32 Images of rebelliousness shape these 

women's lives against power structures. This is a tricky history to write, for example: there is 

little in the secondary literature on white settler, Indian and African women, on how to write 

29 Joan Wallach Scott. Gender and the Politics ofHistoty. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), p.2-3. 
30 Bozzoli. "Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies", p.149. 
'I Scott. Gender and the Politics of Histoty, p.5. 
'' Barbre et al. Feminist Theoty and Personal Narratives, p.7. 



the lives of unmarried women. This is partly due to traditional biographical and 

autobiographical approaches whose narratives of women, based on themes of romantic love, 

usually lead to conventional marriage stories. This thesis therefore will attempt to explore the 

implications of unmarried women's marginality to marriage for its effect on their status and 

familial relationships. It also qi~estions the extent to which South African women of the past 

could forge identities outside of marriage, and in other spheres (especially the public sphere). 

For the symbolic and material influences of marriage are strong, touching those furthest from 

it, and filtering how women view themselves. "Wifehood" is keyed into "womanhood", to 

socially stigmatise those who are unmarried as social anomalies and problems.33 

This is the study of a number of women who have attempted to overcome the negative 

stereotypes around unmarried women and shows the huge contributions women can make in 

the public sphere when they do not have the expected domestic arrangements, constraints and 

relationships. It emerges from this study that alternative narratives to marriage tend to be 

structured around work, where women establish their identity through work, even at the cost 

of certain options in life, and are encouraged to present this choice in light of seeing work as 

an indispensable stage in their emancipation. But gaining access to this sphere took years of 

struggle to open the professions to women. It is here where men and women's worlds become 

more complex, overlapping, not confined to specific spheres, and where the border between 

the public and private was challenged by a crossing of boundaries. Work outside the home 

was (and is) a liberating and rewarding experience for these women too, allowing them to 

develop their intelligence, independence, and human potential. It is recognised that many 

working class women in South Africa were compelled to forgo traditional roles because of 

the difficulties of combining domestic responsibilities with work, and these professional 

women also had to fight this hypocrisy or slippage between "ideal" and "actual" all their 

33 John Chandler. Women without Husband: An Exploration of the Margins of Marriage. (London: MacMillan 



lives.34 In the case of these women under review, work in the public sphere was rewarding, 

but also a long and difficult road to gain acceptance. Because of their unconventional career 

choices, they had no role models on which to model their lives, there were no set stories to 

follow. These women had to be courageous and not make men the centre of their lives, for to 

be "ambiguous women", forced them to spend much of their time opposing only narrative 

available to them - conventional marriage as the centre.35 By rejecting their allotted roles and 

entering male dominated spheres, they were defined by their culture as unwomanly, acting 

like men, going beyond the accepted limits of female behaviour. Age, and the process of 

ageing was another challenge these women faced without a comfortable "script" to follow. 

They chose instead to never retire, giving all that they could to their societies until they 

passed on. 

Thus despite the opposition, hostility and sometimes grudging recognition of family 

and community, these pioneering career women enlarged the world for their sex, as they 

pulled old barriers down to create an easier path for others to follow. They also, I will argue, 

left a particular mark and impression on the history of Durban. Unlike the views of many 

people, such as the Cabinet Minister who argued that women did not have anything to do 

with what happened in South Africa in the past 45 years, I will show that this group of 

women (just a handful amongst many), contributed a great deal, and if it had not been for 

their tremendous efforts, challenging accepted norms to establish a place for themselves, the 

consequences might not have been as desirous as they are for women, like myself, to achieve 

in the public sphere today. 

Education Ltd, 1991), p.2. 
34 Eleanor S. Riemer and John C. Fout. European Women: A Documentary History, 1789-1945. (London: The 
Harvester Press Ltd, 1983), 164. 
35 Heilbmn. Writing a Woman's Life, p.3 1. 



Chapter Two: 
Durban in the 20th Century. 

Having placed this thesis in the wider historiographical tradition of the writing of 

women's history and gender studies, this chapter is concerned with placing Mabel Palmer, 

Killie Campbell, Sibusisiwe Makanya, Dr Goonam and Phyllis Naidoo, in their specific 

historical context of 20th century Durban. Their context provides a vital perspective from 

which to interpret these women's ways of "navigating the weave of relationships and 

structures which constitute their world" so that one can understand the larger and broader 

social, economic, political and cultural influences that often constrained but also gave 

meaning to their lives.36 Only once this is done, can I begin to analyse the nuances and 

individuality of each of these women, to show how they were not only the changed, but 

changers of history too. 

Women's Position in South Africa more Generally. 

Before studying the lives of each of these five women, one has to understand 

something of the complex context of Durban in the 20th century in which they were 

embedded, but were also able to see beyond and stand in opposition to. The years spanned by 

these women's life times saw massive changes in the economic, political and social life in 

South Africa, 

from precapitalist to capitalist relations of production, from African political 
independence to subjugation, from rural to urban forms of social and spatial 
organisation, and from white co-existence with indigenous societies [and Indian 
settlers] to white supremacy within a new, racially structured state, 



which had a huge impact, both directly and indirectly, on the position of women and the 

organisation of gender.37 In South Africa generally, but in Natal particularly, three "sex- 

gender" systems came to function in a complex and changing milieu. Chenyl Walker argues 

that there was a "patchwork quilt of patriarchies", where in different degrees, women were 

subordinate to men in all societies within pre-industrial and industrial South Africa, and their 

"proper" place was seen as centred in the domestic sphere, stressing their reproductive rather 

than productive roles.38 Crucial shifts were inflicted upon these "sex-gender" systems by the 

British penetration in the region in which pre-existing, 

forms of patriarchy were sustained, modified and even entrenched in a 
variety of ways de ending on the internal characteristics of the system in 

363 the first instance. , 

Jeff Guy's chapter on "Gender Oppression in South Africa's Pre-capitalist Societies" 

shows hour in African societies, female oppression was not merely an aspect of these 

societies but, 

rather the central dynamic ... the appropriation and control of wdmen's 
productive and re roductive capacity by men was the axis on which these 
societies turned. 4 9  

With the arrival of British settlers in the early 19th century, precapitalist gender relations 

were reorganised, influenced by their bringing of capitalist modes of production and 

pervasive ideas about female domesticity. For the British the ideology of female domesticity - 

36 Barbre et al. Interpreting Women's Lives, p.19. 
." Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.1. 
38 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", 1. I have used Chenyl Walker's 
term "sex-gender" systems to describe the many varieties of gender relations between men and women in South 
African societies, but where she reduces the "patriarchal quilt of patriarchies" into two dominant systems - 
British settlers and precapitalist "Bantu-speaking" societies, I have also used it to explain the gender relations 
Indians brought with them to the region. An analysis of Afrikaner women is not in the scope of this essay. 
39~ozzoli.  "Marxism, Feminism and South African Studies", p.149. 
40 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.7. Guy's chapter in this same 
volume entitled "Gender Oppression in Southern Africa's precapitalist societies", goes on to argue that marriage 
was the institution in which male control over women and over female fertility was found, and the social 
practice which legitimated marriage and the male transfer of rights over women was that of bridewealth, which 
most characteristically took the form of cattle. 



- viewing women's proper place centred on the home/domestic/reproductive sphere, set apart 

from the public world and productive domain of men, and thus dependent on men 

economically, which had rigidified into separate spheres as a result of the development of 

Industrial capitalism -- was the central organisation of gender relations that was adapted to 

the particular conditions of colonial life. With women increasingly entering paid work, the 

gender ideology of women's inferiority channelled them into certain sex-stereotyped areas of 

work, valued less then men's, justifying their lower wages, but more importantly giving 

women a "double burden" (domestic and paid work  demand^).^' 

However, the British influence did not stop there. As an imperialist country (having 

colonies for labour to work in its industries) Britain brought in Indian indentured labourers to 

work on the growing sugar plantations in South Africa. "Passenger" Indians; those who paid 

their own way, also began to enter South Africa, because of the new economic 

opportunities.42 Thus, its i f i s i on  of ideas about gender, and women were made more 

complex by the different cultural systems the Indians brought into the country, particularly to 

the South East African coast after 1860. Indian women, especially those indentured, 

were at the very bottom of the class-race-gender hierarchy in colonial Natal. As 
workers they were ultra-exploitable, being used for the most arduous tasks 
... as Indians they were regarded as unwelcome additions to the already complex 
social make-up of the colony.43 

The Indian family was an ambiguous institution that provided protection and support; it was a 

protective haven in a hostile environment, but also exploited and oppressed women. 

4 1 Scott. "The Problem of Invisibility", p.16-17. 
42 Bill Freund. Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian Working Class of Durban, 1910-1990. (Pietennaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995), p.1-10. However, while recognising that there were many new opportunities 
for people, living and working conditions for many Indians was very poor too. Until they established 
themselves, the standard of living was low, and poverty was rife. 
43 JO Beall. "Women under Indentured Labour in Colonial Natal, 1860-191 I", in Walker, C. Women and Gender 



In this situation, the traditional male domination of women that was central to all 

three systems was in many respects reinforced by the encounter between the three, with sexist 

gender relations (specifically the exploitation of women's reproductive and productive labour 

by men) upheld, but with white domination, saw them become increasingly filtered through a 

net of racially informed class relations, elevating white women into positions of privilege and 

authority over blacks (both men and women). 

However, it can also be argued that the incorporation of indigenous Africans and 

Indians into the new social order involved their active engagement with the invasive forces of 

domination, as women and men struggled to defend their own interests and wrest what they 

could from the new opportunities and constraints. This was especially evident in the rural to 

urban migration to the city of Durban; with its growth linking urban and rural societies on a 

continuum of development. Walker shows how African male control over women played a 

key role in shaping the migrant labour system, for it was capitalism's ability to maintain 

"elements of pre-existing relations", although in a restructured form (to reproduce the labour 

force cheaply), that determined that it was young, unmarried men who were the first recruits 

to the mines, and women who shouldered more of the burden of agricultural production in the 

rural areas.44 While this opened up opportunities for personal autonomy and mobility at an 

individual level for women as heads of households, it also undermined the security that 

women used to experience in precolonial society and increased their burden of agricultural 

production. 

Thus by the turn of the century, Durban was a unique and potentially explosive site in 

South Africa, where three powerful cultures and models of sex-gender systems collided with 

one another. By the time most of the women under discussion were born, Durban was a small 

in Southern Africa to 1945, p.147. 



coastal port, a commercial centre involved in export/import activities and sugar plantations 

but as the years passed, it developed into a significant manufacturing and industrial centre by 

the 1950s. The changes that the city saw in the first half of the 20th century hugely influenced 

these three sex-gender systems and helped determine the places women forged for themselves 

within it. 

Therefore, Durban provides the economic, political, social and cultural backdrop for 

this study, as each of the five women spent the greatest portion of their lives in (and around) 

this complex and vibrant city. A very brief analysis of Durban's first half century, is usehl to 

gain a feel for what the atmosphere was like. From the beginning the city developed as a 

distinctly racial, but also class based society; a complex web of repression and control, 

wherein increasing racial polarisation of the city through segregation, and the banishment of 

the black underclasses to the periphery, promoted unequal access to resources and 

circumscribed their access to political, economic and residential space in the interest of the 

city's white middle class.45 

Durban's growth occurred in spurts, centred primarily around the two World Wars, 

but particularly World War 11, which saw social and economic change accelerate in Durban 

with increasing industrialisation, producing war goods to service the Allied troops and war 

traffic (especially in shipping).46 From 1916 its municipality was known as the "Durban 

System" which enabled it to gain revenue derived from its municipal beer monopoly to 

provide a self-financing system for the segregation and control of its African population in 

However, in the early years, despite attempts at influx control through passes, permit 

systems, controlled access to housing and employment (intensifying towards the late 1 9 4 0 ~ ) ~  

44 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.18. 
45 Maylam and Edwards. The People's City, p. 1. 
46 Tim Nuttall. Class, Race and Nation: African Politics in Durban, 1929-1949. Thesis Submitted for the Degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy, University of Oxford, 199 1, p. 18 1. 
47 Maylam and Edwards. The People's City, p.33. 



this was impossible at a time when growing industrialisation, unproductive conditions in the 

reserves, drought, depression, epidemics and capitalist farming were pushing blacks off the 

land into the urban areas.48 

The first half of the 20th century, thus, saw increased urbanisation despite more 

oppressive laws and influx control measures. The women from all three sex-gender systems 

were involved in some sort of migration, and thus in differing degrees, all experienced some 

kind of disrupting of their lives, while migration to central city areas resulted in a clashing 

and mixing of cultures. Both women of British settler origin and Indian descent, had travelled 

(or migrated) long distances from their countries of origin to South Africa in the hope of 

finding better conditions and opportunities in which to live. White women, because of their 

superior political position, settled in the best urban areas, while Indian women settled 

increasingly in the peri-urban areas, but were proletarianised rapidly, relying heavily on 

urban wages, not having access to land. In comparison, indigenous African women who were 

protected from the harsh effects of urbanisation for longer (being tied to the land), 

experienced the greatest difficulties (both sexually and racially) in their massive urbanisation 

that blossomed in these years. 

In many studies of the city of Durban, the distinct urban social culture that emerged 

because of female migration has not been sufficiently dealt with, or ignored. In the urban 

areas women were transferred from one system of subordination to another, where the state 

came to play a larger role in entrenching social and legal disabilities for African women, who 

were disadvantaged by both their race and sex, and were incorporated into the bottom layer of 

society.49 However, although marginalised, these women (desperate for an income) were 

48 Walker, C. "Gender and the Development of the Migrant Labour System", in Walker, C. Women and Gender 
in Southern African to 1945': p. 187- 192. 
49 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.10. 



active participants, struggling to establish themselves in or and near the urban centres (growth 

informal settlements) challenging existing norms and relations of power, and finding ways to 

work within and manipulate restrictions. Excluded from formal employment, beer-brewing 

provided many women with the material means to assert a new though circumscribed 

independence in relation to both the state and to African men.50 The response of African men 

to the beer brewers and female culture that went with it was complicated and often 

ambivalent: they were after all both patrons and rejected patriarchs. The breakdown of older 

codes of behaviour in the context of increasing mobility and independence among women, 

and women's rehsal to submit to the demands of men, created new tensions between the 

sexes resulting in increased crime and sexual violence.'l Thus the development of the urban 

domestic arena must be understood as one of struggle and conflict between men and women, 

whose roles were increasingly being subverted in female-centred family forms, where men 

were transitory figures and the maternal role took precedence. 

It is also within this close geographical proximity of Indians, Africans and whites in 

relation to one another within the urban areas -- highlighting the great disparities between the 

races -- that caused explosive and violent clashes to occur. While male worker struggles and 

strikes were spread throughout these years, women (especially African women), were often at 

the centre of moments of resistance to the state's tighter regulation of their lives and threats to 

their livelihood. By becoming increasingly proletarianised African women were dependent 

on money earned in the urban areas, and struggled against their exclusion from the resources 

in a racially ordered city undergoing rapid change.52 This is especially evident by the 

numerous beerhall boycotts and campaigns against passes, as well as the more specific 

Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.20. Phil Bomer's chapter in this 
volume entitled "Desirable or undesirable Basotho Women to the Rand, 1920-1945" and Linda Chisholm's 
chapter on "Gender and Deviance in South African Industrial Schools and Reformatories for girls, 191 1-1934" 

rovide further discussion around the issue and impact of female migration to the urban areas. 
Walker. "Gender and the Development of the Migrant Labour System", p.193. 

52 Nuttall. Class, Race and Nation, p.3. 



incident of the 1949 Durban riots, where Africans attacked Indians and their property, forcing 

them to flee or retaliate, and only when the riots threatened to spill over into a city-wide 

revolt, did the authorities intervene.53 In their fight for their share of the city, Africans though 

blaming whites, increasingly targeted the materially privileged, but politically vulnerable 

Indian landowning and commercial class who were seen as their immediate oppressors, 

exploiters and competitors for scarce resources in Durban. It left a legacy of racial tension, 

suspicion and fear amongst Indian people, and damaged earlier efforts to promote multi- 

racial political alliances between Africans and Indians against their white oppressors.54 

Lack of Gender-Conscio usness in South Africa. 

Taking into account all these inequalities experienced by women and unequal access 

to resources, it is not surprising that an important element in the history of South Africa has 

been how women of different races were prevented from identifying with each other because 

of race and class divisions with black women faced with triple forms of oppression. This race 

consciousness has determined political interests and loyalties, and sidelined gender 

consciousness, resulting in a slower emergence of organised challenges to women's 

subordinate status. For in South Africa middle class women, who have in most other 

countries been the educated and gender-conscious agitators, have been absent as the, 

socially ambitious or well-off are more likely to manipulate men in order to 
obtain superior access to resources, dropping their loyalty to women in the 
process [thus] ... women who have the organisational skills to promote 
gender-specific consciousness ... do not generally do so because it would 
threaten their male dependent access to resources as well as class position.55 

This is especially evident in the suffrage campaign which was involved from the start with 

53 Nuttall. Class, Race and Nation, p.300-3 10. 
54 Nuttall. Class, Race and Nation, p.3 1 1. Nuttall shows how attempts by the ANC and NTC to forge multi-racial 
political alliances, such as the Doctor's Pact of 1947, was undermined by the riots, and took many years to 
overcome the suspicions that were created. 



the battle to uphold white privilege, power and control of resources, with white women 

gaining the vote in the 1930s at the expense of blacks. Their conception of "women" was 

shaped by an overriding identity with their own race and class, and any experience of gender 

oppression that black women might share with white women was removed by their 

experiences as members of an oppressed racial In black politics, gender relations 

were not considered because it was realised that women's rights could not be separated from 

black rights; they formed only one strand in a much larger campaign for equality. Also 

formal recognition of political equality did not radically restructure gender relations between 

men and women, but it did constitute a limitation of exclusive male power and enhancement 

of women's status.57 It was only years later, with greater education and women's influx into 

professionalisation on a larger scale, that this fight for gender equality would begin in earnest. 

I will return to this theme later. 

With all the inequalities in women's lives as well as the long tradition of an 

androcentric focus of South African history, excluding or trivialising women's lives and 

activities, I would like to argue that what may be needed is an alternative periodisation of 

women's lives, and that on the eve of Apartheid (which most people recognise and study for 

its immense negative impact on people's lives and freedom), is also ironically the eve of 

women's greatest struggles for emancipation and fights for their rights as women, and for a 

larger share of the city's resources. From then on, there are many examples of women being a 

force that has to be reckoned with, especially with greater access to education and their taking 

on of new career opportunities. 

55 Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.24. 
Walker. "The Women's Suffrage Movement: The Politics of Gender, Race and Class", Women and Gender 

in Southern Africa to 1945, p.340. Jacklyn Cock's chapter on "Domestic Service and Education for Domesticity: 
The Incorporation of Xhosa Women into Colonial Society" and Sheila Meintjes chapter on "Family and Gender 
in the Christian Community of Edendale, Natal, in Colonial Times", provide useful information regarding the 
socialised subordination of black women within the missions and their schools, to provide domestic workers for 
white families. 
57 Walker. "The Women's Suffrage Movement: The Politics of Gender, Race and Class", p..344. 



The decades from the 1950s have seen the growth of Durban into a sprawling 

metropolis today - the second largest industrial city in South Africa. In the 1950s Durban 

reached a turning point in its history with massive urbanisation, African violence and the 

threat of Indian "penetration", saw the city undergo massive restructuring and racial 

engineering for the political and economic interests of Durban's whites to be secured and 

e n t r e n ~ h e d . ~ ~  Racial zoning and population removals were a major urban theme in the 1950s 

and 1960s. However, this spatial restructuring did not go ahead without militant resistance. In 

Durban, the Cato Manor Riots of 1959 against forced removals to townships was the 

highlight. The riots were initiated by women, particularly beer-brewers whose livelihoods 

were threatened, showing how women can be most militant when their family's survival was 

at threat.59 However by the early 1960s 40,000 Indians and 120,000 Africans were forcibly 

removed, devastating the lives of thousands, as they were forced to leave their homes. These 

decades were also renown for the anti-pass campaigns, resulting in many Africans being 

killed at Sharpeville in 1960 when the Pan African Congress (P.A.C.) organised a pass 

burning campaign. In the 1960s, despite all its contradictions, Apartheid worked, keeping 

races apart, while the state helped to create a repressive but stimulating environment for 

economic boom, with the industrial centre of Durban growing faster than the national 

average.60 There was also a lull in resistance to the State, because key leaders were banned, 

imprisoned or exiled, thus putting them out of the reach of their constituents. It was not until 

the 1970s, with its massive political and social pressures, due to forced removals and 

economic recession that resistance, militancy, trade unionism, and mass action was 

stimulated again, centred around workers wages. But this acted as a catalyst for actions and 

struggles on a wider scale in protest against an entire system of political and economic 

58 Nuttall. Class, Race and Nation, p.2. The population of Durban had increased from 169,000 in the 1920s to 
480,000 in 195 1, while 74 % of Indians were urbanised by 195 1. 
59 Maylam and Edwards. The People's City, p.128-136. 
60 Bill Freund. The City of Durban: Towards a Structural Analysis of the Economic Growth and Character of a 
South African City. Paper given at the University of Natal, Durban's History Department, History and African 
Studies Seminar Series, 2 1 May 1997, p. 14. 



inequality.6' The 1970s and 1980s thus saw massive economic and social devastation 

wrought by riots, emergency regulations, stayaways, boycotts, violence and political killings. 

Today, in terms of population size, Durban is considered to be the second fastest growing city 

in world behind Mexico City, placing enormous strain on the city's economy and 

infrastructure, neither of which is keeping pace with population growth, with half the 

population living in informal settlements, and the struggle for space taking on new 

proportions.62 

Women and Education in South Africa. 

The 1950s also saw a massive change in the education system, which directly 

impinged upon women. For years before, women began to realise with increasing force as the 

years progressed that the only way they could have their voices heard and compete equally in 

the public sphere was by being educated. However, gaining access to education in South 

Africa, especially higher education was difficult if not impossible to obtain, especially in the 

first few decades of the 20th century. By 1950 only 113rd of African children managed to go 

to school, and only then for 4 years (under 3% went beyond primary s~hool) .~ '  Women's 

position within these statistics has been even worse, for there had been a long tradition of 

excluding women from education, especially black women (Indians and Africans), and 

gaining access to it went against and challenged all traditional beliefs and attitudes about 

women's behaviour and of the separate roles and functions in society. For African girls, work 

in the home and fields was of primary importance, while Indian girls had to contend with 

parental apathy, being unable to go to mixed schools, lack of women teachers, early marriage, 

6 1 Robert Morrell (ed). Political Economy and Identities in KwaZulu-Natal: Historical and Social Perspectives. 
(Durban: Indicator Press, 1996), p. 153. The 1973 strikes came to be known as the "Durban Moment" - a rare 
time when Natal seemed regionally to be setting the political pace for the country. 

Maylam and Edwards. The People's City, p.26. 
Shula Marks. Not Either an Experimental Doll: The Separate Worlds of Three South Affican Women. 

(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1987), p.9-10. 



poverty and domestic claims.64 Although it was possible for some women to go overseas to 

further their education (Britain and the U.S.A. held strong attractions, which many of the 

women under discussion managed to attain), most could not afford this, and against great 

odds struggled to get an education in South Africa. The Indian community was forced to 

build its own schools with their own funds to cater for their educational needs (but largely 

excluding girls). However problems of limited funds, discrimination, lack of resources, lack 

of qualified teachers plagued educational facilities for both Africans and ~ n d i a n s . ~ ~  

Mission-based education was the first of its kind for African students in South Africa 

offering basic lessons in the three "Rs" and in religious instruction. Christian Indians, who 

were mostly indentured labourers (5%), were the first to start schools for Indian children in 

the 1860s, and for 30 years, were the only institutions that concerned themselves with the 

education and welfare of ~ n d i a n s . ~ ~  However, mission education worked in complex, 

ambiguous and contradictory ways. While recognising that the extension of Christianity 

involved a process of interaction, compromise and synthesis of cultural practices, there is no 

doubt that it played an active role in reorganising gender relations and promoting European 

concepts of gender through the socialising institutions of the mission household, church and 

school. An ideology of, and skills for domesticity were promoted to place black women 

mainly in the domestic realm of either their own or white households, thus tying women to 

subordinate roles.67 

However, threaded through the dominant ideology of female subservience was also a 

message of personal autonomy through spiritual equality, which offered women a possibility 

64 B. Rambiritch. An Investigation into Some Aspects of the Education of Indian Girls in Natal. Thesis 
Submitted for the Degree of Master of Education, University of Natal, 1955, p.217-118. 
65 Ken Hartshome. Crisis and Challenge: Black Education 1910-1990. (Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 
1992), p.73. 
66 J.B. Brain. Christian Indians in Natal 1860-191: An Historical andStatistica1 Study. (Cape Town: Oxford 
University Press, 1983), p. 193. 



of escape from the oppressive relationships in African society, acting as places of refuge from 

unwanted marriages and witchcraft accusations. But, more importantly, for a small minority 

of women, mission education was a route to a membership of a small black elite in South 

African society. Higher education was only undertaken by missionaries in the early years, 

and was done to evangelise Africans through education, and in the process trained locally 

most of the personnel they required as teachers, preachers and community leaders. Adams, 

and later Inanda (both founded by the American Board of Missions in 1854 and 1869 

respectively) were two of the only tertiary educational institutions in Natal until the 

establishment of the "Non-European" Section of the Natal University College in 1936 

(offering B.A., commerce, social science, education and law courses), while Inanda was the 

first of its kind to accept African women students. They both catered for a national elite 

offering higher "academic" education, though promoting teaching for women as an 

"appropriate" occupation.68 Although there were few careers open to black students by 1950s, 

the numbers who reached that stage were few and thus tended to go on to form part of a small 

but distinguished African intelligentsia and professional class of the 20th century.69 Christian 

Indians were more Westernised and played an important role in bridging the gap between 

Eastern and Western cultures and provided the first clerks, educationalists, doctors, lawyers. 

However, in the 1950s, the new Afrikaner Nationalist government, through the 

passing of the Bantu Education Act of 1953, took control of black education in mission 

schools and aimed to defuse growing African nationalism and political demands which 

missions provided a base for, now emphasising "ethnicity" and "training" to cultivate habits 

of cleanliness, obedience, self-restraint, chastity and industrial training.70 The mission schools 

" Walker. "Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945: An Overview", p.13. 
Hughes, Heather. "A Lighthouse for African Womanhood: Inanda Seminary, 1869-1945", in Walker, C .  

Women and Gender in Southern Affica to 1945, p.2 19. 
'' Marks, Not Either an Experimental Doll, p.20. 
'O Peter Kallaway (ed). Apartheid and Education: The Education ofBlack South Afficans. (Johannesburg: Ravan 
Press, 1984), p.148-149. 



had raised black intellectual standards and trained teachers to impart knowledge. However, 

now schooling provided an essential way of bringing about Apartheid through ideological 

manipulation; separate and unequal schools to rigidify racist lines of division and prepare 

children for their subordinate roles in a dominant white society.71 In rural areas the situation 

was far worse. The schools were ill-equipped, teachers were unqualified, understaffed and 

lacked resources. In 1959, the Extension of University Education Act closed white 

universities to black students, and began the establishment of separate tertiary institutions, 

where the state could control the black elite's curriculum and give then the skills to manage 

and administer their separate homelands.72 

World War 2 - Women, Education and Professions. 

World War I1 provided the turning point for women, education and their embarking 

on new spheres of work, especially in professional careers in the public sphere. Women 

began to realise that they needed a better education for themselves and if they wanted to help 

other women. In South Africa (as in Europe though more slowly and on a smaller scale), the 

economic role of women began to expand beyond the domestic sphere, with the development 

of commerce and secondary industry and services, which required redefinition roles and 

perceptions of the world. The war marked a major upswing in female employment outside the 

home, which in turn worked to soften prejudices against women's involvement in the public 

sphere.73 However, while women gained more independence, the domestic rather than public 

world of careers continued to be of primary importance in defining women's position. This 

created tensions between reproductive and productive roles, forcing work to be subordinate to 

the needs of the family. But the expanding higher education for white women was huge, and 

although many graduates were destined for marriage or "womanly" professions, such as 

7' Kallaway. Apartheid and Education, p. 160. 
72 Kallaway. Apartheid and Education, p. 172. 
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teaching, a small number began moving into previously men-only professions, such as 

medicine and law, pushing back the boundaries that previously limited women's life, and 

widening the career options for other women to follow. 

Despite the educational and employment opportunities available to women after the 

war, there was still much hostility to female emancipation as it was seen as dangerous to the 

existing order of society, challenging views about female intellectual inferiority and 

dependence on men. Also, changes in clothing and behaviour (short hair, trousers, short 

skirts, use of cosmetics), freedom in sexual matters, dancing, dating, smoking, drinking in 

public and use of contraceptives was seen as an enormous threat of male control over 

women.74 Thus, after the war, women found the traditional attitudes still firmly in place, and 

nothing diminished the prestige of motherhood for women nor its appropriateness as an ideal 

for all women. 

By gaining greater access to education, women became emancipated and with greater 

independence and personal choice in their lives, marriage patterns began to change. With 

women working and taking on full time professional careers, many married later, or not at all, 

while those that had, saw marriages break apart as the conflicting role demands of work and 

domestic responsibilities put immense strains on the demands of marriage. As mentioned 

earlier, it was also the time of a greater gender-awareness of the oppressiveness and 

inequality of conventional sedgender roles. As more women became educated, and thus 

through knowledge, aware of their oppression, and the enhancement of women's status by 

taking on professional jobs on a larger scale, the fight for gender equality could begin in 

earnest. Women were often encouraged to present this choice in the light of seeing work as 

an indispensable stage in their emancipation. 

Present. Vol.11. (London: Penguin Books, 1988), p.197. 



Women and Marriage. 

Linked to increasing education, has been changing marriage patterns. In a very 

general sense, the last few years have witnessed growing numbers of women living outside of 

conventional marriage. To those who have never married or who are widowed, have been 

added, because of changing marriage patterns, increasing numbers of women who become 

separated or divorced, chose to co-habit, or have husband-absent marriages due largely to 

work demands, such as migration.75 In all these cases, female-headed households are 

becoming more common. However, the study of the five women under review are unique for 

their time (in the early years of the 20th century) for many of them made a conscious choice 

not to marry, and if they did, it was only for a short time, and thus becoming single again 

through divorce. However, to show the uniqueness of their decisions and situations in the 

next chapter, it is important to analyse the pervasive power of conventional marriage and its 

hold on women, that these women had to have a great deal of courage, determination and 

strength to resist. 

For all women, marriage influences the way they are defined (single, widowed, 

divorced), and thus they are categorised by their relationship with men, where women are 

seen as more or less marginal to marriage; more or less connected to men. The ideological 

influence of marriage as a social institution and linked to this, "the family", has had and 

continues to have, an enormous impact on women's identity, even to those furthest from 

experiencing marriage. Marriage is central to the wider reproduction of gender where the 

roles of wifelmother in the home are intertwined as the two central aspects of "womanhood" 

that are found in the private sphere and negatively influencing their access to the public 

sphere of men, who are the "breadwinners" with their wives dependent on them, thus 

'"nderson and Zinsser. A History of their Own, p.202. 
75 Joan Chandler. Women Without Husbands: An Exploration of the Margins of Marriage. (London: MacMillan 
Education Ltd, 199 I), p. 14. 



extending into wider society.76 Women without husbands are seen as a problem group in 

society, as social anomalies, and are socially stigmatised, often becoming a focus of public 

concern and state interest (welfare benefits and inter~ent ion) .~~ A single-parent family has 

been synonymous with moral breakdown and social disorder. However, the aim of this thesis 

is to redress the misrepresentations and omissions of women who never married, and to 

challenge their categorisation as "problem women". In this study we see that for this group of 

women, marginality to marriage brings real growth in personal autonomy, responsibility, 

independence, self-sufficiency and choice to forge their own identities. 

In the case of many women, freedom from marriage constraints also provide greater 

control over resources, but also removes the conflicts of marriage with all its demands on 

women in the domestic sphere, to enable them to take on professional careers in the public 

sphere. For women who embarked on newly opened careers, the tasks were (and are) still 

segregated by sex in the households where women fulfilled domestic responsibilities 

resulting in working women bearing a disproportionate share of the work load ("a double 

b~rden").~' The strains and pressures experienced by professional married women remain 

huge when faced with the challenge of competing with their male counterparts who are not 

burdened with the daily routine of homemaking and family. Careers are restricted and often 

curbed by marriage and family responsibilities. As a woman in medicine argued, 

lots of women have unrealistic expectations. Women who are successful are 
superwomen! Either they are single and behave like men, or they're superwomen 
and have combined family and career!79 

76 Chandler. Women Without Husbands, p.2. 
77 Chandler. Women Without Husbands, p. 13. 
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Women and the Pro fessionalisation of Work. 

However, increasingly well-educated and professional women are not accepting the 

restrictions and constraints which marriage and family impose, and view marriage and 

women's traditional roles negatively. Education has given women the knowledge and skills 

to analyse and reject traditions and oppression. That women are professional is itself a 

challenge to the traditional role of women as mother and wife. Thus, as in the case of most of 

the women I will analyse, alternative narratives to marriage were structured around their 

work, where the women established their identities through work. It is here where men and 

women's worlds become more complex, overlapping and not confined to specific spheres, 

where the border between the, private and public is ever-changing and sinuous. This thesis 

will examine the lives of a group of largely unmarried women who laboured, together and 

alone, for decades of this century, to fight for a space in and broaden the definition of a 

predominantly white male public sphere. 

The stimulation of professional work for women in South Africa -- and the Durban 

region was no exception to this -- was linked to the economic growth promoted by the wars, 

as increasing industrialisation and urbanisation called for the provision of services for 

payment, offering new employment opportunities in white collar jobs for women. Professions 

are based on the provision of skills based on theoretical knowledge provided through training 

and education, which women were only able to really get after the wars opened up 

educational opportunities for them. 

For before then, few women had access to most of the professions nor the educational 

qualifications they depended on. For the word "profession" means an occupation that 

involves "institutional modes of controlling a sphere of work", and limiting the supply of 



entrants in order to enhance its market value." While some professions such as teaching and 

nursing were seen as more acceptable and "suitable" for women (an extension of their duties 

in the domestic sphere), other fields such as medicine, law, academics were plagued by 

enormous prejudice against women that had to be constantly fought for, for it to be 

overcome. In the professions, careers were shaped and channelled as a result of gender rather 

than their abilities, resulting in "gendered exclusionary strategies" adopted to maintain a male 

monopoly of their professions.81 The rationale for their exclusion was centred on their 

inferior intellectual ability and fear that educating women would incapacitate them for their 

"biological" tasks, women were not seen as the primary breadwinners, they had divided 

interests, were too emotional and irrati~nal. '~ When women eventually gained access to 

professions, they were often excluded from certain spheres of work and confined to others." 

Prejudices against women based on sex, age, marital status, race were common. Women were 

also paid lower salaries, given fewer promotions or permanent positions, and excluded from 

networking, which entailed, 

information exchange, collaboration, career planning and strategising, 
professional support/encouragement and access to visibility and upward 
mobility.84 

They often had to work harder and longer to compete with men on equal terms. 
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An added burden and stereotype often applied to educated and professional women, 

and one that applied to many of the women to be analysed within this thesis, was that they 

were "diffict~lt" and "unwomanly". By being independent, going beyond the accepted limits 

of female behaviour and having opinions, many women put their sexual identities into 

question by acting in ways defined by their cultures as "womanly"; or not of a "woman's 

sphere".85 For many, it remains unfeminine to have ambition or to succeed to male domains, 

and was a threat that many saw as possibly resulting in a sexual "inversion". For these 

women, by rejecting their traditional woman's roles, the price they had to pay was to be 

classified as an outcast, socially ostracised and condemned by men, but also to face rejection 

from most women who followed and unquestioningly accepted their conventional roles. 

Thus, while recognising that the Durban women under discussion were shaped by 

broader influences within a specific historical context, I am also interested, more importantly, 

in their ability to work creatively with the resources and avenues available to them, in the 

environment in which they found themselves. Chapter Three is thus an analysis of the details, 

nuances and complexities of each of their lives, where women are as much agents and 

shapers of history, as influenced by it. It is only here that one can see how they were 

simultaneously ordinary women, but also extraordinary, as their lives demonstrate interesting 

departures from what was generally perceived to be the status and roles of women in their 

society, especially in the first half of the 20th century. 

In a unique way, they were all formally educated, a remarkable feat in the first 

decades of the 20th century, when education for women, especially black women was 

difficult to obtain. They saw what few other women did, that the only way to challenge 

sexism and racial oppression was through education, which gave people the knowledge and 

Anderson and Zinsser. A History of their Own, p.xiii. 



skills to confront their oppressors and undermine established social norms and expectations. 

It was thus their passion for promoting the importance of education that brought them 

together, despite the differences of race, age, class and religion, especially manifest in the 

South African city of Durban in the 20th century. Through the sources available to me, I will 

attempt to show what these independent and talented women had to do to gain recognition as 

women in specialised professions, creating a niche for themselves and a space for others to 

follow. 

While these five women's lives did harmonise, and this is so especially in the 

interrelationships between them as they lived in the early- to mid-20th century Durban, there 

are also times when their voices need to be heard individually to let their very different 

contexts and contributions emerge. In this way, I hope to show a remarkable group of very 

different women, who against difficult conditions, were able to succeed in their work, leaving 

a lasting impression on their communities. Their lives, and the struggles each had to undergo, 

will be analysed thematically: their becoming educated, their forging of professional careers, 

and what each woman gave back to her community. The analysis will proceed by starting 

with the oldest woman in the group and ending with the youngest, to show how conditions 

for each changed as the century wore on, as each experienced different degrees of difficulties 

and challenges, and how each woman lived out her later years. 



Chapter Three: 
Education and Professional Careers. 

Having discussed something of the broader social, economic, political, and cultural 

influences that constrained as well as gave meaning to Mabel Palmer, Killie Campbell, 

Sibusisiwe Makanya, Dr Goonam and Phyllis Naidoo's lives, this chapter is concerned with 

what I feel to be more important, their ability to work creatively with the resources and 

avenues available to them in the environment in which they found themselves. This chapter, 

therefore, will analyse the personal stories of these five exceptional women as they struggled 

to become educated and create a space for themselves in their professional careers. In the 

process they each, though in varying degrees, continually had to battle against conservative, 

traditional, sexist and racist forces blocking their paths, and were constantly seen by their 

societies as "dzfJicult" for refusing to submit to these forces which were trying to force them 

back into women's traditional spheres. However, despite all their difficulties and the 

constraints placed on their lives, and the differences between each of them in terms of race 

and class, they all fought for the same cause - to educate women to overcome oppression, 

especially the triple oppression of black women. Uniquely, for their time, they all recognised 

the importance of education for themselves personally; to better their positions, as well as 

more widely. They all realised that it was only by gaining an education; knowledge that gave 

them an awareness and the skills to overcome oppression, that enabled these women to give 

something back. Through their lives something of the differentiated meaning of the complex 

South African social order can be seen; a tapestry in which race and class are densely 

interwoven. 



At the turn of the century, South Africa did not offer black women the possibility of 

an education (especially tertiary). However, many were so determined to achieve it, that they 

worked exceptionally hard, and did what was necessary, even if that involved going overseas. 

Most of them did, and one has to recognise that this was no small feat in a country which was 

not only racially segregated, but women faced sexual discrimination as well. Their 

achievements and fight to create a place for themselves, inevitably opening up spaces for 

other women to follow, was truly remarkable for women of their time. This chapter is 

concerned with analysing the complexities and difficulties each of these women had to 

undergo and experience to become educated, forge professional careers for themselves, and 

ultimately giving back to their communities. Their lives and struggles will be analysed in 

relationship with one another in an attempt to show in what ways their lives were similar and 

in what ways they were different and uniquely their own. 

Becoming Educated. 

Mabel Palmer, Killie Campbell, Sibusisiwe Makanya, Dr Goonam and Phyllis Naidoo 

each recognised the importance and power of education to transform their lives personally 

and to help their communities (and women especially), to overcome oppression and 

discrimination. Mabel Palmer's life story began in Britain in 1876, and her attempts to gain 

an education took a slightly different path from the other women in this study, as she started 

off being educated in her country of origin and only then came to South Africa. Mabel 

Palmer was one of the first women to graduate from Glasgow University at the turn of the 

century in Victorian Britain, where classes were segregated by sex. As she herself admits, she 

did very well at University, much to the annoyance of her male fellow students. As she 

herself recalls, 

it was a great blow to them when I came first in logic [she chuckled] and I got a 
first-class honours in Philosophy and a second-class honours in ~ l a s s i c s . ' ~  

- - - 

Natal Witness, 417147. 



Because of her great academic ability, she was also awarded research fellowships in which 

followed two years of post-graduate studies at the London School of Economics, while a 

scholarship from Mrs Bernard Shaw took her to Bryn Mawr College, Pennsylvannia, 

u.s.A.'~ Her sojourn to the USA was similar to the other women, who also had to leave their 

homes to study overseas to better their education. In comparison, Killie Campbell was born 

five years after Mabel, in 188 1, in Natal into one of it's most prosperous families. Killie's 

family had emigrated from Britain (as Mabel was to do later) to South Africa in 1850 as part 

of the Byrne Settler Scheme, where they farmed and made their fortune from sugar.88 While 

first being educated in private schools in Natal (St Anne's Diocesan College), she then also 

left her home and travelled to Britain to St. Leonard's School in Scotland. Established in 

1877 as one of the pioneer schools for girls, St. Leonard's was marked by its revolutionary 

approach to girls' education, trying to reform educational facilities and improve the 

opportunities for women in a reluctantly yielding society.89 It was here that Killie acquired 

her enthusiasm and love for history, while her teacher Miss Grant, inspired in her and helped 

her to gain a much greater knowledge about history and culture that was of inestimable value 

to her future life's work. 

Thus for Mabel and Killie, because of their positions as members of white society, 

their access to education was slightly easier than the women to follow. However, for both of 

them, sexism and conservative traditional attitudes was what they continually had to fight 

against. As Mabel's case shows, being one of the first women to gain access to and educated 

at Glasgow University, only one year after it had been opened to women, she had to struggle 

to gain an education that forced women into segregated classes by sex. Both could be 

Dr Mabel Palmer, Curriculum Vitae, Correspondence and Personal File, N.2 114516, Pietermaritzburg 
Archives. 
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Sibusisiwe had a confident personality, a secure and nurturing parental background, a 

strong sense of community and coherence of her Zulu identity. However, although she was 

supported by her family in her educational and career decisions, attending mission schools 

and later Inanda and Adams for further training as a teacher, like Mabel and Killie she also 

esperienced traditional and conservative sexist opposition from her community, who felt that 

she was abandoning her duties as a Zulu woman, whose work was valued in the domestic 

sphere and in agricultural work. However, she soon changed her decision from teaching to 

social work as a career option when she began working in the Bantu Purity League, an 

organisation that attempted to improve the "moral standards" and sexual purity of African 

women, and give direction to the lives of young people in a world rapidly undergoing 

changes brought on by evangelisation, colonialism, westernisation, and industrialisation. Her 

activities were soon recognised by the Phelps-Stokes Commission when they visited Natal in 

the 1920s and offered Sibusisiwe a scholarship to train in the u . s . A . ~ ~  

Recognising the inadequacy of teacher training for social work and to help her 

community, she accepted their offer. Once again she had immense opposition from her 

community, for Sibusisiwe was breaking with her traditional role and going unaccompanied 

to a foreign country. She undertook study in the U.S.A. to learn techniques of how to help 

prepare her community for the encroachment of urbanisation and industrialisation, but found 

the social work training far below what she sought and irrelevant to her needs.93 She therefore 

severed ties with the Phelps-Stokes Fund and made her way north ending up in Columbia 

University where she was helped by Mabel Carney a "pioneer in the field of black and rural 

education", who was an inspirational role model for ~ i b u s i s i w e . ~ ~  

92 Khan. A Critical Study of the Life of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.38-39. 
93 Khan. A Critical Study of the Life of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.49. Within a year Sibusisiwe recognised a subtle 
racism inherent in the "adaptation" educational system modelled on the black American South, emphasising 
ideals of continued white supremacy, and a black future in the countryside. 
94 Khan. A Critical Study of the Life of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.67-68. In her sojourn across the USA she was 
conscious of the complex and different racial contradictions between north and south America. 



One has to stop a moment just to appreciate the magnitude of her studying overseas. 

Like Mabel and Killie, but more so for a black woman, by studying overseas, Sibusisiwe took 

an enormous and courageous step, from her rural community at Umbumbulu to cosmopolitan 

New York. Her sojourn to the U.S.A. represented both a physical and intellectual broadening 

of horizons. It was a unique opportunity for a black woman who was given the freedom to 

travel across America on a speaking tour, meeting students from all over the world, and 

creating networks of support to raise money for her projects. It was an experience she would 

never have been able to obtain in South Africa, and it changed her in many ways. Sibusisiwe 

was able to acquire the skills and confidence to deal with white people from a position of 

equality, as well as having an immense pride in her identity as a Zulu woman, which would 

later help her in her work in South Africa. 

Dr Goonam, a contemporary of Mabel, Killie and Sibusisiwe, was also seen as a 

"drflicult" woman for not accepting her Indian society's definitions of what her station in life 

should be as mother and wife. Dr Goonam argues that she was born in Durban in 1906 into 

an "Indian world of high domesticity and profound ritual", having to fight many battles at a 

time rife with racist discrimination, but also conservative, traditional and sexist  barrier^.'^ 

While spending most of her youth in the Greystreet complex where she was educated at 

privately run English and Tamil schools, and later St. Aidans, by 1926 she realised that she 

wanted to study further and become a doctor. Like Mabel's relationship with her mother who 

was also a suffrage, Goonam's mother was a huge influence on her life, for as a suffragette, 

she fought for women's rights and supported her daughter's ambitious ideas.96 However, 

because of the lack of opportunities for black tertiary education in South Africa, especially 

for Indian girls, she like Sibusisiwe and the other women had to go overseas to Britain, to 

complete her education and attend medical school. 

-- . - 

95 Dr Goonam. Coolie Doctor: An Autobiography. (Durban: Madiba Publishers, 1991), p.21. 
96 The Asian. 23/9/97. 



Just as the other women had experienced sexist discrimination and the constraints of 

consen.ative and traditional beliefs, so too did Dr Goonam. Her father resisted her appeals as 

he was pressurised by the Indian community against sending her overseas because it flouted 

prevailing morals, she would be unprotected, exposed to strange cultures during the "full 

blossoming of her womanhood", and would disgrace the family by marrying a white man, 

while taking on a career that was not meant for women.97 However, eventually her father 

changed his mind, but only with the promise that she would come back and work for her 

people. As Goonam argues, 

my mother was a very intelligent person to send me or to persuade my father 
to send me overseas. It was good of him also to let me go. We didn't know 
England very well. Thinking back, .they were both quite brave.98 

Thus, in 1928 at the age of 22 Dr Goonam left for Britain to study to become a doctor. 

As Sibusisiwe had experienced, Dr Goonam encountered a whole new world, 

it was not the closed world of ... the Durban in which we lived ... we met all sorts 
of people from all over the world ... it was a new world opening for me.99 

Aunt Mary Dewar, a close friend whom Goonarn stayed with in Scotland was a great 

influence on her life. But also living in London and then Scotland, Dr Goonam experienced 

things that in South Africa were "reserved for whites only", making her determined to fight 

against discrimination. Dr Goonam maintains that, 

the winds of the world blew around me and ideas ofjustice, injustice, freedom and 
exploitation began to excite my imagination and awaken my political 
consciousness. 100 

97 Goonam. Coolie Doctor, p. 25. Later he changed his mind for he came to see that it was none of the Indian 
community's business and as he said "if my daughter hitches her wagon to a star today, it is because I 
encouraged her to do so yesterday, and now I am going to help her to ride the skies", p.27. 
98 Janet Twine. "A Coolie Doctor": Exploring the Life History of a Remarkable Durban Woman. Third Year 
History Research Essay, University of Natal, Durban, 1996, p.5. 
99 Interview with Dr Goonam, Appendix, Tape 1: Side A. 
100 Goonam. A Coolie Doctor, p.44. 



Like Mabel who experienced sexual discrimination in University, Dr Goonam also 

experienced sexual prejudice while training to be a doctor and her male colleagues kept her 

away from networking with them until, 

she asserted myself in man ways and then they called me ... so they opened the 
door ... opened their eyes. lkyl 

Phyllis Naidoo, the youngest of the five women under discussion was born in Estcourt 

in 1928, to Christian parents who were products of indentured Indian labourers. Her life story 

has been included with the other older women (in Mabel's case some 40 years difference), for 

her life course and embarking on education a few decades later in the 20th century, shows the 

slight shift that had taken place where women, though still sexually discriminated against 

(also racially in Phyllis's case as a black woman), found gaining access to education in South 

Africa slightly easier. Due to this, as well as a very poor family background, she did not 

travel overseas to become educated, but struggled through with the opportunities she found in 

~ a t a 1 . l ' ~  Also by the time she was born, unlike Mabel, Killie, Sibusisiwe, and Goonam, more 

people saw the importance of education as a means for upliftment and to earn a better wage 

to support their families. Phyllis was largely inspired by her father who came from "low 

beginnings", worked extremely hard to educate himself (gaining a Teachers Diploma and 

B.A.Degree), while teaching, and on his small salary, supported his large family and put his 

children through school. He made Phyllis study past primary school, when the other girls had 

married or were working. From 1934-1945 Phyllis attended various Indian primary and 

secondary schools and came to Durban in 1946.'03 More attention will be paid to Phyllis's 

tertiary education later as it was carried out primarily whilst working and trying to forge 

professional careers for herself. 

101 Interview with Dr Goonam, Appendix, Tape 1 : Side A. 
'02 Biographical Subject File, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville Documentation 
Centre. 



Forging Professional Careers. 

Thus, having analysed the difficulties each of these five women had to face to become 

educated, the following section is concerned with analysing the struggle that they each had in 

forging a place for themselves in the "professional" public sphere. My aim is to show how 

these women's lives were unique, especially in the first half of the 20th century, for in a 

radically changing society, this group of women laboured, together and alone, to fight for a 

space in and to broaden the definition of a predominantly white male public sphere. Thus, by 

deviating from their conventional social roles and promoting much opposition in the process, 

they walked an unconventional path to career success in the public sphere, challenging an 

array of conservative, traditiqnal, sexist and racist forces standing in their way. 

After studying, Mabel Palmer carved a place for herself as a pioneer of working class 

adult education, and held a University of London and Workers' Educational Association 

tutorship in Britain. She was also a member of the Fabian Society, promoting various 

educational projects directed chiefly at working class and less privileged adults.'04 Mabel 

experienced great sexual discrimination for studying Economics and found it difficult to 

secure a position to work on this subject, due to the prevalent prejudice against the 

employment of women, and it was only at King's College for Women in London that she 

could lecture on this subject. In 1920, Mabel emigrated to South Africa, accepting an 

appointment as lecturer in Economics at Durban Technical College, and later was transferred 

to the staff of Natal University College as lecturer in Economic History. Although she spent 

half her life amidst the intellectual and cultural richness of England, she quickly adapted to 

South Africa contributing what would be her life's work in adult education. 

'03 Biographical Subject File, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville Documentation 
Centre. 
Io4 Gordon. Petticoat Pioneers, p.96. The Fabians tried to improve society by non-revolutionary means, and 
regarded education as playing a vital role. 



However, it was only following her ccofficial" retirement from lecturing in 1936, that 

Mabel undertook what was to be her greatest work and second career - the founding of 

University education for black students in Natal. She was directly responsible for much of the 

agitation and practical work involved in the setting up of a separate section of Natal 

University College for  black^.'^' Because the Council refused to allow mixed classes to be 

held on University premises, she organised her friends into running dual classes, initially in 

her own home, and later in Sastri Indian College, and after the second World War, the "non- 

European Section" was recognised institutionally, with Mabel Palmer as its official 

Organiser. The classes were held at, 

inconvenient places and times as Friday evenings, all day Saturday and Sunday 
morning at ... Sastri College, reached in all weather ... using her home as the office; 
giving her services free for the first 3 months, and for little more after that, submitting 
balance sheets ... lending her own books and forwarding the fees; subsidising the 
families so individual members might study, urging [anyone] wish[ing] to extend their 
knowledge to attend; urging to, any student ... to be in touch with her for possible help 
in way of books, tuition or advice. Africans and Indians, many of them from remote 
country areas, came by trains and taxis and slept in doorways ... to attend these 
classes. 106 

Many people have criticised Mabel for her "disservice" to black aspirations by what they saw 

as the limitations of white liberalism in the interwar period for, 

not stepbing] outside the assumptions of segregationism in this period [with many 
of the reforms advocated] intended to resolve the contradictions of segregation 
rather than challenge its premises.107 

Others have argued that while recognising that her arrangement upheld rather than broke 

down segregationist assumptions, in her eyes it could be seen as a "second best" on the 

principle that "half a loaf is better than none", for what was in her view an impenetrable 

Sylvia Vietzen. "Mabel Palmer and Black Higher Education in Natal, 1936-1942", Journal ofNata1 and Zulu 
History, Vol.VI, 1983,99- 106. 
'06 Marks. Not Either an Experimental Doll, p.6. "Non-European" was the derogatory term used at the time to 
designate black population groups in South Africa. 
lo' Vietzen. "Mabel Palmer and Black Higher Education in Natal, p.105. 



white racial prejudice. Following her experience of admission of women at British 

Universities, she hoped that the staff would tire of repeating lectures and push for the 

admission of blacks to ordinary classes. And a year after she retired, when the Separate 

Universities Bill of 1957 was passed, sweeping total integration and partial segregation away. 

It was here that Mabel argued, defending her decision, 

I cannot help feeling that we chose rightly in 1936, and that the largest number of 
graduates that we have turned out who have profoundly affected education in Natal 
and the rest of Africa is proof of that view. Even if our efforts are destroyed, their 
influence will remain. We have had the largest number of non-European students of 
any university in the country. '08 

Another central occupation Mabel concerned herself with was in the fight for 

women's rights and liberation. Her suffrage work in Britain was inherited from her mother, 

who went to prison several times in her fight. Mabel spent her whole life fighting against the 

accepted superiority of men, and while a frequent speaker at suffragette meetings and 

participated in demonstrations, she continued to agitate for change in South Africa, which she 

saw as even more backward than ~ r i t a i n . " ~  She found it an obstacle to be a woman, being 

barred from the public sphere, and when forcing her way in, was discriminated against, for 

being outside the domestic sphere. As an academic, she experienced being excluded from 

socialising with her male colleagues, was always seen as inferior to them, while self- 

supporting women like herself were seen as social an~mal ies . "~  One of the most important 

problems she had to deal with as an academic, was compulsory celibacy, ignoring and 

concealing her vital "natural instincts".'" For she knew that she faced dismissal from her 

university job if she married, and would have been dismissed in disgrace had she been "living 

in sin", which many academic women were forced to do. 

Vietzen. "Mabel Palmer and Black Higher Education in Natal, p.112. 
Io9 Natal Witness, 411 2/47. 
' l o  Mabel Palmer, "The Position of Women in South Africa", The Mabel Palmer Collection, File 18, The 
Campbell Collections. 
' ' I  Mabel Palmer, "The Problem of the Celibate Woman by a University Woman. The Reality of the Problem", 



A life interlinking the others was Killie Campbell. Like them she did not conform to 

the accepted role for women and was determined and dedicated. Among all the great 

Africana collectors she was the only woman to establish a notable Africana library. Many 

people influenced her, stimulating her interest in Africana collecting. She was inspired by her 

grand- father William's "reverence for the reforming power of education", while from her 

father Marshall (distinguished senator in the first Union Parliament and wealthy sugar baron), 

she learnt a deep respect for African people and felt that "no country could prosper when the 

largest section of the people had no say in the government of the ~ o u n t r ~ " . " ~  Killie often 

accompanied her father to parliamentary sessions in Cape Town (which was unusual for a 

woman of her time) and was able to meet men already noted for their private collections, and 

listened in on their enthusiastic and interesting discussions and seeing their collections.113 

Killie's pattern of life and her collecting of books was not one that was expected of a 

daughter of a wealthy and socially eminent family. She spent all her income on books, and 

for the 17 years that Killie accompanied her mother to London, she avoided the social rounds 

and instead focused on what the "old city, with its illimitable wealth of historical treasures" 

had to offer.'14 Her career as an Africana collector was greatest in the last 30 years of her life, 

as although she came from a wealthy family, in her earlier years she had limited funds to 

spend on books and it was only later, when her mother came to see the library with a surge of 

pride, and became reconciled with the strange occupation her daughter had chosen for 

herself, that she got generous financial support. 

After her studying, Sibusisiwe returned from the U.S.A. in 1930 and re-established 

herself at Umbumbulu to help her rural community to cope by adapting to the fast 

encroaching urbanisation and industrialisation process which threatened traditional African 

-- - 

The Mabel Palmer Collection, File 18, The Campbell Collections. 
' I 2  Herd. Killie 's Africa, p.15- 16. 
"' Daily News, 3110152. 



survival in both rural and urban areas.l15 However, in doing so, she was forced to walk a tight 

rope to prevent being accused of introducing alienlwestern ideas into a society whose male 

custodians disapproved of her initiatives and life choices. Her insiderloutsider status with 

which she was privileged was the only safety net between her life's work and being 

ostracised and rejected by a community suspicious of new ideas. In improving conditions in a 

community not open to changes, she was forced to go against forces of traditionalism, 

conventionalism, sexism and racism, local opposition to her activities regarded as 

"unseemly" for a Zulu woman such as her beer brewing of utshwala as a "useful trade7', her 

views against polygamy and large families, her career as a teacher and social worker, being 

unmarried and living on her own.'16 In all these aspects she was breaking with Zulu traditions 

pertaining to an African woman's sphere. In her work to help educate her community, she 

had a hard time motivating parents to send their children to school because the men felt it 

would weaken their tribal authority. Men were threatened by her, 

I think this because Sibusisiwe was not apologetic about who she was. You know, 
men expect women to be shy, timid and to withdraw from the centre - Sibusisiwe 
was the opposite of these words.'17 

Like Sibusisiwe, in 1936 Dr Goonam also returned to Durban to help her community 

8 years after leaving, and set up her practice in the Grey Street Complex. In comparison to 

the other women under discussion, she too was discriminated against, 

the struggles we had to fight were numerous. As a young women doctor, I had two 
battles to fight - racism and sexism [and] the prejudice existed on three counts: I 
was female, Indian, and unmarried .... I was the first female Indian doctor in this 
country1 I 8  

' I 4  Herd, Killie's Africa, p.64. 
115 Khan. A Critical Study of the Life and Work of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.82. As Brigilia Bam argues about 
Sibusisiwe's life, which is applicable to the other women, "for those of us who've gone abroad to study, there is 
a tendency for us not to return to rural areas, but Sibusisiwe Makanya returned. ... She chose to live and work in 
Umbumbulu". 
' I 6  Khan. A Critical Study of the Life and Work of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p. 100,147,149,151 
"' Khan. A Critical Study of the Life and Work of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.126. 
"' The Asian. 2319197. 



In the beginning she suffered tremendous disadvantages being black, people were hesitant 

and suspicious of going to a black doctor. Goonam argued her attempts to get into a hospital 

to meet other doctors and exchange opinions and new knowledge was not possible, for the 

official reply to her application was, 

the policy of this country is that non-European doctors could not be admitted to 
Government hospitals as white nurses would not be prepared to take orders from 
black doctors! ' l g  

She was even accused by a white matron in prison of being a witchdoctor to which Goonam 

7, 120 indignantly snapped back "they don't teach witchcraft in Scotland . There was also 

enormous prejudice against a woman doctor, as she claimed, "I was a novelty but 

professionally I was no draw", and had many doors shut in her face.12' In the beginning, she 

mainly served the very poor patients, of all races, who had no choice but to go to her. Dr 

Goonam's social life did not include Indian women, because their life experiences were very 

different, with Dr Goonam repeatedly criticising their subservient status in the domestic 

sphere and the Indian community's conservative and superstitious restricting traditions. 

Linked to the forging of her medical career, was also the forging of her political 

career. On her return from experiencing freedom granted to blacks overseas, Goonam on 

finding racial discrimination intensified in the 1930s was determined to fight for the rights of 

South African Indians and end oppressiodsegregation and later Apartheid, a process that was 

to occupy most of her life. The specifics of her involvement in various political movements 

and organisations is not in the scope of this essay, but has been covered in greater detail in Dr 

Goonam's own autobiography, The Coolie Doctor. Suffice to say her most active political 

119 Goonarn. The Coolie Doctor, p.60. 
Goonarn. The Coolie Doctor, p.114. 



involvement came during the Passive Resistance Campaigns in the 1940s where she helped 

with extensive canvassing on injustices, recruited volunteers and went with them to jail (1 8 

times).122 This movement, very importantly helped to mobilised Indian women for the first 

time, bringing them out of seclusion to "save their homes and families". Disrupted and 

relocated 3 times in the 1940s and 1950s, and travelling to India and London in between 

(holding appointments at various hospitals), she returned to Durban each time, until the end 

of the 1970s when imprisonment was imminent because of her activism. Dr Goonam thus left 

South Africa to avoid arrest. She settled in London, Australia and finally took a job at a 

hospital in Harare, and continuing to fight for the end of Apartheid and for human rights. Her 

political involvement in the struggle for liberation has a positive effect on her medical 

practice, as she argued, her reputation grew and, 

I then became Dr Goonam for everybody ... it helped me quite a lot and in many 
ways ... it brought [me] forward. Everythin grew with it. Somehow I felt that 
somebody had pushed me further forward. 1% 

Pro fessional Careers rather than Marriage - Difficcrli Women. 

Besides the difficulties each woman had to struggle against to forge their careers, an 

important reason for their success, was their rejection of the allotted or conventional women's 

domestic sphere, for work in their communities in the public sphere. These women were 

among a vanguard, challenging the conservative sexist and racist forces blocking their paths. 

The term "difficult" has been reclaimed as a positive representation in this project, to denote 

women who were intelligent but ambitious and who refused to accept recognised definitions 

of their station in life as mothers and wives. Most of them never married, and if they did, it 

was only for a short time, and for this and other reasons their achievements in life and 

successes in their chosen professional fields were their own, not linked to men's 

' * I  Goonam. The Coolie Doctor, p.58. 



achievements. 

All five of the women were seen, if not throughout their lives, than at certain stages of 

their lives as "difJicult". None conformed, and they all refused to accept their society's 

definition of their station in life, often rebelling against their gender inequalities. When I 

asked Dr Goonam whether people in her life time had seen her as difficult she replied, 

I was treated as an outcast, and I was very difficult ... I could stand and talk to 
any man as his equal and they felt that was not quite an Indian way of doing things. 
... I hesitated sometimes, but I was a rebel, and that helped me to overcome these 
diffi~u1ties.l~~ 

In very similar ways, all these women had distinct and striking personalities, were outspoken 

and their attitudes and behaviours were often controversial. Some of them, such as 

Sibusisiwe, Dr Goonam and Phyllis challenged the prevailing norms with their Western style 

of dress, smoking in public, wearing make-up and their forthright and carefree manner. As 

Brigalia Bam argued about Sibusisiwe and her approach to life, 

she had a loud voice [and] a facade of a hard woman ... Everyone was scared of her. 
No one had the guts to pick an argument with her ... She wore makeup, was growing 
her hair, when all other women wore a scarf when going out ... and she was in the 
middle of Umbumbulu ... she surprised patriarchy in ~ m b u r n b u l u . ' ~ ~  

In varying degrees, they were all independent, strong-willed, and intelligent, which 

intimidated many of their male acquaintances. Killie's interest in book buying and her 

"haunting" of second hand bookshops rather than performing her duties and social rounds, 

was often seen as the lack of her responsibilities as a member of an elite class and her interest 

in "dusty books and musty documents" was seen as an odd eccentricity, and as her mother 

'22 Goonarn. The Coolie Doctor, p. 105- 1 1 1. 
123 Interview with Dr Goonarn, Appendix, Tape 1 : Side A. 
124 Interview with Dr Goonarn, Appendix, Tape 1: Side B. 



7' 126 said, the "sheer madness of her daughters apparent extravagance . 

Other than Mabel (who was married only for a short time during the World War I), 

Killie, Sibusisiwe and Dr Goonam, all lived long and full lives and although receiving several 

marriage proposals, after serious and careful consideration, realising the criticisms that would 

come from their communities, refused them all, making a conscious choice not to marry, and 

rather spend their lives working for and helping their communities. Marriage would have 

wrought a change in their outlook, disposition, circumstances and almost certainly their 

goals, but it is unknown whether they could have successfully combined marriage and 

careers, and had the impact they did. Mabel Palmer was seen as "something of a stormy 

element" in the academic world, and after her divorce she had "not only a husband but also a 

9 ,  127 family as an academic career . She also constantly argued that "public life is compatible 

with domestic life" and that women should not think in terms of a marriage or a career, but in 

7, 128 terms of marriage and a career . Although having a child of her own and adopting her 

sister-in-law's two children after her marriage broke down in the 1940s, Dr Goonam still did 

not regard marriage as an option, and argued that marriage would have been a, 

hindrance to [my] activities ... I said if I'm going to get married, then I'll have 
children, then I'll have to stay at home. How can I [then] do what I wanted to do - 
that is self commitment for the good of the people. ... Marriage would have ended 
everything that I had in mind and I wanted that, I wanted to work for them, ... 
and I know that was the best thing to do.'29 

For Goonam and her family, the traditional female gods and icons were, 

Iz5 Umehani Khan's Interview with Brigalia Barn, 3110195, housed in the Campbell Collections. 
lZ6 Daily News, 3/10/52. 
12' Talk given by Dr. S Vietzen, to the Durban Branch of the South African Association of University Women, 
in the Norwegian Hall, Mansfield Road, Durban, 19 February, 1980, Mabel Palmer Collection, Campbell 
Collections. 
128 Natal Witness, 41 12/47. 
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women [wholnever married ... They were spinsters, and they achieved a lot. So 
I think she took a lesson from them ... They looked upon me as another icon in 
the community.'30 

In terms of Sibusisiwe's unmarried life, H.M.S. Makanya had this comment to make in 1979, 

I know why she didn't get married. You know among our people a woman has got 
to be nice and humble. She wasn't. She was so outspoken. She would come here 
and talk to [older] men and women as she would to her friends and the younger 
men regarded her with fear ... I can't live with such a woman - she's a boss to me.13' 

A woman who was definitely a boss of her own life, despite her marrying was Phyllis 

Naidoo. Phyllis was younger, representing the generation of women after the other four, and 

by the fact that she did get married (twice) and remained so for longer than Mabel did, often 

saw her achievements being hidden behind the activities of her husband's (relationship with 

men is stronger). It's for this reason that her life will be analysed in comparison to the other 

four women. However, in many other ways, her life story runs parallel to the other women, in 

that she was also seen as "difJicult" (although in a slightly different sense) and she took on a 

number of professional careers in the public sphere, experiencing sexual and racial 

discrimination, and challenging a number of conservative and traditional forces. However, 

her life departs from an easy equation with them again in relation to her careers, by the fact 

that she had to combine family and career responsibilities, with her marriage and children 

placing greater strains on her work, with the accompanying result of one or the other 

suffering because of conflicts. 

In terms of Phyllis forging a professional career, her life choices differ from the other 

women in that she educated herself while working to support her family, studied in South 

Africa, and embarked on three career choices. Thus while starting out as a social worker at 

I 3 O  Interview with Dr Goonarn, Appendix, Tape 1: Side A. 
''I Khan. A Critical Study of the Life and Work of Sibusisiwe Makanya, p.125. 



Fosa Settlement in 1946-47 helping T.B. patients to recover, she later (1951-63) took on 

teaching as a profession because with patients returning after being released because of poor 

living conditions, Phyllis did not feel that she was helping, and turned to teaching to try and 

help educate people to improve their 1 i ~ e s . l ~ ~  While teaching she studied at night for her 

Teachers Diploma and later (1955-58) she put herself through the University of Natal, 

Durban, barely managing to survive, but became more politically conscious and involved in 

organisations (such as the Natal Indian Congress - N.I.C.) finding it difficult to remain 

politically neutral. The nature of her work as a social worker and teacher were socially 

acceptable roles for women. 

Balancing Pro fessionnl Careers and Family: Multiple 
Responsibilities. 

Whilst becoming more politically conscious, through student politics at the end of the 

1950s, Phyllis met her second husband M.D. Naidoo (first marriage had failed because they 

were too young) who was to have an enormous influence on her life. Their lives were 

constantly in tension between family demands and political activities. They had three 

children between 1961 and 1966, and through that period, Phyllis had to work, study, had 

domestic responsibilities, while M.D. was arrested in 1966 and imprisoned on Robben Island 

for 5 years.133 From 1966-76 Phyllis was served with banning orders and house arrested 

because of her political activities. Her burden was huge, as unable to teach, forced to support 

her family and M.D., she worked as an articled clerk, had lone domestic responsibilities, 

studied, and helped in the political struggle, 

it was a hectic period ... I used to go to bed dead tired. I can't tell you what a whole 
day was packed up with ... [so] busy doing things ... I don't know how it happened.134 

- - 

13' Correspondence Files, Box 2, 1978, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville 
Documentation Centre. 
133 Biographical Subject File, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville Documentation 
Centre. 
13' Phyllis Naidoo Interview, Appendix, Tape 2: Side B. 



In 1967 she was arrested for 10 days. Yet, she did not see herself as a superwoman, for 

there's nothing exceptional in that - many wives do it everyday. Anyway I have 
no one to blame. I went into it with my eyes open.I3' 

In comparison to the other women, her life shows that women were able to be married and 

professional, but it involved huge strains, that the husbands mostly did not feel. 

It was from the mid-1940s onwards that Phyllis realised, I would argue, that the only 

way to address the problems facing black people was through politics and changes in the 

government, and coupled with the need to earn a living, Phyllis took up the study of law 

(completing it through correspondence when house arrested). Phyllis hoped to become a 

lawyer to help alleviate the oppressive conditions of the majority of South Africans, where 

most of their "crimes" were as a result of poverty. Recognising the inequalities in the law 

courts and system ofjustice (which were not representative of the majority), Phyllis chose to 

speak for those who could not. In 1973 after a long and bitter fight and third application to 

the Natal Law Society she was admitted into practice with A.J. Gumede, the first cross- 

cultural practice in South Africa until 1977, when she was forced to go into e ~ i 1 e . l ~ ~  Her 

banning orders prevented her from attending court, giving legal services to the poor, and 

found difficulty establishing a practice as she was discriminated against as a woman, but also 

racially. Lecturers and male attorneys did not see law as an acceptable career for women, but 

later accepted her services as a lawyer against Apartheid, being a member of the A.N.C. fight 

for liberation. 

13' New African, January 1978, p.90. 
136 Correspondence, Box 2, File 54, 1983, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville 
Documentation Centre. 



Divorce: "Prostitute of the Revolirtion " - Socially Ostracised 

However, the strains of their political activities (being in exile, bannings, jail) placed a 

burden on their personal lives and marriage, making their marriage unstable. When M.D. was 

released from jail in June 1972, both were house arrested, and forced to live together. This 

was impossible and resulted in their separation and divorce in 1974, with M.D. gaining 

custody of their two sons, and Phyllis getting custody of their daughter. Divorce for Phyllis 

was difficult and lonely. She felt socially ostracised, and marginalised, which was made more 

difficult because she had been divorced before as her father told her not to "don't darken my 

doorstep". Many of her friends condemned her as selfish and a, 

cause of wreckage in the lives of others ... I do not believe that any help you can 
bring to those suffering politically can equal this destruction wrought in private 
lives.13' 

Phyllis felt like a social outcast in her Indian community, and lost her women friends, 

I have no friends, life is one unspeakable agony. I have to walk the streets with 
my head bent in shame. The Indian community is such a sanctimonious gang I 
am not sure I will be able to practice here.13' 

M.D. dragged her name through the mud. He used her extra-marital affair against her, 

accused her of embezzling A.N.C. funds, and the worst of all, called her an unfit mother, 

he cried in court, ... and softened up the judges and so he looks like the hero. [He 
argued] that while [he] went to struggle for freedom, she was 'prostituting' her body 
... [and] because I was house arrested, I used to send the children out to the family 

[then] I was prepared to 'farm out7 my children ... and he made out that I did that to 
'prostitute' my body. I tell you it was vicious.139 

13' Correspondence, Box 1, File 17, 1972, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville 
Documentation Centre. 
'I8 Correspondence, Box 1, File 17, The Phyllis Naidoo Collection, University of Durban Westville 
Documentation Centre. 
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Phyllis, when asked why she married M.D., said, 

he was political by which time I was political and we thought it was a good thing 
to do. Some people say that I wasn't in love with M.D. ... I think when I look back 
and I wonder if I've ever been in love ... I don't know. He was attractive, politically, 
very attractive. 140 

Looking back with hindsight, Phyllis argued that she would not marry again, 

I think I've learnt that marriage isn't all its put out to be, I don't think I'll marry. 
... No, no, no. I think its much nicer being just free and having the affairs that you 
want to have, not having a fixed marriage on your neck all the time.l4l 

Thus while in terms of marriage and the difficulties of combining marriage and 

careers, Phyllis was different to the other women, her life story also runs parallel to theirs in 

that she was also seen as "drflcult", through divorcing her husband, and thus challenging 

many conservative and traditional forces, but also through her life style and attitudes to life. 

She was independent, strong-willed and outspoken. When asked if she was seen as "drflcult", 

she replied, 

its always been there, but its never bothered me ... I was not a pretty person, but I 
sort of made up for it by being this extremely outspoken person. [She also regarded 
herself as a bit of a rebel] ... people [said] its okay for you Phyll, but ... we can't do 
those things. I think they were a little jealous of me, what I did, and how I did it ... But 
I didn't think I was doing anything great.142 

A male friend of Phyllis's commented on her outspoken personality and independence, 

you are such a beautiful person, not physically beautiful, but your skills and I 
mean I'm so proud when I hear you talking and all that, and argue, and ... you 
don't let anything go, everything is taken off the mind, and it is so refreshing, 
but God I wouldn't want you as a wife. ... No he says I'm too threatening. ... [So] 
while they admire you and all that, they don't want an equal ... partnership, they 
want a subservient partnership. 143 

- - -  

I40 Phyllis Naidoo Interview, Tape 2: Side A. 
141 Phyllis Naidoo Interview, Tape 2: Side A. 
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Giving Back to the Community. 

Each of the five women contributed in their own unique way, through their 

professions and recognised the importance of education and thus promoted it to the oppressed 

people as their main aims. Mabel Palmer had a deep humanitarian concern for society, and 

her greatest work was the founding of University education for blacks in Natal. She 

supported the causes of those whom opportunities were denied or not easily available, and 

saw in education the key to social improvement. She placed her faith in education, a 

prerequisite for independent action (political or otherwise), who once equipped with it would 

be on their way as influential members of the society. She had a remarkable capacity for 

work, and a flair in acquiring and imparting knowledge, as well as inspiring loyalty and hard 

work in others. 

Killie Campbell, like Mabel, also saw herself as an educator able to impart knowledge 

about people but in a different sense. In a privileged position in terms of race and class, she 

dedicated her life to the collection and preservation of other people's life histories which 

made her library such a rich source of knowledge on the experiences of people from South 

African and Natal in particular. To Killie the content of the record was of supreme 

importance, regardless of the form, collecting a wide assortment of sources - pictures, 

artefacts, scrapbooks, newspaper cuttings, essays to help recreate more complete version of 

past. But the strength of her library was derived from it's vast and varied accumulation of 

private letters, unpublished manuscripts, diaries, unassuming booklets, pamphlets unavailable 

elsewhere. She remains unequalled as a harvester of "unconsidered trifles" generally ignored 

3' 144 by Africana collectors in their search for the "glittering prizes . This attitude about history 

was unique for her time as she felt it was not so much in the blue books, "where officials 

write to please authority", but in the letters and diaries of private individuals where a "rich 



store of information had scarcely been tapped", and was invaluable to overcoming biases by 

supplementing relevant material sources. For Killie, a woven tapestry of history was 

indispensable for a, 

reconstruction of the life of the times ... serving to correct the official view, [by] 
offering endless sidelights [into] the solemn histories of the day. 145 

Killie's other major contribution of a library, was developed in order to alleviate 

racial tensions in South Africa through a lack of knowledge. She hoped that a wide range of 

sources on black history, customs and traditions would "shine a clear light through the murk 

7, 146 of ignorance and racial distrust . She described her library as a "completely non-racial 

institution" housing a wealth of books and a variety historical material - everything relevant 

to Africa's past, its future and contemporary developments.147 She foresaw blacks moving up 

in the social, political and economic arenas, and was convinced that their development, must 

be based on the indestructible foundations of past. As she argued, 

if we have any traditions at all, they must be based on mutual understanding and a 
sense of pride in the deeds and people of the past ... who built up this young South 
African nation. 14' 

Sibusisiwe also saw education as the great liberator of the African people, and 

because of the lack of educational facilities, "flexi-time" schooling - winter schools for 

girls/wornen and night school for herd boys (around seasons) - was created.149 She developed 

an education system to meet the needs of the community, retaining Zulu cultural practices 

and not alienating the rural society. Adult education was also her primary concern, especially 

for women who were more influential and cooperative. The education was aimed to offer 

'44 Herd. Killie's Africa, p. 135. 
14' Herd. Killie 's Africa, p. 14 1 .  
146 Herd. Killie 's Africa, p. 128. 
'" Herd. KiNie 's Africa, p. 1 14. 
IJ8 Jaff. Women Sozcth Africa Remembers, p.94. 



alternative methods of approaching domestic and agricultural tasks and to help assert 

independence and a place for themselves, cookery, house management, gardening, sewing, 

knitting, and care of children.l5' In her spare time, she visited homes and tried to motivate 

parents to sent their children to school. She helped build the Lucy Johnston Hall, which was 

opened in April 1955, clinics, and a secondary school (first in district). Here workshops 

conducted on health, hygiene and nutrition were held in liaison with academics at the 

University of Natal, Medical School. She also helped to establish their first library. Through 

education she hoped to develop community leadership amongst rural women, to help people 

adjust to the social changes, and because the women were the ones lefi behind in reserves 

when men migrated, and became heads of their households. She was also concerned with 

interracial co-operation and community based projects, but not politics, 

she was more concerned about the welfare of her people ... but you could say that 
she was an activist. She taught women to grow vegetables, make gardens, eat a 
healthier diet and so on. This is another way of fighting the discriminatory laws 
that deprived us of basic needs ... she was an activist without saying she was one 
- her approach was very different - she cared for her people this is how she fought 

for them. l 5  

Goonam gave back to her community by fighting for political rights, as a medical 

doctor and as an educator to help people uplift themselves. She promoted family planning 

measures, and particularly helped by being a doctor to Indian women who could not go to 

male doctors, 

I could see a [whole] section of the community ... most of them were Indian women 
who wanted help but who couldn't come to Indian [male] doctors. It was a great 
help to them.152 

- - ~ - - - 
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