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Women's sl terling role in man 
I N  1957 A s h a  
Dawood was the only 
l n d i a n  w o m a n  ac- 
cused at the Treason 
hear ing but lnd ian  
women had been in 
the forefront of our 
peop les '  s t r u g g l e  
s i n c e  t h e  d a y s  o f  

IN this posthumous publication of the 
memoirs of The Leader historian and 
former vice-president of the Natal In- 
dian Congress, Mr A.C. Meer re&m- 
bers the activitiesoftl~e Durban and Dis- 
trict Womens' League in 1957 and says 
that if the ANC Womens' League then 
had a non-racial constitution. Indians. 

facets of strug 
~~ -~ -~ 

Gandhiji. 
lo fact Indian women ~ o l o u r e d s  and Whites would have 

Bengal had played joined that body. Mr Meer reviews the 
an important role in the part played by our women in South 
C a p  horn the days of Africa and in India over the years. 
Jan van Riebieck but we 
hnow vil tually nothing 
about them. 

And soon, unless we 
take inunediate steps, 
\v,: will forget the role 
played by our women 
(luring the Gandhian 
passive resistance in 
Natal and the Trdnsvaal. 

I have often woudered 
that if the Mahahna had 
uot recorded (he story 
of Valliarnrnah Mood- 
liar, would we have 
corn to know her at all? 

And even today 
despite the Gandhian 
record, we make mis- 
takes about tlie details 
of her life. 

STRUGGLE 
I was trying to recall 

Ule nanles of the brave 
lndian women who 
came froni the 
Transvaal to Northern 
Natal when M.K. 
Gandhi was still grop- 
ing wilh indecision. 

These women from 
the Trdnsvaal gave the 
struggle cohesion and 
transformed it into a 
mass struggle. 

We know so li t t le 
about them save per- 
haps to slate lhat U~eu 
photograph appears in 
(he Golden Number of 
the "Indian Opinion" 
while the11 names are 
recorded ill the 
newspaper founded by 
M.K. Gandhi in 1903. 

POSTHUMOUS 
MEMOIRS OF 

By 1957 Indlan glrls were requlrlng more and more high schools. Thls photograph shows Durban 
Indian Girls' High .School pupils discussing the history paper they had written for their 

I A.C. MEER 
matriculation examination. .I,-IF..-- P-,.:~... :I 

Mrs SaroJinl Naldu, 
the  only woman t o  
hold the post of Presi- 
dent of the SA Indian 
Congress.  She  was 
elected to Ulal post ln 
1924. 

Vijayalakshmi Pandlt 
of lndla became the 
flrst woman to occupy 
the post of President o r  
the United Natlons 

n c t r a t c  a u c r s ~ y  ru 

which Gadija Chris- 
tophrr had taken an ac- 
tive part. 

The name of Mrs S 1  
Singh was mos 
prominent arnon Lh 
old guard whic& in 

' tluded people such a 
Sylvia Lawrence ant 
otl~ers who had, sina 
(he days of Kunwaran 
Mdharaj Siogh, playa 
important mlrs io or. 

. : ganising our wornen i 
social acti\,ities. 

gal appears decades, 
nay centuries pass 
before we hear the 
name of Cissie Gool. 

Indeed she was a 
pioneer. She obtained a 
Masters Degree from 
the University of Ca 
Town and in 1938 s E  
headed the Non- 
European United Front. 

Later she obtained the 
LL.B dcgrec and she 
filled the post which her 
fatller, Dr Abdulla Ab- 
durdhman, had held, in 
the City Council of 
Cape Town. 

HEROIC ROLE 
As far as  African 

women are concerned I 
remember Mrs Jossie 
Palmer of Johannes- 
burg, a leading trade 
unionist. who belonged 
to  the Garment 
Workers' Union. 

She, too, in 1938 was 
part of the Non- 
Eurowan United Front 

Asha Dawood the only 
l n d i a n  woman ac- 
cused in 1956 Treason 
hearing. 

Zainab Asvat led the 
1-mt batch of resisters 
in 1946 Passive Resis- 
tance Campaign. 

M r s  Gndi j a  Chrls-  
topher, in 1957 headed 
t h e  Ch i ld  Wel fa re  
Society in Durban. 

M r s  Dhanee Bram- 
daw who played a role 
in womens' activities 
in Pieternuritzburg. 

And I remember ir 
Pielermarilzburg tbt 
part played by thc 
women there includmg 
Mrs Bandhoo and Mn 
Bramdaw who a p  
pared very much in tlle 
news in the year 1957. 

The days of persuad- 
ing prcnrs to send Uleu 
daughters to schools 
were over. 

Ttie Lime had anived 
when ow girls required 
niore and more schools 
aud when the com- 
munity had its Cmt co- 

. ducation high school 
in the fifties there was a 
tremendous support for 
it. 

WENT AHEAD 
The end of the Second 

World War found rnany 
of our young women 
entering occupations 
and professions in 
which there were none 
of our women pre- 
viously. 

Indian girls were, with 
better training and 
education, no more 
reluctant lo enter the 
nursing profession and 
they were being 
employed kss and less 
as domestic workers. 

And with new avenues 
being opened up to 
lbem in a racist society 
they became more and 
more aware of the 
double oppression they 
were In meeting suhjecled the to. chal- 

lenges facing them, 
Black women did re- 
quire their own or- 
ganisation to speed up 
their liberation whilst 
playing Lbeir proper rok 
within the national 
liberation organisations. 

But in 1957, the 
women silting at the 
Drill Hall as Ireawn ac- 
cused. were fuUy aware 
of Uie fact that the strug- 
gle for their liberation 
went back to 1652 and 
beyond and that the 
names of rnany pioneers 
were unknown to them 
and to Soulh Africa. 

(Copyright 1990 ES- 
late A.C. M m )  

K o n w a r a n i  L a d y  
MaharaJ Singh foun- 
ded many wonlens' or- 
ganisatiuns in South 
Af r i ca  a n d  u rged  
education for lndian 
girls in the Thirties. 

The man who had 
written the story of Val- 
liamniah Moodliar 
whilst he was ex- 

r rimeuting with truth 
ad become the Great 

Soul and had accepted 
the truth of mystics 
such as Rahia of Basra 
that "sex was just an 
outer-garment of the 
reality which was Ihe 
soul" and hence che dif- 
ference between rllales 
and females was not 
that important. 

In the Rig Veda the es- 
sential equality of the 
sexes is emphasised and 
hence Vedic prists are 
drawn from both males 
and fenules aud Ulis has 
becn the psition long 
before the male 
dominated society came 
into being. 

We learnt this from 
the learned Vedic 
scholars who began 
visiting the shores of 
South Africa from as 
early as  1912 when 
Bhai Parmanand arrived 

Our historians have 
failed us nnserabl iu 
making importilnt i!icts 
known to the genera- 
tions that have fol- 
lowed. 

But why was it that 
Gandhi was so par- 
ticular in recording day 
to day events in the 
"Ooinion" and in his 

The NIC arid the TIC 
had tlrir youth bodies 
and they worked very 
closely with tlie African 
and Coloured youth but 
there was no separate 
lndian womens' body 
formed wit11 the sanc- 
tion of the NIC and the -- 

F a t l m a  Meer  who 
played a major role in 
the formation of the 
Durban and District 
Women's League. 

D r  K. G o o n a m  
entered the political 
scene "like a volcano" 
on her return to Dur- 
ban. 

Mrs 2. Gool of Cape 
Town became a Coun- 
cillor of the Mother 
City and head of the 
Nun-Europeqn United 
Front. 

jouimals such as "Young 
India" and "Harijan'? 

We tealise that he has 
left us with a very rich 
treasure of our past in 
South Africa and even 
those who uphold the 
Gandhian traditions 
.have been so slow In 
following him in this 
important task o f  
recording history. 

~ 1 I G l I  OWICE 
I remember how 

Sarojini Naidu in 1924 
brought back to us the 
memories of the great 
lndian women who had 
fought tyranny in India. 

India's m ology and 
histoulay is G of praise 
for 111e part played by 
women in energising 
he entire fabric of our 
society. 

Sarojini Naidu be- 
came the president of 
the South African ln- 
dian Congress in 1925 
but no women after her 
ever held that post 
agam. 

She also became !he 
president of the Ind~an 
National Congress in 
India and there too she 
and Mira Bhen were 
holding top posts in lhe 
struggle for what was 
then called "Home 
Rule" in India. 

From the early history 
of the Cape where the 
nime of Anna van Ben- 

in L~I; Transvaal, led by 
Dr Yusuf Dadoo in Ulat 
Proviuce. 

And, of course, in the 
Transvaal there was 
Mrs P.K. Naidoo who 
brought us nlemories of 
the womens' heroic role 
under Gandhi. 

In 1957 when the 
Trason Hearing was in 
progress. the Drill Hall 
had in the dock the new 
generation of  our  
women freedom 
fighters and anlong 
them were Lilian 
Ngoyt ,  Ruth First, 
Dorothy Nyembe, 
Sonia Bunting and 
Dorothy Shanley. 

Among those helping 
the accused in so many 
different ways were 
such leading per- 
sonalities as Zainab 
Asvat, Amina Pahad 
and others who had 
gone to prison in the 
1946 passive resistance 
cam aign and in the 
195f Defiance of Un- 
just Laws campaign. 

TOGETHER 
Indeed, the African 

National Congress had 
its Womens' League but 
there was no separate 
Womens' League within 
the Natal and the 
Transvaal Indian Con- 
gresses. 

What was the reason 
behind this? 

. . 
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Our young lndian 
women took part in the 
Youth Congresses and 
they were actively par- 
ticipating in the NIC 
and the TIC under the 
leadership of Monty 
Naieker and Yusuf 
Dadoo. 

In Natal in the late 
ihirties Dr K. Goonam 
canu: on the scene like a 

Study Group of Durban 
had a woman's liberal 
group to cater for the 
special needs of our 

way0 are some of the 
oanles that appear in the 
1957 records of the 
Durban and District 
Women's League which 
no more exists but 
whose ideas continue to 
renuin fresh. The his- 
tory of this body also re- 
quires to be written up 
before it is lost for all 
tunes to our people in 
South Africa. 

POSITION 
From many of our 

platforms came the 
c lear  message that 
Black women in South 
Africa were doubly op- 
pressed in our racist 
m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  
society. 

And because of their 
position in our racist 
and sexist society there 
was a need for women 
to organise themselves. 
but within Ule NIC and 
the TIC it was stressed 
thal women n u t  play 
their full role within the 
Congresses, particularly 
when the Monty Naick- 
er-Yusuf Dadoo leader- 
ship claimed to be total- 
ly opposed to a sexist 
society. 

It was for that rcason 
that no NIC-TIC 
Wo~iiens' Leagues were 
ever formed. But on the 
ot l~er  hand, even tlie 

, t l ~ i ~ l k - t a n k  Liberal 

The Communist Party 
had within its ranks 
women from all race 
groups, but after the 
Suppression of Com- 
munism Act the Party 
was dissolved and the 
Congrcss of Democrats 
began catering for 
White men and women 
denmcrats. 

women. 
In lndia too,. if I 

remember correctly. 
both Sarojini Naidu and 
Vijayalakshimi Pandit 
did not believe in 
prunwtulg Ihe cause of 
women through 
wonlens' organisations 
and there were uume- 
rous statements of 
Sarojini Naidu against 
"feminism" as distinct 
from wonlens' libera- 
tion. 

In any event Mahatma 
Gandhi himself stood 
for an end to India's 
sexist society and his 
writings and actions on 
lhis question are impor- 
tant to those who want 
to nnderstand how the 
National liberation 
struggle in lndia 
produced such persons 
as Aruna Asaf Ah and 
lndira Gandhi drawn 
IrOm two separate 
generations. 

"GARMENT". 

India hasp"d"ced only the ~ r s t  Woman 
governor in the Com- 
monwealth but India 
a lso  gave the first 
woman President to the 
United Nations Or- 
ganisation ...: ..... . .. '.. 

volcano. 
From Edinburgh this 

newly qualified medico 
arrived to f i ~ h t  for 

in this land. 
But to get back to 

1957. lhe Drill Hall had 
It was in this situation 

that the Durban and 
District Womens' 
Lea ue led by Bertha 
Mkaize and Fatirna 
Meer became an impor- 
tant honie for women of 
Ihc ANC and the NIC, 
in particular, to come 
together with White and 
Coloured women and I 
remember the part 
played by this body in 
doing useful work in in- 
itiating self-help 
schenw. 

It was indeed for its 
time a most powerful 
non-racial women's 
group doing a trenrn- 
dous amount of work 
and m wonder its lead- 
ing manhers came to be 
honourctl wilh bantling 

won~ens' liberation at 
every tum. She attacked 
the A.1. Kajee-P.R. 
Pather NIC as  one 
denying our wallen op- 
portun~ties to serve in 
the Congress. 

She became a top 
leader after the 1945 
takeover of the NIC by 
the progressives and 
continued to play a 
militant role in the life 
of the conu~luoity, serv- 
ing numerous lrrms of 
pnson. 

ALL CROUPS 
And yet in Natal lhere 

was no formal body 
which col~ld bring the 
women of all com- 
munities together, thal 
is both socialists and 
non-socialists. 

The  ANC was for 
Africans only arid the 
NIC was for Indians. 

,,-.,. : 2, . . , , , .. , ,y. 4 i5.. :;:.: 

within its dock. women 
accused drawn from all 
parts of South Africa 
and in Durban here was 
a concerted effort IO or- 
ganise a non-racial 
womcns' body to mee4 
UK challenges of apart- 
heid. 

WELFARE WORK 
If in 1957 the ANC 

was open to all South 
Africans and not con- 
fuied la Africans only. 
many of our leading 
women act~vists who 
were not Africans 
would have pined b e  
ANC Womens' League. 

W~thoutpining such a 
body and without any 
wornens' organisation 
which was non-racial. 
ow women were indeed 
playing such bodies a vital as the role Child in 

orders by the Miriistcr 
of Justice. 

Fatinla Seedat, Ruth 
Shahanc. Edith K h i ~ z ~  








